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Dedication

 

This one is dedicated to writers who live in fear of deux ex machina.  I say bah!  For those who wanted to see the alpha and omega of savants, First Ones, and the ultimate aspects of the Ring Realms universe... here ya go.  Don't say I didn't warn you... because I didn't. It was high time that the savants of the Ring Realms started kicking tail instead of being beat down.  We've got it here.  There's a number of firsts in this book for me.  It's my hope that those unique hurdles translate to something memorable and enjoyable for you the reader.  May you find what comes after diverting and pleasurable...
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.

 


 

 

 

What Has Gone Before

 

For Bannor, what starts as simple inquiry into Janai and Daena's dealings in another kingdom becomes an interview with Advocate Eternal Koass. The ancient creature is looking for 'subject matter specialists' and Bannor, Wren, and Daena are persuaded to assist the Protectorate in dealing with a little problem--an army of a million warriors running rampant through the Ring Realms.

The group accepts and are introduced to several new allies including: Aarlen Frielos, Beia Targallae, Wren's old friend Ziedra, Dulcere the Kriar, Corim, and Senalloy. The group travels to a place in the void simply called a way-point. There Bannor uncovers evidence of a bloody battle and the last stand of a handful of Dulcere's kinsmen. During the investigation, the group encounters Quasar, a rogue commander of the Kriar military.  After some initial friction, Quasar is allowed to observe the investigation.  Things proceed but despite all his efforts, it seems Bannor might be unable to find a thread of Eternity to lead him to culprits.

As things begin to wind down and Bannor is about to give up, he realizes that some of the perpetrators of the massacre may still be at the way-point.  He shortly learns, much to everyone's dismay, that he's right.  The discovery immediately turns into a fracas that the group barely survives--they do however get two prisoners and a lead.  Mission accomplished.

Bannor, Wren, Daena and Janai return to Malan accompanied by Ziedra, her husband Radian, Dulcere, Senalloy, and Corim who will all be guests of Janai.  With his mission over, Bannor turns his attention back to his wedding plans with Sarai and learning everything he must for the ceremony.

Unfortunately, matters at home get upset as well.  Assassins have attacked the citadel and the Queen begins an investigation by rounding up all the outsiders.  Concerned for her parents' safety Sarai persuades the group to covertly conduct their own investigation. It is during this investigation that Bannor and others are attacked by a new enemy--Kell.

This new entity is amazingly strong and easily defeats them all and at the crux of the encounter, makes yet another change to Daena.  The young savant turned First one has now become a true second generation daughter of Gaea.

Not being complicated enough, while on a walk Bannor and Sarai witness a covert meeting between Queen Kalindinai's brother Bertrand Valharesh and one of the King's elite guards. They come to the conclusion that Bertrand may in some way be tied to assassins.  It is shortly after that Sarai collapses due to complications in her pregnancy.  It appears the baby immortal developing in her womb has special needs that will result in both their deaths if not treated.  Wren's ties to family Felspar are called upon and Cassandra Kel'Ishtauri is asked to consult on the problem.

Despite all the excitement, the wheels of the wedding plans continue to grind forward, Bannor's struggles not withstanding. It is during a discussion of his troubles that Dulcere and Corim come up with a proposal to enlist Bannor in the ongoing Protectorate investigation in return for teaching him the various things he needs to satisfy the T'Evagduran's ceremony.  This the Queen and Sarai agree to, and through a painful process of Kriar "mind magic" Bannor learns several things, including how to speak Elvish and how to better control savant energies.

At a party where Bannor is supposed to demonstrate one of his new "wedding skills" the menace of the Baronians comes to Malan.  The King, Queen, family Felspar and all their allies are assaulted by a small army of intruders.  The many friends band together and fight back with vicious efficiency and defeat the enemy.  As Wren and her brother Azir are preparing to capture and question the commander of the Baronian forces, they are kidnapped by the rogue Kriar Quasar and taken to a far off world...

 


 

 

 

After untold millennia of life, it is not often I am shaken. After knowing me but a handful of kilorevs, the child reached out, grabbed my heart and showed it to me. I will never underestimate him again. 
-- Quasar Lathaan Diliaysus, Prime Tarkath, 1st Sabre Legion 

 

Chapter 1

Playing Tag

 

The devastation of the party chamber looked and felt familiar to Bannor. Friends bleeding and broken, the air tainted with the smell of burned flesh and hair, the drained feeling of fear unraveling in his stomach. The conflict had followed him to Malan. Only now, the opponents were bigger, more vicious, and more organized. The only thing that saved them was that hugely powerful allies had been on hand to fend off the assault. 

