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Chapter one

Indenture





A fine dust blew out in a circle from the ancient leather-bound Tiered Tome of Symbols when Crystalyn Creek slammed the cover closed. The beautiful white symbols on the cover had drawn her attention the instant she’d seen the book on the podium. Now they bothered her. Well, more accurately, their behavior made her stomach lurch. Whenever she focused on one, even for as little as a heartbeat, it spun into motion. Like the white circular symbol with its mesmerizing pattern of interlocked rings that started out large near the outer rim, then grew smaller and smaller, until barely discernable at the center, shrinking to infinity. As she stared, it, too, rotated rightward, moving in an exaggerated slow motion. Then, accelerating, the symbol blurred into brilliant white circular lines that stretched downward, spiraled to a dark hole of of blackness at the center. Exquisite and unnerving. Afraid to gaze too long, lest she lose herself to the immense presence she felt there, power raw and absolute. Crystalyn forced herself to glance away and then back. 

The symbol rotated to a stop.

 Something erratic with the book of symbols was going on, to say the least. What did it mean? Was her mind misfiring again? Her stomach lurched again, thinking about it. Though physician Ralston had mentioned the event with the Hartwig Kid might have altered her brain neurons in a way, her mind couldn't handle, she'd put little stock in it. Now she wondered. Thankfully, the med cylinder he’d prescribed for panic control mode worked. However, her med school mentor had also warned that extended periods of high stress, both physically and mentally, could trigger a relapse. Worse, she still could slip fully into the dark abyss of no return, locked inside her own mind. Mute to the world. Then who would take care of her little sister, Jade? Not Dad. He was too weak, his heart beat slower with each passing bell. Even with all the high technology the world of Terra offered, there was little help for a man dying from self-neglect. Crystalyn couldn’t fault his grief after her mom went missing. She missed her, too. So did Jade. 

Crystalyn flipped open the old tome. Committing the symbols inside to memory, discovering their unique properties, overrode unnerving peculiarities. The symbol she’d just spun on the cover had a journal entry recorded on the first page of chapter two above the title “Defensive Symbols”. Underneath, long flowing letters written in an odd glyphlike writing flowed across the page for three sentences, as if coded. Or an incantation. Though how a symbol could help with defense was beyond her. Symbols conveyed a meaning, or many denotations, entwined into one. Perhaps whoever had done the chronicling meant it to signify a defensive warning. What it defended against, she hadn’t the faintest idea. The one person who might know some of the meaning, if not all, she couldn’t ask. Her Indenture Service Provider, Ruena Day, would certainly believe she’d slipped, gone irrevocably mad, at the mere mention of asking her to verify a symbol could spin. What if it didn't happen when her ISP was nearby? Ruena wouldn’t hesitate to replace anyone suspected of a mind affliction. 

Sitting straighter, Crystalyn stretched, working the kinks from the small of her back. Feeling guilty, she’d sat at the plasicrete podium perusing the book for too long, she looked around. The midmorning transport shipment still sat on the dock, along with many other end-of-shift duties she should have already completed. Now she’d have to scramble to finish. Today, at least, there hadn’t been new artifacts to scan—to dot map, as she called the monotonous duty of converting a relic’s exact dimensions to a digital image.

A throaty voice spoke from behind. “There’s work to be done, and there you are lounging.”

Crystalyn jumped to her feet. The ragged, low-tech stool she’d been sitting on rolled across the floor and banged against a thrust motor crate. “Oh! I didn’t know you were here.”

Ruena regarded her. Surprisingly, no frown marred her features, though her full, dark-shaded lips had compressed to their usual thin line. Her generous black hair was pulled back and braided on the sides, with two thin locks left to arc outward above her eyes and down, ending on each side of her fine cheekbones. The dragon scythes, as Ruena often referred to them, accented her rounded nose and sharp face, but failed to pull attention away from her vibrant almond eyes. “Don’t belabor the obvious, Crystalyn. Did you get the new arrival finished?”

“Yes. The artifact from Low Realm is complete. I measured, dot mapped, and converted to a holo image early last night.”

“Good. Have you sent them to me?”

“No, the collection is too large. I had to write them to a protein gel drive. It’s secured with your genetic imprint and on your desk.”

Ruena smiled. “I’m going to be working with it soon.”

Crystalyn stared. Her service provider was in a rare mood. Did she dare ask? “Will you let me take the book home tonight? I’ll dot map it and copy every symbol in it in my free time.”

Ruena’s smile vanished. “What do you mean?”

Crystalyn moved to the side.

Ruena grabbed the Tiered Tome of Symbols from the podium, giving it a quick glance. “How did you get this? I locked it in my desk some time ago.”

“I found it here. Honestly, I thought you left it for me to dot map and holo replicate.”

For the longest moment, Ruena’s eyes bored into hers. Finally, her dark gaze flicked to the dusty tome in her hand and she frowned.

Crystalyn quelled her rising anxiety with difficulty, though it shouldn’t have been so hard. She’d used the new way of activating her med cylinder at lunch, implanting it in her eye as Physician Ralston had directed, but how could she really know it was working?

Ruena folded her arms at her chest, tucking the book under one of them while doing so. “Besides security, you’re the only one who knows the current code to my office. How did it get here?” Ruena Day repeated, raising a fine black eyebrow.

The book of symbols hung tantalizingly close. Crystalyn avoided a direct look at it, though it tugged at her. Instead, she focused on her ISP. “True, but how would I get in your desk? I don’t have a key.”

Ruena regarded her, her eyes dark coals. Crystalyn stared back, refusing to look away, though her anxiety rose.

Abruptly, Ruena spun and marched to the neural scan door that led deeper within the warehouse. Stabbing her black mane into the red beam, it switched to green. The door whisked open. Ruena marched through. “Come with me,” she said over her shoulder, the words hanging in the air behind her.

Crystalyn scrambled to stay close. Beyond the threshold, the flooring changed from plasicrete to the spongy air-infused sealant of older times, which deadened the sharp sound of Ruena’s spiked heels and the thud of Crystalyn’s boots. They tramped between the hover crates Crystalyn had programmed for optimal space planning and ease of retrieval. Her eyes automatically noted the remaining empty spaces’ shapes and sizes for future arrivals. Few remained bare though they stored the most valuable pieces in an enormous titanium vault that blockaded the entire north wall, a monster of a treasury she’d dubbed the “mausoleum.” Even Ruena called it the mausoleum now.

Built for observation of the mausoleum and all other areas of the warehouse, Ruena’s one-way glassed office resided in the eastern interior of the warehouse. Circular in design, it brooded like a giant carousel of darkened glass that waited for the trigger of motion to light up a single pane and reveal terrors trapped within it. A means to frighten the unwary.

Ruena’s lengthy strides soon brought them to a standstill in front of the office’s sole entrance. Touching an unobtrusive spot beside the door, Ruena swiped her hand to one side. A small keypad activated in the shadowed glass. Her slender fingers danced, entering the code for the week. The lock clicked its release, and the heavy glass door swung inward with a whoosh. Ruena paused at the entrance and glanced sharply over her shoulder, her eyes glinting in the sterile overhead light.

Returning Ruena’s penetrating gaze, Crystalyn kept her face smooth. She’d done nothing wrong. Well, perhaps she shouldn’t have spent a large part of the day reading, but Ruena could dock the day’s six credits if she must. It would hurt, but losing her indenture would hurt far worse.

“Wait here,” Ruena finally said. As the door closed slowly with a soft hiss, Ruena’s purposeful steps carried her beyond the glass-topped desk facing the office interior.

Crystalyn stared at her distorted image reflected from the dark glass. She’d disliked the office from the first day of winning her indenture four and a half seasons ago, when, much to Crystalyn’s surprise, Ruena had picked her from a pool of over a hundred million. The moment Crystalyn had first seen the office, she’d thought the same as she did now: the office was too big and so ugly. It certainly fit Ruena, though. The bigger and gaudier something was, the greater her ISP liked it. Sometimes, it seemed, Ruena considered her station in life to be higher than the king of High Realm. Though, in a way, she was above the king, perhaps even his entire administration. Much of the royal treasures from the King’s coffers had somehow ended up in Ruena’s office or sat displayed in the mausoleum. 

Still, it didn’t fully explain how the book was where she’d found it. If the Mistress of Ancient Artifacts hadn’t left it on the dock, then who had? Ruena was right about access. Only Ruena, security personnel, or Crystalyn could get into the Big Ugly. Yet no one had a key to the grand desk except Ruena. Why would anyone remove something so valuable as an ancient tome from inside the desk, a book mind-bogglingly imprinted with archaic dark colored dye, then leave it lying around the most insecure area of the whole complex? 

The office door’s barely audible hiss forewarned Ruena’s arrival. “You’re still here? Isn’t it beyond your time to leave?”

Ruena had left the book behind. Though Crystalyn expected it, disappointment still left an acrid taste in her mouth. “You told me to wait.”

“Yes, so I did. Come, I’ll walk you out.”

Ruena set a brisk pace back the way they’d come. Crystalyn fell in beside her. The bitterness of frustration fueled a rising anger that curdled her stomach, which made little sense. The book was a possession of her ISP; Ruena would do as she chose. No need to fret about it. However, the afflicted part of her brain needed little, if anything, to set her off. Though not having the odd volume to peruse was anything but little.

Ruena broke the stillness, her voice sharp and distinct. “What did you want with the tome? Speak quickly and truthfully.”

Surprised she’d bothered to inquire at all, Crystalyn hurried to reply before her indenture service provider changed her mind. “Symbols fascinate me, they always have. Did you know when redrawing two symbols together, combining them into one, it would create a much more complex meaning, twentyfold or more? Those elaborate ones in the book have the potential of infinite more. Let me work with the book for a while, say, overnight. I’ll map them onto a holoscreen and redraw them. You’d have your measured images of the original symbols and my combined ones, all replicated in a holo formula by tomorrow. Please, allow me to take it home.”

Silence pervaded the warehouse beyond their footsteps. Had she pushed too much? Crystalyn sensed the irritation radiating from the older female, but she couldn’t ignore the matter of the symbols swirling on the cover of the book and within. Was it a clear sign she’d slipped, even though she combated her affliction with medication? Or was it something else entirely? 

“Can I ask you something?”

Ruena glanced sidelong at her. “I suppose you must.”