The multi-tiered hall with its beautiful stone, crystal and glasswork had become a blood-splashed scene of carnage.  Smoke still rose from corpses, and bits of cloth and tapestry smoldered from contact with battle magic. The hard granite floor was scored, pitted, and blackened from powerful hits and the crushing strength of those who had done battle. Despite the grisly display, even the youngest of the four to five score party-goers were reacting more with agitation than horror. The Felspar and Frielos families did not like having their fun disturbed. 

Bannor pulled at his perspiration-slick silk tunic and scrubbed his hands through his hair. What a mess. The King and Queen, along with Baron and Baroness looked like they had run through a briar patch, cut, scratched, and bruised with their fine clothes in tatters.  Few of Loric's family, or the many friends that had been with them escaped injury.  

"I am terribly sorry, Ri," Loric said to Wren's mother. The gray-haired warrior looked a wreck, his scratched muscular torso showing through rips in his fine silk tunic. "That fellow was taking everything I had to just to tie him up. Li just jumped in there--" He shook his head. "I couldn't pull my strike." 

Bannor held up a hand. "She's okay. I can feel her. Her life is strong." 

Ziedra floated down from where she was surveying the room.  The dark-haired savant of magic was one of the few that showed little effects of the battle, though her shiny dress was dotted with enemy blood.  "If Wren was enhanced the way I was," Ziedra added. "It would take a lot to seriously hurt her." 

Loric let out a breath slowly. "I was striking to slay an elder..." 

"Did it occur to you that we needed that commander for questioning?" Aarlen said with a scowl. 

Loric rubbed the back of his head. "Protectorate business wasn't exactly at the forefront of my thinking at that moment. I was trying to avoid getting killed." 

"I--want--my children back," Euriel said stomping her foot hard enough to rattle the floor. "Bannor you said you could track them... can you or can't you?" 

"They're really far away," he answered. He narrowed his eyes, casting his nola power toward that distant location through his link to Eternity. "It is someplace--" He frowned. "Strange. A place of metal. So huge..." 

"I know where they are," Eclipse said, rubbing the white crescent tattoo on his gold face. "She took them back to her estate on Homeworld." 

<How do you know?> Dulcere asked. 

Eclipse sighed. Bannor could feel the male Kriar's discomfort. "We were mates for fifty millennia." He touched the jewel glowing near his collarbone. "She does not hide herself from me." 

"And you can sense them there?" Dulcere said to Bannor. 

He looked around and shrugged. "I sense that maybe she didn't want to cut them off." He probed that far away place. "There is great energy in that place, I sense she could have sealed it, but chose not to." 

"Bait," Aarlen murmured. "It's not us she wants to follow. The Baronians..." 

One of the other Kriar, a slender elfin-looking female with floor-length hair frowned. Gown swishing around her body she shifted forward and touched Dulcere on the arm. It was then that Bannor recognized the similarity between the two females. That must be Dulcere's mother. She spoke in clear concise common language. "Can she really mean to do that Varkath Shargris?" she asked. "Lead enemy combatants back to Homeworld?" 

Eclipse bowed his head. "I cannot say her intentions, Vatraena. We have been--separated--since the timequake incident. For a while, she thought me dead..." 

"As did we all," the Vatraena interrupted. The female moved forward to stand beside Dulcere. She dipped her head to the group, glowing blue eyes heavy lidded. "Apologies to those who do not know me. I am Marna Solaris, Kriar Vatraena and," She put a hand on Dulcere's shoulder. "Dulcere's dam." She looked around. "If Quasar is on Homeworld, and I believe Eclipse, you will need my assistance." 

"Homeworld?" Euriel frowned, looking up at Marna. "You mean where you healed Wren?"

Marna nodded.  "Another domicile near the core if I recall."

"Ri," Kalindinai said.  "What is she talking about?"

"It is hard to describe," Euriel answered.  "Liandra was in a bad way, Lady Solaris took us to this--" she hesitated over the word.  "World.  Her living spaces were the size of a hundred kingdoms strung together."

The elven matriarch raised an eyebrow.  Obviously Euriel was not one to make up stories, especially at a time like this.  "Living spaces..." she said slowly. "The size of hundreds of kingdoms?"

Euriel nodded. "I know it's hard." She focused on Marna. "And my children are in another one of those spaces?"

"There are thousands of habitats on Homeworld where she could shelter," Marna answered.  "But if her intent is to trap the Baronians her own facilities make sense."

"Habitats?" Bannor wondered.

"Imagine the way-point we were on," Dulcere said. "Then imagine hundreds of thousands of them strung together.  That way-point would the size be a small habitat."

"Hundreds of..." Sarai murmured.

"Thousands?" Kalindinai finished with a flabbergasted expression.

The scope was too baffling to even put into words.

King T'Evagduran and Vanidaar were also staring.

"You must be exaggerating," Sarai said eye still wide. "That would take something..."

"I assure you my daughter is not exaggerating," Marna said.  "If anything that estimate is conservative. Working together, my race spent close to a hundred million season-cycles building it. The estates of some the elder families would seem like a world to your folk." 

"A hundred million?" Daena breathed. She looked to Bannor. "An entire people building something for that long..."

"Building with the magic we saw on the way-point," Bannor said. "That's..." He swallowed. He had an active imagination, but simply couldn't grasp it. 

"Look," Tal said. "This is no problem. Counsel Solaris, just give me permission we'll go in and retrieve them." 

The Kriar woman frowned. "Lord Falor, on Homeworld the Shael Dal are guests." She emphasized the word. "No Protectorate law has been broken, so you have no authority there." 

"Lady Solaris," Euriel gritted in a forced voice. "If this Quasar is luring those Baronian monsters to her, I do not want my children in the middle of that!" 

The Vatraena held up a hand. "Apologies again, I simply had to make clear to Commander Falor that he will not go storming aboard Homeworld to swing his sword wherever he may. We have laws, and military people of our own." 

"Isn't Quasar like one of your military leaders?" Bannor asked. 

"Indeed," Marna said. "Which is why more care must be taken. Nowhere is Quasar more powerful than on Homeworld in her own demesnes." 

"So, what do you propose we do?" Aarlen asked. The woman stroked her throat. "I must admit, I admire her strategy. The Baronians won't lightly approach Homeworld, but they cannot ignore the capture of a high-ranking officer. If the Baronians attack Homeworld, the council must react, they can no longer hide their heads in the sand." 

Lady Solaris frowned. "Yes, this is obviously a well-considered design on Quasar's part, she was simply awaiting the proper opportunity." She drew a breath and focused on Eclipse. "Varkath Shargris, do you still serve the interests of the Kriar?" 

The tall gold warrior nodded. "I do, Vatraena." 

"Will you act again as an agent in service to the council and myself?" 

"I will," he answered. 

"Commander Falor, commander Frielos, I will give you warrants to conduct operations on Homeworld. However, you operate solely at the discretion of my daughter and Varkath Shargris." She cast her gaze to Dulcere and then raised her eyes to Eclipse. "I want Wren and Azir Kergatha back unharmed if possible. If it can be managed, I want to avoid a Kriar/Baronian war, failing that I want the scope of the conflict minimized and controlled. You have white seal authority in this matter, do you understand?" 

Eclipse crossed his wrists over his chest and bowed his head. "Yes, Vatraena." 

Dulcere duplicated the gesture. 

"What about the rest of us?" Bannor asked. "They are our friends and family." 

"We will not exclude you." She glanced around the chamber. "Quasar wants to be found, but she will not make it easy." 

"Why did she take Wren and Azir?" Euriel wanted to know. "What do they have to do with this?" 

"No doubt she saw as I did, the ability of this assemblage to destroy the Baronians. She cannot kill them all herself, so she baits both them and us where we have no choice but deal with the enemy." 

King T'Evagduran growled. "And what does she have against these creatures, and for that matter what is it that they are after?" 

"The Baronians that attacked here tonight are after an artifact of power," Aarlen informed him. "Something of such power that we believe it may be able to reshape a cosmos." 

"What?" Euriel said, eyes going wide. 

"Well," Bannor said. "Maybe. I believe I've seen visions of this thing. It is the essence of creation, which can also annihilate. Its true power doesn't matter. It's what these Baronians think it's worth and what they are willing to risk to get it. Especially if there are a million of them like Koass told me." 

"A--" The word seemed to stick in King T'Evagduran's throat. He brushed at his hair, gaze panning the carnage in the chamber, and the huge bodies prostrate on the stone floor. "A million of those brutes? A fraction of that number could crush every capital on Titaan." 