“Why would someone create so many symbols in the first place? It must’ve taken an exorbitant amount of time, as well as artistic aptitude, to draw them all with … ink. Is the book that old?”

Ruena’s lips thinned. Their pace quickened.

Once again, the neural door loomed close. Pausing only long enough for the scan, Ruena strode to the dock stairs, where she halted, both hands going to rest on her firm hips. “I have decided. The book’s age makes it quite valuable. Extreme care is essential, so I shall map it for replication personally. Clear it from your thoughts.”

Ruena looked at the dock door, averting her eyes from a direct gaze, though Crystalyn sought to meet them with her own, her dragon scythes nearly uncurling from the sharpness of the move. “I shall set the security system and inform the guard of the early armament. Please be certain you secure your exit behind you as I buzz you out.”

So, there it was. Crystalyn would never see the book again. Ruena, the Dragon Lady, her ISP, wasn’t known for budging from a decision once made.

Crystalyn grabbed her daypack from the plasicrete flooring behind the podium and slung it over a shoulder. Seven steps—she’d counted them so many times—brought her down to the exterior door, but it failed to move when she put her shoulder to it.

“There is a last item to mention before you depart.”

Crystalyn suppressed a sigh. What could the woman want now? Hadn’t she done enough? “Yes?”

“Be prompt at first light; I’m expecting a shipment. Replicate and record it in my holo database, then store it in the mausoleum.”

“But that’s my one free day!”

Ruena’s burnt almond eyes narrowed. “Is there a conflict? Perhaps I haven’t selected the right assistant, as I had believed. Another could easily be located. Training someone new to measure, replicate, and list the acquisitions will annoy, yet it should not take—“

“No, no issue. I’ll be here.”

“See to it.” 

The irritating buzz of the ancient door unlatching grated on Crystalyn’s ears as Ruena fingered the button hidden on the underside of the plasicrete podium. Not for the first time, she wondered why Ruena still insisted on its use. High Realm had higher technology to offer, such as the neural scan door. Ruena could easily afford it.

Shouldering the door before it relocked, Crystalyn stalked toward the manned security booth a full block south, another of Ruena’s egocentric security holdovers. With the overhead dome’s protection, the woman didn’t need the added cost of a living guard. Entrances and exits with a remote holofeed, coupled with a transparent trip beam, would suffice well.

Crystalyn should thank the One, the Great Father, that Ruena had chosen her above the rest for indenture. With Crystalyn’s mother vanishing from home seasons ago and her dad losing his servitude as head of the king’s security a season after, the three of them that made up her little family relied heavily on her earned credits.

Still fuming as she walked, Crystalyn tried to make sense of Ruena using the excuse of the book’s value. Crystalyn had handled enough valuable items over the last season alone to buy a palace or two on High Realm. If anyone would sell. Real estate had become scarce.

To keep her indenture, she had to give up her one free day with her family and receive yet another shipment. The one bright spot was she’d receive triple pay for the day according to the indenture contract, which was unusual. Ruena had never paid triple credits for such a service before. What was so special about the new arrival?

It all made little sense, which was normal for Ruena. The infuriating woman never offered a single reason for her demands. It was all so… so infuriating.

Pausing, Crystalyn shifted her pack to her front and rummaged inside. Where had she put the blasted med cylinder?
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Chapter two

Dark Curtain





The soft whir of engaging hydraulics sounded as Crystalyn removed her finger from the print scanner. With a soft whoosh, the stainless-steel door retracted into the mausoleum’s shell. Using the laser cutter she’d carried from the dock as a pointer, Crystalyn motioned her younger sister, Jade, to maneuver the hovercart inside. She eyed the wooden crate it supported with fresh amazement as it passed. Though rough-cut, the crate looked assembled from genuine wood, a cost so extravagant her curiosity about its contents had grown substantially. 

Settling the cart at the floor’s center, Jade turned in a slow circle, gaping at the mausoleum’s glittering contents. “Wow! You get to indenture here?” Not waiting for a response, Jade dashed to a nearby glass shelf where a gold sundial inlaid with diamonds and rubies glinted on a silver stand. With barely a pause, she raced to several gem-studded statues grouped beside glass displays of jewelry, her lengthy auburn hair trailing behind. “Oh,” she breathed, awe thick in her voice.

Crystalyn smiled. The first time she’d worked in the vault, her reaction to the gold scales, jeweled bowls, gilded armor, and formal headdresses—all artifacts Ruena had gained somewhere—had been like her sister’s. Even now, she found the mausoleum captivating. Much to her delight, occasionally, she would happen across old and older relics she’d never seen before, but certainly fit Ruena’s eye for the exquisite. 

Today, though, Crystalyn found it hard to enjoy the room’s objects after the swirling symbols of yesterday. She’d fretted over them the night through. Returning to her place of indenture made the occurrence more real. 

Crystalyn’s stomach churned. The time had come to mention the odd actions of the symbols yesterday and find out if the one person she was closest to—one of the two people she cared most about—thought she’d slipped beyond fixing this time. “I’m glad you like the mausoleum, Jade.” Crystalyn spoke softly, gathering her resolve. “However, I brought you along for another reason besides your physical help. Something happened yesterday that I’m struggling to make sense about. Before I confide in you, you must promise you won’t tell Dad, not right away. I’m not sure his heart could stand another issue about me, not this one.” Crystalyn drew a long breath. “I don’t know where to begin, so I’ll blurt it out. Believe it or not, I found a book, an actual book, of symbols that swirled when—“

“Oh, I’ll believe anything now,” Jade said, interrupting. Folding her arms across her stomach, she leaned against the door, her green eyes round. “Something happened to me too, is happening right now. Hear me out, Crystalyn! Please! I’ll try to explain.”

“All right, hurry though. You’re the only one I can talk to about anything.”

“Well, I know where to start. No problem there. I was chatting with Dad about the time you would’ve finished your indenture yesterday, when I noticed something rotating around him.”

Crystalyn felt a twinge of anxiety. “What rotated?”

Jade hesitated, sucking her lip in her mouth. 

Crystalyn started to tell her to stop abusing her lip, but a look of resolve dulled Jade’s eyes, her beautiful face visibly going slack. Whatever she recalled frightened her enough that she pushed herself to go on.

Releasing her lip, Jade continued as her features paled. “A gray fog, a mist, something like that, circled around dad. Vague shapes spun slowly inside; they were so odd … I concentrated on seeing through the vapor. The harder I looked, the slower the rotation revolved until I could see they were … images. Dad had three, I could see that, but slowing the images for viewing tugged at my mind like one of those storm winds ravishing Low Realm. I couldn’t hold it long. After I let it go, I had to lie down. I was so weak I could barely breathe.”

Crystalyn’s stomach lurched, her anxiety rising faster than she could quash it—a certain sign of a panic attack. Though she disliked the dependence, she may have to inject another med. Though lately, she relied on them too much; it seemed. “What kind of images? Can you describe them?”

Jade’s face paled more, giving her a ghostly white complexion. Her deep-green eyes widened as she stared at something beyond Crystalyn’s shoulder. Crystalyn glanced where her sister looked, but nothing new stood out against the artifacts shelved there.

Sounding frail, Jade spoke again. “What’s worse, when I look at you, yours is chaotic … How should I put it? There’s a shadowy mist rotating around you in constant flux. Images flash by as it rotates. Right now, there are three repeating. I can halt the rotation on whichever one it lands on if I concentrate. It’s so hard willing it to slow, but I’ll try. There. You’re running toward something unclear. It reset. Now you’re running, again. There’s a gray shape looming out of the mist. It reset. You’re running. The shape has broken free from the mist. It’s … Oh, no! I can’t hold it! It reset. But I’ve … I’ve seen it.”

“What? What did you see?”

Jade hesitated. Her lower lip quivered as if she wanted to pull it inside her mouth but forgot about it with her distress. “I don’t know what it is, only that it is a creature. Somewhat like the dog at the farm—“ 

“Wait! Are you talking about the science acreage here on High Realm where Dad was head of security and Mom a scientist?”

Jade nodded her head full of flowing auburn hair emphatically. “Yes. I recall the canine, but this one was much different and far larger. You seemed worried or frightened. Crystalyn, your … your viewing frightens me. The rotation is dark, not gray, like Dad’s…” Jade trailed off, her voice growing soft at the end.

Crystalyn couldn’t help but ask. “Why is mine dark?” 

Jade shrugged. “Dad has a shining sword, an empty glass vial stoppered with a black cowl, and a beating heart rotating around him.”

Crystalyn’s mind whirled as she struggled to grasp Jade’s words. What did it all mean? Jade was now seeing things rotating in the auras around people, and symbols swirled whenever Crystalyn herself focused her will on them. 

Jade’s soft voice filled the space around them. “Your viewing leaves me with a deep foreboding. A strange creature stalks to one side, a pool of blood spreads toward a darkness pacing you on the other, and an unknown blue planet spins around both. Something is happening to you, to us, to our family. I’m not at all certain it’s a good thing.” 

Crystalyn gasped for breath as anxiety whirred within her. Perhaps she wasn’t the only one spiraling toward madness. It could run in the family. She grabbed her pack with the med cylinder in it, but hesitated. To dot map the shipment today, she’d need the ability to think. Reaching out, she put her hand over her sister’s and squeezed gently. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but let’s finish this project. We’ll discuss it at home. Okay?”

Relief flitted across her younger sister’s face in an instant, emphasized by her quick nod of agreement. Jade had over-accentuated her wide eyes again with too much makeup, something else they’d have to discuss later. 

Jade’s fine brown eyebrows rose. “What did you want to tell me?”

“Never mind, we’ll go over that later.” 

Kneeling and using a focused beam to avoid starting a fire with the laser cutter, Crystalyn melted the heads from the old iron nails, securing the rectangular wooden lid of the crate. The untreated wood still charred slightly around each one. She found the smell of the burned wood pungent but pleasant.

Removing the crate’s wooden lid released the sharp scent of tree bark, which filled the crate to the top edge as packing protection. Again, she was in awe of the cost involved in the shipping. Someone had spared no expense. Scooping a pile of the bark onto the lid, Crystalyn exposed an unadorned black-stained wooden chest. Lifting it from its fragrant bed, she flipped it open.

A small cry escaped her. Two artifacts beckoned for examination from a layer of blue velvet. She grabbed the first relic her eyes fell upon, bringing it close. Throughout her seasons handling Ruena’s immaculate collections, nothing had ever compared to what she held now.