"Good thing they aren't interested in Titaan," Euriel said. 

"That's not true," Ziedra said. "Wren said something in the middle of the fight that I think is true. They were after Bannor. They want those agents back that we captured at the way-point. They may focus on getting that commander back, but they still want their spies back. At the way-point, after the four of us blew the drek out of their coven, Bannor basically introduced himself to them. They probably think he's a major player in that whole operation. I'd lay odds that they will come after him again." 

"You introduced yourself?" Sarai growled, frowning at him with hands on hips. 

He rolled his eyes. "Star, it wasn't like 'hello how are you', we exchanged names--it's a battlefield thing--it shows respect for the enemy." 

His wife-to-be shook her head. "You gave a warmage your name? You never tell your true name to strangers! I know I've told you that before!" 

"Star, that's just a myth, you can't get magicked just by saying your name..." His voice trailed off as he saw the furrowed brows and shaking heads of all the mages in the circle. "...right?" 

"That's my fault," Ziedra said running a hand through her dark hair. "I should have said something. At the time, I didn't think they would come after Bannor. Since they couldn't pursue Aarlen, he's the logical choice." 

Loric massaged the bridge of his nose. "This is a fine kettle. We can't just go looking for Wren. We have to protect Kul'Amaron from a possible follow-up." 

Queen Kalindinai had both hands gripping her hair. "Bannor, how--" She muttered in a higher than normal pitch. "How, do you do this? It's just unfathomable--" She let out an exasperated breath. 

The pain in the Queen's face made a pang in his heart. "Matradomma, honestly I had no idea--" 

The Queen held up a hand. "Stop, it was a rhetorical--" She halted with wide eyes and focused on him. "I was speaking in Elvish... and you... Dykeeni? How..." She shook herself and clenched her fists. "Never mind." She looked around the circle. "What is the likelihood of those creatures returning?" 

"My niece is right," Aarlen said. "They want those spies. Bannor is their only link to them. After getting their arses handed to them, they are going to take this place very seriously. They will return for paybacks if nothing else." 

King T'Evagduran thumped a fist against his forehead and gritted his teeth. "This is not good. If I brought every mage and top warrior in the kingdom we do not have the power here to repel a larger group." 

"I'll just leave," Bannor said. "There's no reason for them to attack here, if I'm elsewhere." 

"Don't be silly," the Queen said. "Of course they will. You don't chase a lone warrior. You attack their base of operations. There's more information and resources to be gained." 

Senalloy pressed her hands to her face and drew a breath. "Matradomma is correct. We showed them a lot of power, but not more than they can overcome. That was only a single platoon, with six elite. If they come back it will be with a full assault company. The same force they used to take the way-point." 

"I--" the King started to say something and was interrupted as one of the elf commanders came up and whispered in his ear. "Pardon me I will rejoin you in a moment." He bowed to the circle of warriors and stepped back. He then stepped into a small circle of higher-ranking soldiers. 

"How do we fight something like that!?" Sarai asked, hands knotting in the hem of her gown. "I saw that vision Ziedra showed us. Those Kriar were annihilated and their warriors are elders!" 

"The Kriar don't know magic. We do," Loric said. "They got through the shields here because of the power of their mages. The enchantments of this citadel can be considerably reinforced. We can deny them teleportation the way they tried to deny us. We can also minimize their stealth and etherlock tricks." 

"House Frielos has a guard contingent trained and armed to combat Baronians," Aarlen remarked. "Of course, they'd have to be stationed here." 

Vatraena Solaris nodded. "Since we are responsible for involving Bannor in this. The Kriar council will make twenty of the first Sabre legion elite available to you. Belkirin Cirrus who currently commands them is on detached duty and working with the Shael Dal. Having come from Karanganoi Homeworld from where these Baronians hail, he is extremely knowledgeable in their capabilities and tactics." 

"Those are both very generous offers," The Queen said shaking her head. "The timing of this... it is so phenomenally bad." 

"You're not thinking of turning their help down, Mother?" Sarai asked with wide eyes. 

"This is the second attack in as many days," the Queen answered. "I can only thank Ishtar that none of the guard were killed or we'd already have suffered an almost unrecoverable blow to confidence in our leadership. As it is, even though there are already orders to keep this quiet, it will leak out. The power of these creatures was quite evident, and the fact that the members of a party repelled them balances out the fact that our security was so lax as to let them in the first place." 

"Mother, no citadel on Titaan could have kept those monsters out!" Janai said. "How could this possibly reflect negatively on us?" 

The Queen frowned. "If we hadn't been associating with outsiders like Bannor and Daena, it wouldn't have happened in the first place, now would it?" 

Bannor felt a slam in his chest. There it was, blunt but true. 

"Mother!" Sarai cried. 

"Don't raise your voice to me," Kalindinai snapped. "That's the way the noble houses will see it. We, I, chose to accept Bannor into this house." She gestured around. "This is the consequence. Your Father and I have no choice but to accept any blame as a result of our choice. The result is all the houses care about. I happen to think Bannor brings a great deal to the house in terms of integrity, heart, and compassion... but I am in the minority. In order to retain the confidence of the houses, we can't have even more outsiders swarming over the citadel." 

"Damn this is a thorny problem, Kal," Euriel said. "I wish we could stay and help you solve it. We have to go after Wren and Azir." 

Bannor stepped over a put a hand on Euriel's shoulder. He cast his nola senses out to Wren and Azir. The connection was just strong enough for him to know they were healthy. Agitated, upset, a little scared, all to be expected if they were being held against their will. Not enough fear to suggest they were any immediate danger. "Lady Euriel, please let's see if we can't help solve the defense problem first," he said. "I can sense Wren and she's okay, she's conscious and not fearful. If you wish, I will contact Quasar directly--I doubt I can make her bring them back but I can get her attention." 

"You have a way to make Quasar communicate with you?" the Vatraena asked. 

"I believe so," he answered with a nod. "Let's say, I can make her not want to ignore me." 

"Well, then," Euriel growled. "Leave us to that... I will give her a chance to explain herself before I knock in her teeth..." 

The King stepped back into the circle. He focused on Bannor for a moment with his amber eyes. He rubbed absently at a cut on his cheek. 

"If I heard right, I do not believe communicating with this creature will do any good. She will anticipate anything you have to say, threats included. Our biggest problem is as my wife said, because of limited confidence accepting outside assistance into our ranks will be committing political suicide." 

Dorian raised a finger. "What about inside assistance?" 

"Pardon?" the King said with a frown. 

"Well," Dorian said. "Aarlen's Sen'Gen are a bit obvious. However, if we can somehow get your guard staff out of the citadel we could have some disguised stand-ins who are a little more equal to those Baronian elite..." Dorian put a hand on white-haired Desiray's shoulder. The shapely woman smiled and her body shimmered and changed. In an instant she looked like an elf with glowing green eyes and silver hair. 

Kalindinai blinked. When she spoke, it was with an incredulous tone. "Shape change a whole contingent of defenders?" 

Dorian shrugged. "Is that a problem?" She looked around. 

Kalindinai's gaze tracked to Euriel, then to Cassandra, Loric, Ziedra, Aarlen and her daughters. "Granted, not out of the question with these resources, but..." 

"If we clean out the entire guard staff that should give you some breathing space, not to mention keeping them out of harm's way." 

"I'm starting to warm to the idea, Jhaann," Kalindinai said. "We know that the houses have many eyes among the guard staff. Those agents cannot report what they are not present to see. If the replacements look like the guards they replace, then any other spies on the staff might report something odd but the scale of this thing is so preposterous that I don't think the houses would dare accuse us of it." 

King Jhaann rubbed his chin. "Yes, but how do we get the entire staff out? I mean if we send all of them on leave, it will definitely be a cause for concern." 

"Your elite shouldn't be a problem," Senalloy told them. "They go on solo missions all the time. Send them all on missions they can't discuss with one another. It's the regulars that will be tough. Especially in the limited time we have." 

"Mother, what about a plague outbreak?" Ryelle suggested. "Remember, when we had to send most of the staff home that one time? The news of that assassin has already leaked. We say that the assassin managed to spread a magical disease before she was captured. That way you can send all the non-essential regulars and elite home until the risk is abated. If you say the disease only affects elves, you can even excuse extra outsiders being on the premises in the interest of not risking elven lives." 

"Whoa, that's pretty devious," Dorian lauded. 

"Yes," Kalindinai responded with a frown. "It's plausible enough to work too." 

"All right, I think we can work with that," King Jhaann said. "Still, we would be trusting the security of Kul'Amaron to these strangers. The Baronians are not the only threat to the citadel. Who would these stand-ins be? What assurances would we have?" 