An exquisite, black crystal in the shape of a candle—wider at the base and tapering smaller toward the top—gleamed like polished ebony. Lovely white symbols etched around the base and shaft added stark color, drawing the eye from the candle’s head, where a black crystal ball resided, murky and opaque. Thorn-covered vines made from the same black crystal snaked around the top of the orb; a spiky garland that seemed to almost shift back and forth around it as if still growing. A current of energy thrummed through her hand, like the candle drew power from somewhere inside.

“Ho! What have you got there?” Jade asked, reaching inside the chest. “Oh! I love it!”

Prying her gaze from the black crystal candle, Crystalyn gawked at the second piece. Gripped in Jade’s slender hand, a white crystal—shaped also as a candle—blazed with a multicolored light. Like the black candle, the white candle had many symbols covering the base, and fewer towards the tip of the taper. Unlike the black, every symbol fashioned in the white candle came from multifaceted jewels, possibly diamonds. Two crystal wings protruded from a clear crystal ball mounted where a wick would be.

Something flickered inside the ball. Crystalyn leaned close and froze. A white mist raged throughout the wings and sphere, endlessly moving back and forth as if searching for an escape.

Jade lifted the candle close to her face. Her green eyes grew hugely magnified. “What’s in there? Why is it moving?” she asked, her voice hushed.

“Who knows what Ruena purchases or why?” Crystalyn said standing, and taking a last glance around. The allure of the room was strong. She’d spent many bells inside the mausoleum without a thought to the passage of time. Today was shaping up to be no different. Over half the day had fled. “Let’s get going. I’ll have to map these artifacts separately before we can leave. Let’s use Ruena’s office. I rarely do, but I want to finish quickly.”

Planning to use the chest to store the candles upon her return, Crystalyn turned her back on it and elbowed an unobtrusive panel in the vault wall. The door whisked open.

Setting a brisk pace, Crystalyn led the way into what she thought of as the path of gloom. Created a long time ago, perhaps soon after the building was first constructed, the narrow walkway led to a dreary storage area. Ruena had told her once it had its beginning as temporary storage until the mausoleum’s completion. 

Thankfully, the woman hadn’t ever asked her to clean it up, for thrown against the walls and stacked ten high in places, dozens of discarded cryocrates loomed. Thermal containers turning green took up space beside both filled and empty sarcophagi, and even big transport bins stood in the way. As usual, Crystalyn’s nose wrinkled, assaulted by the mildew clinging to artifacts left in the original packing. 

She hurried to Ruena’s office door and punched the code into the keypad. The smoky glass door sighed with release and fell inward.

Opulence sprang into view. 

Poured into the plasicrete floor and providing an impractical traction, hundreds of steel masks from dozens of different cultures showed a part of Ruena’s ostentatious way that Crystalyn disliked. She waved an arm at the expansive room, cluttered with shelved artifacts and expensive furniture. “Welcome to the Big Ugly, my sister.” Striding atop the masks, Crystalyn went to a massive desk supporting two side extensions. Made from the same dark glassy material as the windows and door, the desk was big and bulky.

Dropping into Ruena’s chair, Crystalyn touched the smoky glass surface on the desktop. Holo views flicked into life and displayed each of the three administration buildings’ many rooms and common areas. Three-dimensional holograms sprang into view around the room on the walls of dark windows facing away from the mausoleum. Some displayed other key warehouse areas, while one entire wall had only the circumference of the mausoleum, and yet another viewed archeological sites, all within the poisonous dusky air of Low Realm. 

Current news events flickered to life on a separate hologram without sound, showing the riots surrounding the palace grounds. Crystalyn felt sorry for the palace administration’s security but supposed they had it coming after they’d booted her dad. A third, fourth, and fifth panel showed panoramic views of the vast mountain. Several other panels showed the ever-present pollution cloud permeating the lower level, even though she could only make out dark shapes in it.

Jade shook her head in disbelief. “Oh, it hurts to look at it all. Hasn’t she ever heard of media overload?”

“You think so too? I always feel like I’m caged in some weird high-tech cave while the universe outside riots. I should be out there helping them, like Dad used to do.”

Jade smiled. “I don’t think you’d make it as an admin security guard. You’d get too mad with all those people shouting in your face.”

Crystalyn smiled, too. Jade was so practical, in a kind way. What would she have done without her these past few seasons of difficulty? 

Jade’s smile faded, her youthful face turning solemn. “What can I do to help? I’m ready to go home. I’m sorry, Crystalyn, but this place gives me the creeps.”

“Don’t apologize. The warehouse has a way of doing that. We should go anyway before Ruena discovers I brought you with me. Let’s start with the white candle. Hold it steady at the base. I need to get a laser scan of each symbol one at a time before I can map the candle’s dimensions … hey!”

“What?”

“I’ve seen this pattern before. In the book of symbols, just before Ruena took it from me … Wait, she didn’t stop at her desk. She went past it.”

“You’ve lost me,” Jade said.

Crystalyn eyed some old-style shelves filled with small figurines. She pointed, then held out her hand. “Get me that dragon on the top shelf, please.”

Jade placed it on her palm. Manufactured from a softer metal, the red dragon seemed solid enough. Flipping it over, her thumb brushed against a fine crack on the stomach. Grasping the dragon’s head, she pulled downward. The dragon’s upper torso folded back on its tail with an audible clink. A silver key gleamed inside.

Jade patted the desk. “Nice. I suppose that will unlock this monstrosity.” 

Crystalyn grinned. “It’s low tech, but definitely her style.” Putting the key in the center drawer’s jagged slot, a twist retracted a bar mechanism, and a gentle pull revealed two books lying next to each other. Both had the same title, The Tiered Tome of Symbols, but there were notable differences. One had white lettering on a black background, while the other had black letters with a white background. The white-lettered one had Tier One gold-embossed in small letters in the upper right, while the black letters had Tier Three imprinted the same way.

Jade inhaled sharply. “For love of the One, are they real?”

Crystalyn removed the white-lettered tome from the drawer. “I’ve already read this one.” Placing it on the desk, she gazed at a symbol on the cover. As before, the symbol churned. “Tell me you see it, do you?” she asked, pointing with her free hand.

Jade’s strangled gasp provided an answer. “Aren’t you the least bit afraid of it moving like that?”

Crystalyn opened the tier three book and thumbed through the headings. “As long as you can see the motion, I’m not. For a while, I thought I was slipping again.” 

“But what if they’re dangerous? How can you know they will not hurt you?”

Crystalyn looked up. Did Jade still see images in her aura? She wasn’t certain she wanted to know; her sister’s newfound ability was unnerving, worse than the spiraling symbols. “They haven’t hurt me so far, though according to the notations inside, some of them seem used for aggression, which is odd. I don’t know how a symbol could be aggressive. It’s something I must figure out.”

Flipping a stray clump of reddish-brown hair from her round eyes, Jade pulled her lower lip into her mouth. She stared wide-eyed at the tome as if expecting it to hurl a bolt of power out from between its gold-edged pages. “Then don’t touch them. Put the book back.” 

Crystalyn felt an irrational spurt of irritation, which she quelled. The book couldn’t possibly do that, could it? “Stop chewing your lip, Jade. Why don’t you look around? There’s a lot to see in the Big Ugly. I’m going to search for the candle’s symbol inside here. If I know what it represents, I may add it into the white candle’s inventory holo, the same as the black candle when I get to it. Knowing what the symbols on the artifacts represent changes everything. Ruena must appreciate it, I hope.”

Jade moved away. “Okay, but be careful. There’s something about those…” 

Crystalyn turned the book’s pages with extreme care. Ruena would notice the slightest crinkle and then rage throughout the warehouse like a radioactive squall stormed through Low Realm seeking the person responsible. A turn of the page revealed the symbol Crystalyn recalled in chapter four under the heading “Enhanced Healing.” Why healing?

Jade thumped two blue objects on the floor in front of the desk. “Speaking of symbols, what are these?” 

Crafted from sapphire crystal, they were a pair of trim obelisks, rising to door height and tapering smaller from base to top. Engraved a third of the way down, two intricate symbols with many interlocked oblong lines, like links of a chain without end, drew the eye. 

Crystalyn grew delighted. “Whoever carved the symbols on them was very good, wouldn’t you say, my sister? They’re intricate and identical. I don’t remember them in the white-lettered book. Let me check inside the other one.”

Setting the black-lettered volume next to the white one, she opened it slowly. Penned with dark ink, the matching lines of the links without end symbol stretched across half the first page under the heading “Travel.” Underneath, black spidery handwriting went on for two paragraphs written in an unfamiliar language, like the white-lettered book.

Why travel? Crystalyn wondered. Perhaps the symbol represented a past agency. Perhaps. No one traveled far on Terra anymore. There was nowhere safe left to go, except on top of the High Reach tower, where they were now. But she doubted the symbol meant a place to go to book a trip. It was complex. She could see no end to the spirals and there was something going on with it…

A power lived within the symbol’s pattern. Subtle, yet strong, and chained to something vast. Reaching out to the symbol, she tugged the chain, not too hard, yet with the firmness of knowing it was right for her to do so. The chain gave way, creating an opening, inviting her to step through a … gateway. Her head reeled as the power she sensed within it thrummed through her. Or was it already within her?

The symbol churned faster and faster, then lifted from the page and slowed, growing. A beautiful sapphire color raced along the symbol’s pattern, swallowing the black lines and glowing brighter.

“Crystalyn!”

The symbol floated across the desktop toward the obelisks. Both symbols on each one spun in place. Black, radiant spidery extensions of their patterns raced up and down the obelisks as the symbol from the black-lettered book soared between them. Locking in place, the symbol’s radiance brightened more. Jagged azure bolts pulsed within its radiance in alternating directions, above and below. A dark blue mist rolled out of the top of the symbol and scrolled to the floor, drawing a misty clockwise swirl as it went. Deep within it, darkness raged in a constant flux, growing dim and then bright, pulsing back and forth with light and dark.

The white candle gripped in her hand, Jade stepped close and stared at the dark curtain, the symbol spiraling with a deep blue radiance in the foreground. “What is it?” 

Crystalyn gaped. “I’m not sure. It’s almost like there’s a storm brewing behind the symbol.”