Dorian grinned, she looked down then glanced over to Senalloy. "Well, in my mind, the best way to fight a Baronian is with another Baronian. I know twelve elite who would be happy for the opportunity to get a little payback." 

"Luthice and Senalloy," Aarlen said with a nod. "And the rest of the Baronian refugees working for Isis." 

King T'Evagduran raised an eyebrow. "Twelve, elite elders like lady Senalloy?" 

"Yes," Senalloy confirmed. "Luthice is my sister. In matters of security, she surpasses me. I believe she and I could persuade the others to participate." 

 "Twelve doesn't fill all the billets," Tal said. "You need, what--fifty or sixty?" 

"There are fifty-six elite constantly on staff in the Kul'Amaron," the King said. 

"Well, I can get some Shael Dal, to stand in," Tal offered. "Arabella, T'Gor, and Tigress--perhaps Megan and Adwena. I don't know how well they'll take to this shape changing stuff." 

"We have a means to disguise our warriors to this need," Marna offered. "That would give you twenty more. I am quite confident in their trustworthiness and ability to serve the needs of your security." 

"Kylie and Millicent would probably help us," Bannor added. "You could probably get enough Chosen to fill in the rest. Especially, if you ask Idun and Sif." 

"If I ask Mother for assistance, she will insist on coming," Euriel said. 

"Why is that a problem?" Bannor said. "There's no guarantee we'll find Quasar before the Baronians do. She'd be pretty helpful. It's her grand-daughter after all." 

"I dislike asking Mother for help," Euriel growled. She shuddered and clenched her fists. "You're right though, she will be most unpleasant if I do not involve her in this." 

"So," Tal said ticking off on his fingers. "A handful of Baronian elite, some Shael Dal, four squads of Kriar elite, and a bunch of Valkyr." He shook his head. "That's one arse-kicking defense detail. They could hold off a couple companies of Baronians easy." 

King Jhaann rubbed his chin, brow furrowed over his amber eyes. He glanced to his wife. 

Kalindinai's face was set in a stern expression, glowing eyes narrowed in concentration. She shook her head. "I can't bring myself to worry about the politics right now. These Baronians are too dangerous. The most important thing is protecting the lives of our citizens. If the council wants to charge us, let them." She rocked her head back, then looked to the King. "It makes me uncomfortable, but in the short time we have it will give us the best chance. Bannor's idea with the Chosen is inspired. I trust Kylie and Millicent, having them as the balance of this defense force would make me feel secure indeed." She looked to Dorian. "How long to recruit these Baronians?" 

"A bell or so, Matradomma," Dorian answered. 

"I can have the Shael Dal here in half a bell," Tal said. 

"I will call to have the Sabres mobilized," Marna said. "They can be here before the next bell." 

"It shouldn't take long to get Mother here," Euriel said. "She can contact Kylie and Millicent." 

"With Kalindinai's help, Cassandra and I can start working on the citadel defenses," Loric said. 

 "So, who's going after Wren and Azir?" Tal asked. "We need Bannor obviously. I'll bring my buddy Algernon in case we need extra tracking, my wife will be a help--she's really up on this Kriar artifice stuff. Whitey, you're in on this, right?" 

Aarlen nodded. "I will go, I will request that Beia, and my daughters stay here to help with the defense." 

"Myself and Belkirin Dulcere will be with you," Eclipse said. 

"I will be there as well," the Vatraena said. 

Dulcere looked over in surprise. <Mother?> 

The wispy Kriar woman smiled. "A few Baronians do not frighten me. I shall invite Dominique along. She's quite sturdy." 

"Excellent," Tal said. "Almost the same as the Karanganoi exploration team. So, Ri, you and Van are going obviously." 

"Obviously," Euriel answered. "And probably my mother." 

"I want to go," Sarai said with a growl. 

"Not a chance," Kalindinai said. "You're pregnant, and you still need those treatments." 

"Allow me to go," Ziedra said. "I can hold my own." 

"If my wife goes, I go," Radian said. 

"I'm with you if you'll have me," Damay said. 

"You might need me," Daena said. "I'll go if you want." 

"I'm coming," Desiray said. "Wren is almost as much my kid as Ri's. You may need someone savvy with traps." 

"That's eighteen," Tal said. "That's already a bigger team than I'd like, but we may have to split up. Everyone good with that line up?" 

"Sounds like an awesome team to me," Loric remarked. "Every possible discipline and skill seems covered." 