Jade inched closer. “You’re right, it is a storm, and it’s getting worse. There’s blue lightning flashing above a dark swelling sea behind the mist behind the symbol. Where is it? What is it?” Raising her hand, she reached for the alien landscape beyond the swirling symbol.

A sudden feeling of disquiet hammered Crystalyn. “Get away from there!”

Reality slowed.

Jade uncurled a fingertip to the dark curtain and vanished.

The symbol faded; the mist dissipated.

From a great distance, Crystalyn heard a voice scream. “NO! Don’t touch it!” 

After a time, she clamped her mouth closed, putting an end to the screams. Motionless, the obelisks mocked her with their solemnity. Why had she brought Jade with her? 

Anger darkened Crystalyn’s mind. Her vision blurred as anxiety rose in the pit of her stomach. All were emotions involving her afflicted mind, she knew, but she cared not. Jade, her sister, her lifelong friend, the very person who’d helped her through the black times by putting up with her confrontational tongue and manipulative mind, the one who tolerated her illness for what it was, was gone.

Her eyes sought the symbol lying chained and inert in the book. A power still waited there. Focusing on it, she got it floating between the obelisks.

Spinning once again between the obelisks, the misty curtain of blackness darkened behind the swirling, churning symbol. The azure lightning flashed so brightly she could almost hear it crackling.

Crystalyn’s anxiety rose, stronger this time.

The dark curtain receded.

Gathering her will, she concentrated on the symbol’s pattern, visualizing the intricate interlocking lines and complex curves, the gateway hidden inside.

The curtain of darkness dropped to the floor; the rotating symbol centered within.

Stowing the books in her pack for future use, Crystalyn picked up the black candle and climbed onto the desk. 

Taking a deep breath, Crystalyn jumped into the swirl.
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Chapter three

The White Lettered Book





In a narrow alley, Crystalyn’s back pressed against rough stone. Two stout men faced a petite girl who gripped a dagger in her outstretched hand. One man leered at the girl; his stance relaxed. His cautious partner glanced toward the alley mouth and then back at her. Both men held short hook-tipped swords. 

Gazing the length of the alley, Crystalyn didn’t see Jade anywhere, though her sister must be close. They’d both come through the same gateway. Where was she? Her sister must be close by. 

Crystalyn again looked to the swordsmen. Both sets of brown eyes stared at her, scowls fixed upon their faces.

Without warning, the girl spun, moving with blurring speed.

A flash of metal brought white-hot pain lancing through Crystalyn’s midsection. The back of her head banged against the wall with a force that brought tears to her eyes. Strength fled from her legs.

Time slowed. Crystalyn slid downward. Vague images of the girl and the alley floated in and out of her vision. Abruptly, she found herself sitting. Confused, she tried to stand, but her limbs wouldn’t accept commands.

Darkness draped her mind. 

Why?

Her eyes had closed. Forcing them open required great effort. Distorted images flitted by. Vague shapes reflected from the slit of eyelids scrunched together. Blinking, Crystalyn’s vision cleared, coming into focus on her waist. Her mind finally registered what her body understood. The hilt of a jeweled dagger protruded from her stomach.

Fatigue descended heavily upon her then, funneling her vision to a vortex. Closing one eye to focus, she fixed the other on the dagger, which seemed so far away. It was like gazing through the wrong end of a sight glass. The small hand of the girl encircled the dagger and pulled, releasing an appalling sucking sound. Crystalyn’s blood fountained.

Crystalyn plastered both hands over the spouting hole, despairing at the blood spraying from between her fingers. A cavernous cold leached into her bones as her blood drained, adding to her weariness. Thoughts of a sweet dreamless sleep crept in looking to expand, a longing hard to ignore. With rest … even a short one, her wound might heal.

A majestic white-and-silver image flitted through her mind. Lovely in its simplicity, the symbol formed a perfect pentagram shape. Outlined in white with fine silver lines inside running horizontally between vertical runners, it was reminiscent of a spider’s web. Where had she seen it before? Oh yes, in the white-lettered book.

Focusing on the symbol, Crystalyn projected it outward. The vortex of her vision expanded, snapping the world into acute clarity from the viewpoint of the symbol. The symbol hovered in the air near her head. Instinctively, she sent it toward her wound. Glowing silvery bright on contact, the symbol sank into her skin. Shockingly, her awareness still clung to it, caught in its wondrous webbed design.

The white symbol unraveled as it followed the puncture, leaving behind a silver and white mesh as it pushed her vital life fluid before it. It was one third the size as it reached her main bloodstream.

With what Crystalyn thought of as symbolic gauze, she sealed her blood vessel with threads of its wonderous webbed design, unraveling as needed. Then, the symbol drifted across the artery, applying mesh on the opposite side.

Concentrating, she rotated the symbol a full turn and performed a quick reconnaissance. Her blood was flowing normally, delivering platelets as usual. Slowly, she continued the rotation, only to halt at the gauze patch installed on the artery’s far side. A dark green substance had eaten through part of the seal and was pouring into her bloodstream from deeper within her organs. Now what was she supposed to do? Scarcely half her symbol remained.

A symbol she’d read under the heading “Dilutions” formed in her mind. Combining them, she redrew the symbol into a new one. Intricate gold and silver lines wended back and forth, filling the pentagram inside. Where webbing was before, there was now a hedge-like maze of lines with no beginning or end. Glowing faintly silver and gold, and triple the size, Crystalyn willed the symbol into the mossy stuff invading her organs and circulatory system, her cognizance riding along with it. 

On contact, the fluid vaporized into puffs of transparent mist, her bloodstream sweeping it away. The silver-gold symbol poured into the gap leading deeper inside her, filling it with an almost tangible fury. Finished, she plugged the opening with the rest, and released her awareness back into herself.

Comprehension of the outside world coalesced around her, bringing with it a splitting migraine. Her consciousness slipped away again, draining from her like a mountain stream racing to a canyon’s edge. She fought the sensation, willing her body and mind into coherence.

The alley sprang into clarity. Movement caught her eye.

The girl meticulously wiped the jewel-encrusted dagger on one of the swordsmen’s pants leg. Once satisfied, she lifted her taupe dress to the thigh and stowed the dagger in a sheath. Then, her small hands moved over the corpse with a practiced ease, patting the body. A handful of coins, a plain dagger, a small wood box, and several other items vanished into a leather bag hanging at her hip.

Crystalyn’s stomach churned so strongly she felt she might vomit. Thankfully, the feeling passed. She needed time to replenish her strength, but she would not get it. The girl would soon realize she still lived.

Using her legs and hands, Crystalyn tried to push herself to a sitting position, but dizziness assaulted her. She rested her head on her chest, fighting the sensation. Please don’t let me blackout, she pleaded in silence. Please, Great Father! 

After a while, the lightheadedness lessened. A shape formed at her feet. A backpack. Hers. Both leather-bound tomes she’d taken from Ruena day’s office lay half-exposed inside the main compartment. 

A warm feeling spread through her as she looked at the white-lettered book of symbols. It was a good thing she’d perused it; the book had taught her the symbols to use. In a way, tier one of the Tiered Tome of Symbols had saved her life. What other wonders might she gain from the black-lettered book? Soon, she would study every page. It might save her life or someone else’s … providing she lived long enough here—wherever here was.

Right now, her list-ordered mind demanded goals. Priority: search until she found Jade, no matter what it took or how long. Second, once she found her sister, they would look for a pair of obelisks. Third, once they found them, she would open the gateway using the same symbol. She felt certain the last part was important for a safe return trip home. It was a simple strategy, but it was a strategy.

As she kept the girl in her peripheral vision, Crystalyn shoved the books in her pack, trying not to strain her upset stomach. Busy with her macabre task, the girl ignored her as if she was no longer among the living. With any luck, she would continue to believe it long enough for her strength to ebb back.

Determined to not attract perilous attention to herself, Crystalyn stole a look around, moving her head only when necessary to expand her peripheral vision. Sunlight faded from the mouth of the alley as shadows stretched toward it, a good indication the narrow entrance was west. Soon, darkness would claim it all, assisted by the stone buildings lining both sides. Grayish-black dust, ground fine from decades of shod feet, covered the ground. The fine dirt clung to sun-faded wooden crates interspersed with broken glass and rotting vegetables. Other unidentifiable refuse littered the ground in places. Nothing else caught her eye.

The “nothing else” realization brought anxiety gushing into her weary, pain-shrouded mind. The black crystal candle was nowhere in sight.
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Chapter four

Function In Life





Anxiety pulsed through Crystalyn. What could she do? This world was so different. Anger filled her with manic energy. It didn’t matter. She would search until she grew old if need be. She would find Jade. 

Blackness swallowed her anger, draining her newfound energy. Everything was her fault. She’d messed up again, just like she had with the bloody Hartwig kid. Why hadn’t she seen it? Anxiety pulsed again. What would she do if she couldn’t find Jade? What then? Poor Jade! The blackness of despair pulsed within her mind. Dad and Jade deserved better. Why did they keep trying to help her? Anger filled her with manic energy. Stop it. Stop it, here!

She couldn’t afford to have her mind going in circles; it could easily become an endless loop. Besides, she needed the energy the anger provided. She felt ready to stand. Flipping her pack’s strap over one shoulder, she gathered her legs under her and stood.

She swayed as nausea rose, but again she forced it down, only to have her head explode with a migraine, blurring her vision. Moments passed before she could focus on her surroundings.

The little girl who had stabbed her sat demurely on the chest of a dead swordsman. A haughty smile thinned her lips. “I see you, outlander. You are most perplexing. Many before have fallen to my blade and none have survived,” she said matter-of-factly, her tone clinical. “Yet, there you are, moving around as if just waking from a nap. You will explain how this is possible.”

Crystalyn assessed her assailant, ignoring the mild command. The girl had an odd, aristocratic presence with her fine eyebrows, a rounded nose, and jet-black hair shorn to her shoulder. Most notable was the girl’s white skin—so pale it made her full lips appear red as blood, while her brilliant green eyes shone with a belying innocence. 

She’s small, Crystalyn thought, not much larger than her biggest stuffed bear. Of course, the girl was still growing. She couldn’t be much beyond ten seasons of age. “Who are you?” Crystalyn asked, her voice sounding as weak as she felt.

Tilting her head, the girl frowned. “You’re asking a question to my question. Very well, I’ll answer first. I am Atoi.”

“That’s a pretty name. I’m Crystalyn. My friends call me Crys.”

The girl’s impassive, ashen face never changed. “I don’t care about your friends. Answer the question. How did you survive my blade?”

Crystalyn’s head throbs rose with her ire. The girl was arrogant and dangerous, proving she could quite handle herself.

“Did you not hear me? How have you survived this long?”

Crystalyn massaged her neck as she scanned the immediate surroundings, looking for signs of the black candle.

The girl straightened. Crystalyn glimpsed a dark silhouette on the body behind her.

Leaning from the wall, Crystalyn tested her balance. Nausea rose again, stronger this time, and her legs trembled. Perhaps she should have remained sitting for a while longer, but she dared not. Atoi might realize how weak she was and strike again. 

Atoi’s wide eyes narrowed a little. “You will not answer, will you? Well, you can at least tell me how you got behind me. I know this alley was empty when I led those fools in here. Only someone with the advantage of Using could’ve gotten behind me, methinks. Tell me, oh-so-oddly garbed outlander, are you a User?”

Beginning to feel stronger, Crystalyn ignored the girl’s strange question. One of Atoi’s statements stuck in her mind. Why would she lead those men in here? “Where’s the other one?”

“The coward ran off when I stuck Jewel in this one,” she said, patting the corpse’s leg. 

“You call your knife, Jewel?”

Atoi closed her half-open mouth, her white face statuesque and regal. Suddenly she sprang to her feet, causing gray dust to mushroom upward as high as her booted ankles before falling away. “Enough talk.” Holding her right hand behind her, she patted her thigh with her visible hand. “Jewel will make you tell me everything, providing I don’t scratch you too deep. You will die from her special, lingering death. Methinks you’re too weak to stop us a second time.”

A gray-shaded symbol with a white outline set to a star pattern formed in Crystalyn’s mind. Crystalyn combined it with another, redrawing it into a highly complex maze-like design, though it kept the same colors. How it would help, she was uncertain. Standing straighter, she almost cried out from the pain of her throbbing head. Grimacing, Crystalyn faced the little girl, praying her legs would hold for a while longer. The conversation had turned bad, possibly deadly.

An adage she’d penned in med school popped into her mind. Wear the right emotional mask, and people will respond. Perhaps she could turn the conversation around with her arrogant instructor mask, if she was strong enough to maintain it. But she must hurry. Please, Great Father, let this work. Smoothing her face, Crystalyn tilted her head and looked down upon the little girl, straining to keep her voice steady. “Am I as weak as you think, little one? Is it worth the risk of finding out?”

Atoi’s expression didn’t budge a hair. Her hard, green eyes shone with anticipation, matching the half-smile pasted on her pale face. The girl wasn’t buying a single word, but she had another idea. “Perhaps I should melt your Jewel in her sheath. Would you want that?”

Atoi’s fine eyebrows rose. “So you are a User,” she said. “I thought as much outlander.” Advancing slowly, Atoi glanced surreptitiously around. “You don’t look strong enough to melt snow, though. You are pale like me and shaky, much too weak to stand for long … unlike me.” 

Atoi paused, cocking her head and nodding slightly. Her voice took on an odd, echoing quality. “I know how taxing using the Flow can be without an Interrupter. One of my hosts had the ability. I commend you for being able to stand at all. Using the Flow has drained you deeply, hasn’t it, young User?” Atoi advanced a few steps closer, her smile thinning to a grim line. Strangely, her eyes looked aquamarine instead of the emerald Crystalyn had first thought.

Though tempted to ask Atoi to elaborate, she’d had enough. Time was passing too quickly. Jade could be anywhere now. Though her ruse probably wouldn’t work, Crystalyn had to try convincing the little imp that stabbing her again would be a mistake. “Care to test your theory, little girl with the big mouth? Go ahead, give it your best shot. I’ve had my fill of attempts on my life. Well? Am I as weak as you think?”

Left hand hovering near her thigh, Atoi hesitated a step or two away.

Meeting her gaze for gaze, Crystalyn waited until Atoi’s hand dropped to her hip and her stance relaxed. Then, curling her lip, Crystalyn put on one of her best sneers. “I thought so. Now, show me what you’re hiding behind your back.”

Scowling, Atoi moved her arm to her side. Gripped in her small hand, the black candle gleamed darkly, caked with dried blood. 

Probably my blood, Crystalyn thought. Wait! Atoi had used her other hand to retrieve the knife. Little Miss Dagger must be ambidextrous. Crystalyn would have to keep an eye on both hands.

Atoi raised the black candle. “You have two books and don’t really need this. Why not let me hawk it for you at the Under Market? We can make a great fortune. With a bit of work beforehand, I can raise interest for it and double the coin. Sixty percent will go to you, of course. Sixty-five, if you push.” Atoi forced a wide smile upon her lips, though it remained far from her dark-green eyes.

Atoi wanted a quick sell. Even if Crystalyn agreed to her offer, she would receive little—if anything—from it. Worse, now that they’d spoken of negotiation, the moment Atoi left her sight with the candle, she’d slip away. Or the girl would lead her into an ambush. “The candle isn’t for sale, little one. It’s mine. Give it to me.” Holding her hand outstretched, Crystalyn waited, redrawing the highly complex maze-like design symbol back to its original gray pattern with a white outline. After all, she didn’t want to damage Atoi too badly.

Atoi hesitated and slowly extended her right hand.

Crystalyn brought her symbol out to hover before her.

Atoi’s now aquamarine eyes widened.

Stepping forward, Crystalyn grabbed the candle as she released the symbol outward.

Atoi’s free hand slipped into a slit in her dress and came out as a metallic blur, stabbing upward.

Crystalyn’s symbol spun and separated into stacked concentric circles of black and then rippled outward, dispersing a deep faa-rooooom sound.

Atoi’s knife froze scarcely two inches from Crystalyn’s hammering heart as the first of the circles slammed into Atoi, ripping her from the ground. The second and third circles hit her in midair, flinging her faster backward, end over end. Atoi landed with a dull thud two-thirds of the way along the alley. Sliding a dozen feet on her side, she crashed into a line of refuse barrels, the jeweled dagger still clenched in her hand. Gray dust exploded upward, hanging in stasis, before billowing down to coat everything with thick fallout.

Crystalyn gazed at the limp form. Have I blasted another person?

As panic bloomed, Crystalyn squashed it. She couldn’t go through that again. The blackness had nearly swallowed her last time. A single, monumental moment of uncontrollable panic could lock her inside her mute, screaming mind with no way out.

She assessed the situation with cold logic. What had gone wrong? For all her careful redrawing, the symbol had struck with a much stronger force than she’d expected. The symbol had been under the aggression heading, but it was only supposed to be a minor pushback, meant to knock an opponent away. Why so much power? Was she stronger than the book’s author was? No. If anything, she felt weaker. Even the black candle seemed heavier in her hand, though it gave off faint warmth … Wait! The black candle … could it be augmenting her … her … ability? It was the only logical explanation. Sweet Mother! Now she had a weapon better than Atoi’s bloody dagger.

Spying a pile of pallets stacked haphazardly at the back of the alley, Crystalyn brought out the symbol. Adding her touch of complexity, she combined it with another, changing the white outline to gold, the gray to silver. Sending the now golden-stacked circles soaring down the alley, they slammed into the pallets, generating a thunderous boom. The pallets burst into grainy particles. Behind them, chunks of stone and clay shingles rained from the wall and roof, clattering to the ground. A concussive wave reverberated from the wall and swept toward her, blasting dust and debris higher than the alley walls on both sides.

Before she could think to run, raw energy knocked her to the ground, swiping oxygen from her lungs. Many heartbeats passed before the wave slackened enough to let her gasp for breath. She struggled to her feet. The throbbing in her head matched her racing heart, bringing on a nosebleed. 

Well, that was dumb. I could’ve destroyed myself, she thought. She could see the holofeed now: “Crystalyn Creek commits magical self-destruction by being stupid.” Wiping her bleeding nose with the back of her hand, Crystalyn looked for something to stop the flow. Her eyes fell on the swordsman’s corpse. A brown tunic clothed the man’s torso, leaving his arms bare to the shoulder. 

Crystalyn kneeled and pulled on a seam with both hands. To her irritation, the material proved to be stronger than leather, yet it felt as supple as silk. Grabbing the short sword lying nearby, she sawed a sizeable chunk free, trying not to nick the dead man too deep. Not that it mattered; a corpse didn’t feel pain.

Applying pressure to her nose, she was grateful for the rag to stem the blood loss. Since the sword had proven handy, Crystalyn unbuckled the leather sheath from the unfortunate man’s waist. Firmly grasping it, she stood, pulling the strap from under the corpse without having to roll the body. She nearly swooned with the effort.

Slipping the short sword into the sheath, she used the sheath’s point on the ground to add stability to her weakened balance while making her way to the comatose girl. There, she kneeled and checked the little girl’s pulse, relieved to find it steady. Atoi would awaken soon. Crystalyn stood, studying the child who’d tried to kill her twice. How could someone so young be so prone to such violence? Was such violence common in this place? Her knowledge of this world was limited, to say the least. Not knowing what to expect could cost her life, or worse, her sister’s life. Where was Jade? 

“Well, that certainly cleared the refuse from the alley.”

The dry, masculine voice came from the alley’s mouth. A young man—not much older than Crystalyn—stood there. Tawny hair, cropped at jaw level, fell alongside his clean-shaven, aristocratic face. Clad in black leather pants and a velvety green vest that left his arms and shoulders bare, Crystalyn couldn’t help notice the way his well-toned muscles rippled when he drew breath. “Are you speaking to me?” she asked.

Grinning, the young man’s dark blue eyes twinkled. “I believe you’re the only one in any condition to hold a conversation right now.” He looked at the comatose form at Crystalyn’s feet, his smile fading. “Will she live?”

“She may. What do you want?”

“Ah, forgive me. I am Darwin Darkwind. You may call me Darkwind, if you prefer. Most people do.” He bent at the waist to execute a deep bow. “As I rode past this dreary alley, an impressive display of Using blew me to the ground. At least, to me it was, but I don’t think my horse liked the giant push to the opposite side of Mud Street. I spent some time calming the poor thing down. Well, after encountering such powerful use of the Flow, I simply had to introduce myself to the User. You now know my name. I would consider it an honor to be entrusted with yours.”

He sounded like the girl, Atoi. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you my name is Crystalyn. I hope your horse is going to be fine.”

“Oh yes, the mare blames me for some reason,” he said, laughing easily. “The big question is whether you’re a Light User or a Dark User. Which one is it? I must know before I decide if it merits a friendship.”

Crystalyn wasn’t certain how to respond. “Uh, I haven’t decided.”

Darkwind beamed. “I was hoping you’d say that. Your use of the Flow was impressive. We could certainly use one such as you within the Dark Citadel; all would hold you in the highest regard. Many soldiers and servants would obey your slightest whim. Please, consider this an offer to fight for the greater power, the greater good. Dwell on it. When next we meet, I’ll be awaiting your answer. I’m certain you won’t disappoint.”

Crystalyn stared.

A soft moan brought her attention back to the girl lying in the dirty alleyway. Fingers clawed at the ground, Atoi’s legs straightened and went still. She was coming around, but Crystalyn had a few moments before she regained consciousness. Darkwind’s weird offer had gained her interest.

“What do you…?” Crystalyn froze. An empty alley spread out before her, and even the street beyond seemed deserted. Darkwind had vanished. Crystalyn felt a spark of annoyance. He could’ve at least spoken a farewell.

She put the matter from her mind and looked to Atoi. Prodding the prone girl with the tip of her boots made Atoi’s eyelids open.

Atoi sat up, her eyes wild, and laid her small head in her hands, whimpering. Crystalyn kept silent, keeping a firm eye on her.

Atoi moaned through her fingers. “What did you do to me? I should’ve known you lied about your strength when you didn’t die from the poison, except that should’ve killed you, anyway. Jewel has taken down Users aplenty. I don’t understand,” she said, releasing another moan.

“Did you say User?”

Atoi’s head rose to regard her, a frown furrowing her pale brow. “Yes, a User of the Flow.” 

“It wasn’t wise of you to attack me then, was it?”

“No. Are you toying with me? Why haven’t you sent me to stand before Onan?”

What odd things for her to say, Crystalyn thought. Atoi certainly didn’t sound as young as she looked. “Can you stand? I wouldn’t recommend you try anything, though. My patience is wearing a little thin. I have questions. You’ll provide answers.”

Clamping her mouth closed, Atoi struggled to her feet. “My body hurts much like a falun tree fell on me,” she said, her voice filled with wonder. “I have great interest in how you accomplished this.”

Crystalyn didn’t offer an explanation, or aid, when Atoi staggered and nearly fell. Miss Dagger, with her strange way of speaking, needed to know they were not friends and Crystalyn wasn’t here to help her. Besides, falun trees were a mystery to her. She’d seen many images of trees in holographic images, but she didn’t remember any with that name.

“How did you do that? Anyone with some ability can tell when a User is manipulating the Flow—their eyes have flecks of color the same color as the power they have an affinity for if they have been Using for some time. You must have Used for a long time now with the power you can draw. The more you Use, the greater the saturation, the stronger you are. I looked deep into your eyes. There was no color. Only the black-and-white pattern hanging in front of you had it. Who are you? What are you?”

Crystalyn ignored the girl’s questions. What was she going to do about her? Ah, yes … Atoi didn’t know it yet, but Crystalyn’s time spent at the administration farm and lockdown inside Low Realm was going be bothersome to the girl. Crystalyn decided it was time … no, pastime … to put on her empress demeanor and read her little attacker the rules. Wear the right emotional demeanor, and people will respond. She really could use some loyalty right now.

Closing her eyes and lips to slits, partly because of her migraine and partly to make her point, Crystalyn planted her hands on her hips. “Let’s get something straight right now, Atoi, for the first and final time. I don’t trust you. I may never trust you. Your trust is irrelevant. What is relevant is your utmost cooperation. I have questions. You will provide the answers no matter how trivial they sound. Most important, you will be my guide until I release you. Do you understand?”

Atoi’s emerald eyes widened. Her little arms dropped to her side, and she stood immobile for a while. Finally, she stirred, and inclined her small head.

“Good. Listen close. You don’t have a function in life except to attend to me in all things, whatever my mood. Am I clear?”

Atoi’s jaw dropped. She nodded, remaining silent.

Crystalyn held back a smile with some difficulty. “Good enough. Now, I know you have credits. I’m famished, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s about to get dark. Do you know a place we can go to eat, girl?”

“I … uh, yes, there is a place. I have coin if that’s what you mean. We need to wash up, anyway. Especially you. That bloodstain stands out on your … uh … tunic? What clothes are those?”

“I told you, I ask the questions. Don’t make me repeat myself. Let’s go. I’ll stay right behind you.”

Atoi spun and led the way through an iron-banded wooden door set in a wall of the alley.

Suppressing a sigh, Crystalyn followed. The large bloodstain discoloring her hoody was an issue she hadn’t thought of.
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Chapter five

Deterrent





The dwindling light outside produced a greater radiance than the smoky room they entered. Round tables and low-backed chairs fashioned from dark wood crowded the interior. A dark-stained table placed in front of a stone fireplace extended along a wall. No one sat at the rectangular table, even though the high-backed wooden chairs beckoned to the weary. At least they looked inviting to Crystalyn. 

In contrast, the round tables sported patrons. A few of them glanced in Crystalyn’s direction before quickly turning back to their private matters. Lit candles at each table accounted for the feeble light and some of the smoke. Lit oil lamps mounted near doors, loose-leaf cigars, and tamped pipes contributed to the rest. Wooden booths lined the walls along three of the great room’s peripheries. Most had occupants. 

There was raucous laughter and the dull clack of filled metal mugs banging together, which Crystalyn attributed to a group of long-haired, clean-shaven men and boisterous women, some wearing armor. They mingled with swarthy townspeople wearing silken leather who sat alongside tradespeople in gaudy tunics and robes.

The low crescendo of many conversations droned throughout the room. Snatches of bodiless voices drifted to her ears. “I’m telling you,” a female voice, thick with frustration, said. “Listen to me. I just left the front. We’re losing ground every few bells!”

“What am I going to do now?” a nasal male voice asked. “The blasted Dark Citadel grows bolder, yet the Circle of Light does nothing.” Crystalyn’s ears perked. The boy, Darkwind, had mentioned a Dark Citadel in the alley, but the nasal voice said nothing else. “Somehow, the Dark Users have doubled their power in the past season alone,” a swarthy man said quietly from a table nearby. “Never in my twenty seasons as captain have I lost so many good men in one skirmish. Yet it’s happened twice in this blasted war. The last one nearly took my life. Perhaps it would’ve been better if it had,” he added, looking into his pewter mug, and trailing off.

There it was. As plain as the man’s mug. Rumblings about some war going on, and Crystalyn had dropped the two of them right in the middle of it, providing Jade had transported to this world at all. Please, Great Father, help me find her here. Crystalyn’s luck seemed to run where it usually ran, in the wrong place.

Atoi slipped across the great room, headed for the sole empty booth tucked away in a corner.

Crystalyn rushed to follow. Two table lengths from catching her, a massive body slid from a darkened side booth. Crystalyn pulled up short. The humanoid barrier blocking the way had to be female, but was she human? Bare, well-toned thighs rose past Crystalyn’s stomach. Clinging to the upper thighs, a leafy green dress snaked to mid-breast where golden hair cascaded past a generous bosom complementing muscular arms and toned hands. The woman towered beyond the meager lamp light and drifting smoke, hiding her neck and head in shadows too deep for Crystalyn to see through. A voice, brusque and melodious, drifted down from the shadows of smoke filling the rafters. “You’re with the Child of Dark, are you not?”

“If you mean Atoi, yes. Why do you call her that?”

“You’ll come to know in time, possibly. She may not allow it. Right now, I would ask acceptance of my companions and myself to join you and her. Is this permissible?”

Crystalyn glanced at the booth the woman had vacated. Two large shapes sat at the back. “I suppose you may, if it’s not too long.”

“Excellent. Lead the way.” The substantial body stepped to the side.

Slipping past before the big woman could change her mind, Crystalyn plopped into the booth opposite Atoi. “Make room, girl, we have company.”

Atoi sat up straighter, looking to where Crystalyn indicated with a wave of her arm. “What are you doing here? Are you following me?” Atoi asked the others.

The large woman wearing the green dress sat next to Atoi, facing Crystalyn Broad in face and nose. The woman was attractive, in a big sort of way. Delicate cheekbones complemented her fine eyebrows and eyes … there was something about her eyes.

“Our business isn’t with you this time, Child of Dark,” an older woman clad in a long, white silk dress said as she sat down beside Crystalyn. Smaller than her companion, the old woman still forced Crystalyn to look higher. Wrinkles lined her weathered, motherly face, and her eyes … The old woman’s eyes were a lustrous, white that glowed with a soft radiance. No pupils or irises were visible.

Crystalyn glanced at the big woman across the table. Her luminescent eyes shone from the darkness. Crystalyn had little time to gape as a third companion squeezed himself in next to the old woman. Shorter by several inches than his companions, the man’s bulk still loomed over the booth. He held his broad jaw higher than most, and his deep brown eyes regarded Crystalyn, revealing little of what they wanted. At least he had normal eyes.

“Please, allow me to enlighten you who we are,” the large woman across from Crystalyn said. “I’m known as Lore Rayna,” she said, gesturing to herself. “The elder beside you is the Lore Mother or simply Mother. The choice is yours, but address her properly as one. Our protector sitting next to the Lore Mother is Cudgel,” she added, flashing a quick smile toward the big, muscular man.

Crystalyn stole a closer look at Cudgel. The man’s auburn beard made his broad face appear wider, and his hair was a thick, fiery red. He sat rigid, and his pale brown eyes regarded her with open suspicion. Taken aback, Crystalyn looked away toward the one speaking the introductions.

Lore Rayna had fallen silent, facing Crystalyn expectantly. 

“Oh! My name is Crystalyn Creek,” Crystalyn said suddenly. “It’s nice to meet all of you. I believe you already know Atoi?”

“We have known her for some time. For this moment, we’re interested in you, dear,” the old woman said, her vibrant tone belying her age.

Varicose veins branched prominently from her forehead to her deeply sunken cheeks. The old woman’s mouth and lips had stretched so taut Crystalyn felt it must hurt to converse, though she showed no sign of pain. “Me? There isn’t much about me to cause so much interest.”

The Lore Mother laughed a vibrant laugh that sounded strange, coming from one with so many seasons. “Don’t be coy, dear. I know when there’s something special about someone. Particularly one with your … shall we say, strong Flow capabilities?”

“I knew it!” Atoi said.

Ignoring the outburst, the Lore Mother went on. “Besides, one rarely sits speaking with an old woman like me while displaying such a large bloodstain spread across a waist as small as yours. Most times, it would require seasons of advanced study to heal someone with a wound that dire. Much longer than you’ve lived, I’d imagine.”

Crystalyn kept silent, though she wondered how the woman knew she’d somehow healed herself. She didn’t even understand it herself.

“Let’s talk about your apparel. I’ve never seen a tunic cut like yours, and I know a lot about clothes, believe me. It’s a fancy of mine. Your clothes have an almost otherworldly feel about them, if I may be so bold to say.” Before Crystalyn could answer, the Lore Mother turned her wizened face to Atoi. “I’m sure that’s not all, is it, Child of Dark?”

“What are you talking about, insane old woman? Did I not tell you to stop calling me that?” Atoi said. Her emotionless face contradicted her words. Sitting back against the booth, she dropped her left hand to her side.

Miss Dagger’s petulance irritated Crystalyn, and the little girl seemed too ready to reach for her weapon. “Watch your tongue, Atoi, and keep your hands on the table.”

Atoi quickly put her hand beside her other one on the table. “I do not know why the old woman keeps saying such things. What do they want with us? Make them go away.”

Lips pressed together, the old Mother’s pale, luminescent eyes bore down on Atoi’s boyish frame. Presented with a side view of the woman’s eye, Crystalyn saw only white. She wondered how the woman or Lore Rayna could see at all. Several heartbeats passed before the Lore Mother went on, her voice almost inaudible. “Tell me, little one. Did you create that ugly red stain on her attire?”

Atoi hesitated, looking at Crystalyn.

“Go on. Tell her the truth. I think she knows, anyway,” Crystalyn said.

Atoi lifted her tiny head slightly. “Okay, fine. I did not do it with purpose.”

The old woman went on, her raspy voice lowered. “Your dagger injects the magical properties equivalent to tree dragon’s blood deep inside your prey, does it not?”

A sharp inhale from Lore Rayna and Cudgel brought to mind that they and the Lore Mother were part of a trio of people from another world Crystalyn knew nothing about.

Cudgel spoke for the first time, his deep voice a rumble. “Wise Mother, how can this be? A tiny splash of tree dragon’s blood will kill a warrior in a score of breaths!”

Lore Rayna interrupted. “Do you think she is the one, Mother?” Her large luminous eyes remained fixed on the old woman. At least her head faced her, anyway. It was difficult to tell the focus of her eyes. Lore Rayna could’ve been staring at her, for all Crystalyn knew.

“I—” the old woman began and then clamped her mouth closed.

A buxom barmaid, wearing a black skirt barely reaching her upper thighs, and a matching vest that left her shoulders and most of her chest bare, appeared at the open end of the booth. “Can I get you all something to drink?” she asked, flashing a small, tired smile meant to include the entire table. The barmaid glanced at Atoi, her blue eyes neutral as she balanced a large wooden tray full of empty tankards and glasses.

“Yes, I want—” the little girl began.

“Go see to the Gray Dust envoy, Dawn. I’ll see to this table,” a gruff male voice said.

Shrugging her bare shoulders, the woman sauntered toward a boisterous, round table.

A balding man of average height who sported a black mustache replaced the barmaid. A leather patch covered his right eye, but failed to hide the jagged festering scar that trailed out from under it. “Well now, isn’t this cozy?” the raspy-voiced man asked, looking at the three big newcomers. His one blue eye slid past Crystalyn without pausing. A stained rag draped over his right shoulder drew the eye. “I don’t need another trouble table, not this night. With all the trade envoys in town for the Snow Melt Festival, I have my hands full with everyone as it is, yet problems have plagued you three all week. Now here you are at the little one’s booth. Why is that?”

Cudgel’s red, bushy eyebrows pulled together, his gruff face darkening with each word the man spoke. In contrast, Lore Rayna’s broad face smoothed—serene as a porcelain doll made to resemble a noble woman prepared to withstand the ages, if handled with care. The Lore Mother’s face, meanwhile, resembled weathered stone.

“Don’t answer that. I know you won’t anyway, but I’ll find out eventually. You know I will. All that happens in this forsaken town ultimately finds its way into the Muddy Wagon Inn, where I decide what to do about it,” the scarred man said. Pausing, he fixed a penetrating one-eyed gaze at the end of the booth. Crystalyn tried not to stare. His good eye looked right at her this time. “Except, I don’t think I know you, which I find quite curious. An unknown visitor never escapes the local townsfolk’s gossip, particularly one as young and beautiful as you.” His large muscles bulged as he lifted the rag from his shoulder and daubed along the scar’s visible portion.

Crystalyn didn’t know how to respond. Silence blanketed the booth.

“She’s with me,” Atoi said after a time.

“I know she’s with you. She’s in your booth, isn’t she?”

“No, I mean, she’s staying with me. I brought her into town and did not want to display her around, so we arrived … my way,” Atoi said, her voice getting softer with each word.

Fixing his unblinking stare on Atoi for a long moment, the balding innkeeper’s eye narrowed. “Very well, but if she’s staying in your room, it’ll cost you extra, you know that. See me in the morning. As for the rest of you,” he added, glancing around the booth, “you’ll also need to see me in the morning to go over your accumulating debt.” Turning on his heel, he stalked off into the crowd.

“Blast Hastel!” Cudgel said through his teeth, his deep voice echoing around the booth. Balling his beefy hand into a fist, he thumped it on the table, causing his chain mail shirt to clink softly. The table bucked. “One of these times I’m going to relieve him of his good eye, then stand him near a cliff and enjoy watching what happens next.”

Lore Rayna leaned forward, a half-smile on her lips. “Leave him for now. We have larger concerns. The opportunity for your loving ministrations shall happen in good time. At this moment, we have a different purpose.”

The Lore Mother spoke. “We do at that. You two stay away from Hastel. I shall handle him. Regarding you, Crystalyn, I have something to show you. I think you may find it quite … useful. Can I meet you tomorrow? Shall we say, at eight bells?”

Curious, Crystalyn nodded.

Atoi slapped the table with both palms. “Hey! Hastel never let us order our drinks. I’m hungry.”

“I shall stop by the kitchen and have something sent to your room. We should all go to bed. The rest would do us good,” the Lore Mother said, standing abruptly.

Cudgel slid hastily from the booth.

Pausing for a brief stare around the room, the Lore Mother stepped into the dimmer light of the smoky tavern center. “Not to mention, I want to have words with Hastel.” The Lore Mother’s raspy words hung in Crystalyn’s ears long after the dim light had closed in behind her.

Lore Rayna scrambled to her feet as Cudgel stared into the crowd, raking his curly hair back with a swish of his big hand. “I hate it when she does that! How am I supposed to protect her when she goes gallivanting off into a hostile area?” he said, hastening into the crowd, breaking a new trail through a fog of smoke.

“Will she be all right?” Crystalyn asked.

Lore Rayna smiled. “She’s the Lore Mother. I think you’ll find there’s a much harsher side to her than poor, Hastel realizes. Besides, she has the hairy, red-haired brute glaring over her shoulder at anyone who sneezes in her direction.”

As Lore Rayna spoke, a flash of movement on the big woman’s dress caught Crystalyn’s eye. Or was it a dress? Green forest-fern leaves formed an intertwined vine pattern that fit together with every leaf so well overall. They formed a body-hugging garb seamless enough to repel moisture, Crystalyn believed. Such a thing wouldn’t be impossible for some material, but that was not what had caught Crystalyn’s eye. There was … something. Then she saw it. The fern constricted and loosened with Lore Rayna’s breathing, moving subtly back and forth. The dress was alive.

Lore Rayna pursed her lips. “You require food and a rest cycle to complete your healing. We will speak again in the morning.”

Crystalyn watched her walk away until the smoke claimed her, her eyes on the green dress. With each stride, the foliage shifted, maintaining some invisible line for decency, albeit barely. She found the whole thing disturbing. 

Her head throbbed.

Standing, she looked at Atoi. “Come on. I want food, bath, and bed, in that order. Do they have bathtubs here?”

Atoi slipped into the narrow aisle. “My room does. I pay well for it.”

“Good. I can scrub my clothes too. Lead the way.”

Watching the young girl’s sinuous form closely as the little girl deftly made her way through a sea of faceless bodies, Crystalyn thought about how she’d never asked Atoi or any of the others about the rumblings. If there was a war, she wanted to know the details.

A war could be a significant deterrent to finding her sister.
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Chapter six

Blunt Force





Leaving his thrust cycle hovering at the parking locker, Garn confronted the gate wall. A holo image of a young male wearing a wide-brimmed security hat appeared high enough Garn had to lean back to view it. 

The words “state your business” floated from the image, crisp and clear.

“Your boss wanted to see me.”

“Are you Garnet Creek, Crystalyn’s father?”

“I am.”

“You have a talented daughter, sir. We’re lucky to have her indentured here.” A loud whoosh from the wall preceded the gate retracting into it. Having overseen the security setup for the complex, Garn recalled he’d designed the gate wide for large cargo and had added a zoom holofeed for remote handling. “Please proceed to the warehouse, sir. She’s expecting you.” The image winked out.

Beyond the gate, a meter-thick transparent plasicrete dome covered the complex created from a suggestion of his. He strode along the spongecrete path with its hidden heat and weight sensors he’d had installed into this variation of plasicrete; it was softer for those on foot. Hovercraft transports never touched the surface until arriving at their destination, so a harder surface wasn’t required. Blocky artwork manufactured with varying colors and textures from the same spongy material lined the path on both sides. The owner had purchased the artwork after Garn had finished his consultation work, and so it was new to him. He didn’t care for it.

The dome glinted with rainbow colors, reflected in the early evening sky like a clear, chemical bubble that refused to pop, silently deterring the uninvited from landing. The open sky was still a much better view up here in High Realm as long as one didn’t look down the mountain.

Now here he was, invited beneath the dome, smack in the Dragon Lady’s great lair. The king himself had asked Garn to consult with Ruena on security measures, since there’d been a successful break-in. Oddly, the Dragon Lady wouldn’t reveal the details of the intrusion. 

Garn doubted there’d been a successful unauthorized entry after he’d finished with his design. She’d likely misplaced something. The strongest security was simple, but effective. It used a combination of old and new techniques. Surprisingly, Ruena Day had been one of the rare clients who’d accepted his method from the start.

For the hundredth time, he wondered what the emergency was. When he’d sent a likely, feed to the warehouse to check on the girls’ progress, the Dragon Lady herself had answered, asking for a personal meeting, which was odd. She’d always been a recluse. 

When he pressed for specifics, she’d refused to discuss it over the feed, stating insecurities. Unless changes to his system design had occurred, the feed’s encryption here, and elsewhere he’d installed it, had yet to be broken. A face-to-face meeting was not required, but it was fine with him. He had his own questions. 

Staying this late was a first for Crystalyn. What was so important it had to be finished tonight? She could’ve hired half of Mid Realm to get the project done. As part of his former servitude as head of security for the king’s administration, he was privy to classified information. The Dragon Lady had enough credits to purchase one realm, if she desired it. At least, she had when Garn had been in the king’s service before his wife’s disappearance a few seasons ago. But credits had a way of vanishing overnight. How well he knew.

And another first, Crystalyn, had Jade with her, a much larger worry. They should’ve been home bells ago. Had something bad happened, perhaps involving a cargo container? He hated the thought of his daughter moving them around. Thrust motors failed every day. 

Garn’s chest fluttered as his unease heightened. Something bad better not have happened. He’d take the place apart with his bare hands, bad blood pump or not.

But he was creating his own anxieties, a bad habit he admonished everyone else about whenever he noted it. Lack of information did that to him. Perhaps the Dragon Lady was only extending a professional courtesy to him by telling him in person his daughter’s indenture had ended. No, the gate guard had mentioned how valued she was at her job, though he should’ve known it by now. As much as he hated to admit it, he hadn’t been the best father, not lately. He should’ve been involved deeper in both his daughters’ lives. Grieving over Sureen’s failure to come home from her indenture day at the King’s Farm had left little room in his life to interact with his girls outside the daily routine of maintaining a household, but that was his own personal reaction and wrong. He should talk to his girls at every opportunity.

The spongecrete path led past two large hovercrafts—the most advanced models available—to end at the rear dock’s widened, stainless-steel door. The pulse curtain required the extra space on each end for its integrated neural technology to function. Garn appreciated how the Dragon Lady had taken his advice by retaining some of the best features from the original building’s design and integrating them with many of the latest advancements in security. Breaking in now would require someone who had knowledge of old technology, along with new, and had access to the tools required for both systems.

A much narrower spongecrete path pointed the way to an off-white exterior door. As Garn neared, the door buzzed loudly. Twisting the handle, he plowed inside before the lock could reengage.

The Dragon Lady waited inside.

Garn’s pulse quickened.

Ruena Day had spent some time facing a mirror, and it showed. Dark purple lipstick and eye shadow matched the orchids sewn on her black fishnet dress that fell to mid-thigh. The orchids strategically covered the feminine curves of her body the dress hugged. Black silk gloves snaked to her elbows, complementing the deep purple sharp-heeled boots that climbed to just below her knees. She still wore the two scythe-shaped bangs curling out from her forehead and down both cheeks that she called dragon locks. Each dragon lock sported mauve, orchid barrettes against her head full of lush, dark hair. The overall effect was startling. He was glad he’d selected his last expensive suit to wear, or he’d have felt underdressed.

Eyes dark and shiny, Ruena gazed at him, a half-smile tugging at her generous lips. 

“Evening, Miss Day,” Garn squeaked. Why was his voice so high? He never squeaked.

Ruena smiled, showing her white, even teeth. “Mister Creek, thank you for coming on such short notice,” she said, her voice a purr. “I hope you can appreciate my attire, such as it is. I put some thought into it after we spoke.”

Garn’s face heated as he wondered what she meant. He suspected he knew, but he found it hard to accept. Surely, she wasn’t flirting with him. He was too old, though he’d heard some females preferred older men. Perhaps so, but he didn’t feel like testing the validity of it. He would maintain a friendly relationship with her, for Crystalyn’s sake. “Call me Garnet or just Garn, please. Everyone usually calls me Garn. Mister carries such an ‘old man’ image. At least to me it does.”

“Very well, but I prefer ‘distinguished.’ You are far too handsome to be thought of as old. You may call me Ruena or just Rue. Do we have an agreement?”

So there it was. Ruena was flirting. 

“I believe so,” he said.

“Good. Now, if you will follow me, we can retire someplace comfortable.” Spinning elegantly on one heel, she stepped onto the sealed plasicrete dock. Garn’s body flushed when he noticed the orchids didn’t stay in place as she moved. She had an exceptional form. He shouldn’t let her get the wrong idea, though. “Excuse me, Miss Day. I mean Rue. Crystalyn mentioned you permitted her to bring Jade. Are the girls still here?” He scrambled to stay close enough to speak without raising his voice. Ruena’s strides were long, even for him.

Ruena drew up short, twisting to look at him. A frown creased her forehead as her dark eyes penetrated his. Unable—or unwilling—to look away, he stared deep into them. The world froze. High intellect mixed with a fierce passion and … and something else, drew him in and made him wonder. What could a much younger, beautiful, and supremely wealthy woman want with a dying older man?

How many moments passed, he couldn’t say. Ruena’s face smoothed. She turned and led the way deeper into the warehouse, her weight balanced elegantly on her spiked heels.

Stopping at a door, Ruena raised an eyebrow, binding Garn with her stare. “Your daughter told you she asked permission to bring her sister along? I’m afraid Crystalyn told you … wrong. Her indenture is for her alone, and I never require her to work any Seventh Credit Day.”

“I asked her about that! I wonder why she insisted you had requested her service?”

“You should know, I dislike having anyone here on the Seventh day, save for a small security crew. I do not agree with any service on that day. Everyone should have time away. After all, I may need some … time alone. Or I might wish to spend it with someone who intrigues me, as you do, Mister. Creek.”

Garn swallowed hard. So, there it was. She’d now tossed it into the open. 

“Ever since our previous interactions ended a few seasons ago, I’ve searched for an excuse to spend some time becoming … more acquainted,” Ruena went on. “When you sent the message earlier, I got the impression you wanted to meet in an intimate atmosphere. Was I wrong? Did you not want to see me in private, Garnet?”

Garn’s lungs refused to draw breath as he gazed at her finely raised eyebrows and the question hanging there. Beautiful wasn’t a strong enough word for her elegant, aristocratic features. Her sharp cheekbones curved down to a full, pouty mouth. Parting her lips slightly, Ruena leaned closer.

His body stirred.

Garn squashed the feeling. He still hadn’t found his daughters. He took a half step backward. When had he leaned close to her? 

Lips pursing playfully with petulance, Ruena leaned on the door’s exit bar, presenting a side profile.

He noted the dress she wore left no room for underneath apparel. His mouth dried.

“Come now, Mister Garnet, quit toying with me. Shall we go to my office? We can discuss anything you want there. I am certain you’re parched by now.”

He stood immobile, not trusting himself to move, unable to look away. She was a rare beauty, though he hadn’t thought so in the past. She’d been too hard a taskmaster during the secure setup, demanding to know the precise details for each feature. He’d met no woman matching his six-foot frame until Ruena. 

His wife, Sureen, had barely reached his chin, but it hadn’t mattered. Sureen had been the perfect size. They’d fit together like his best suit, manufactured from precise, mechanical specifications, and they’d been soul mates from the moment they’d met, and every moment after. He could still picture her smile as if she stood beside him now.

The sharp pain in his chest he’d lived with for six seasons hit him again. Everything within him ached to see her, to talk to her, to hold her. Sureen was the only woman he’d ever loved, or ever would.

The exotic beauty before him intruded into his thoughts, transposed for an instant with an image of his lovely wife. His chest constricted again. Head tilted back against the open doorjamb with her firm, full chest pushing forward, Ruena stared at him, expectation mirrored in her almond eyes, her lips pursed with an invitation. When had she opened the door? 

As tempting as Ruena was, he knew he would decline her offer. He loved Sureen still, missing or not. As the One was his witness, he truly missed her. Not knowing if she was alive or dead was destroying him. He’d never given up on finding out, though it’d been many a long season since she’d vanished without a trace. He would discover what had happened to her. Even if it took him until his last breaths. 

Right now, he was here for his children, and nothing else mattered.

He’d agreed early in his union with Sureen: their children would come first, always. They’d both wanted it that way. 

Again, Garn’s chest tightened. If only he knew what had happened to her, he could move on.

Ruena was still regarding him, her dark eyes shiny and expectant. “A drink is tempting, but I must go look for my girls,” he said.

Ruena’s brow furrowed with rage and smoothed so fast, Garn wasn’t certain he’d seen it. Ruena smiled. “I believe I understand now. You actually are looking for your daughters.” Drawing and releasing a long breath, Ruena straightened. “I won’t apologize. I’m still glad you’re here. You’ve already checked with Crystalyn’s friend?”

A friend was something he hadn’t considered. After ending the Hartwig kid, Crystalyn had been a loner. At least, he’d believed so. Again, a stark reminder of how much distance had grown between him and his daughters. He needed to make it up to Crystalyn—to both of them—somehow. “No, I haven’t yet.”

“Crystalyn accepted a feed in my office yesterday from him. I’m sure we could locate the point of origin. Care to look?”

So the friend was male. Garn needed to find his daughters before trouble found Crystalyn. Worse, Jade was with her this time. “Yes. I would, thank you.”

Ruena pushed the door open and placed herself beside it. “You must promise to make it up to me, Garnet. I insist.”

He half-expected her to use the limited space between her and the doorframe as an excuse to get closer, but she remained still—even inhaling slightly to allow him room as he slid past, her perfume making his head reel.

At the threshold, he hesitated, noticing two blue obelisks positioned on each side of the door, as close to the inside wall as their bases allowed. A curtain of dark mist had dropped between them.

Oddly, the mist was moving with a spiral motion.

The whole setup sent a chill through his spine, yet he couldn’t say why, perhaps from the sheer strangeness of it.

He lifted a foot to step back.

Blunt force slammed into his back, propelling him headlong into the mist.
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