"We did plenty of damage in Gladshiem with a lot less," Bannor said. "I'm going to go get ready to go. When do we meet back here?" 

"You're sure that Wren is all right?" Euriel asked him. 

"Yes," he answered. "I'm not saying we should dawdle, but make every preparation we can before we go. I'm going to go make certain she and Azir are safe." 

Euriel's brow furrowed. "Bannor?" 

Sarai scowled at him. "All right, what are you thinking?" 

"I'm thinking I need to get out of these clothes and into some leathers," he answered. "So, what time?" 

"Damn it, I hate hesitating so long," Euriel said. She glanced at her husband Vanidaar. 

The red-haired man stared at Bannor. "You're certain they are in good health?" 

"I haven't felt a change in their condition. They're frustrated, angry, concerned... I sense a little pain from Wren, but I think that's from getting hit by Loric's sword." 

"All right," Vanidaar said. "A bell? Is that enough time? Where do we meet?" 

"On the south steps," the King recommended. 

"Got it," Bannor said. "Daena could I get you tell help me with something?" 

The auburn-haired savant stared at him with glowing green eyes. "Uhhh, sure." 

"Let's go. Matradomma, Dom'Ista," he bowed to the King and Queen. "My apologies for this mess, I wish there were something I could have done to prevent all this." 

The King and Queen nodded to him, neither seeming to have words to answer that. 

He touched Euriel on the shoulder and whispered in her ear. "I'm going to check up on Wren and Azir for you. Wish me luck." 

The powerful mage looked at him with wide blue eyes. "You--of course you can--please be careful." 

"I will," he nodded to her. 

He stepped up to Sarai who was eying him. 

"You know, I don't want you to go," she growled. 

"You know I have to. Come on." He headed for the exit. 

Daena followed, and an apparently curious Janai followed as well. 

"Bannor, you're planning to get in trouble," Sarai said walking quickly to keep up with him as they climbed the steps and headed out into the cold night air. "I can tell from your eyes." 

"Yes," he agreed. He drew a breath as they crossed the balcony and started down the ramp into the yard. "I'm going to look around ahead of the team. Just to satisfy myself." 

"You want me to go with you?" Daena said. 

He nodded. 

"You mean astrally?" Sarai asked. 

"Yes," he answered. "I didn't want to get Euriel's hopes up. If we can guide Wren and Azir's astral forms back, Euriel may be able to pull them back." 

"Like she did with us!" Daena said, thumping him on the shoulder. "That's brilliant!" 

"Yes," he said with a frown. "It's just that Quasar may have a way to block it. So, we explore first, see what we can learn." 

"I thought you couldn't pass through metal," Sarai said, as her feet started clicking on the bridge that crossed into Green Run. 

"Not a lot, but even a small gap is enough to slip through. We just need to try and see." 

"Brother-to-be, I just hope this plan of yours doesn't make things worse," Janai said. "You and Daena are precious to me, I'd hate for you to get your taos trapped in that far off place." 

"Think happy thoughts," he said. "Hopefully, we've already gotten our quota of bad luck for the scoreday..."


 

 

 

I almost don't even bother with fear anymore. I know something will make an end of me sooner of later. For now, I'm resigned to dodging death as long as I possibly can. I just keep an eye out and watch my back. Worrying about getting killed simply drains any enjoyment I might get out of life. 
-- Bannor Nalthane Starfist, Prince Conjugal of Malan 

 

Chapter 2

Void Trek

 

On his way back to their quarters Bannor resigned himself to the difficulty of the task he had proposed. Still, he had to try. If they were successful, it would circumvent the potentially costly need of going to that alien Homeworld and trying to spar with a creature that in many ways was more powerful than a pantheon lord. 

Sarai walked at his side, her threads seething with frustration. He felt her tension in the way she gripped his wrist. She walked with stiff determined strides, her jaw set and eyes straight ahead. She had given up protesting verbally--there was no point to it. Emotions drove his wife-to-be only so far, she could see reason and necessity. That level-headed part of her was one of the things about her he admired. It was a trait he didn't see often outside of their close circle of friends. 

Practical or not, Sarai hated being left out of anything. He didn't like excluding her, she was smart, experienced, and inventive. Astral travel was just not something she could do--it was a savants-club only activity. Even Wren, with her far greater experience had trouble keeping up with he and Daena. 

They entered their quarters with Daena and Janai close behind. Bannor sat on the foyer bench and removed his dress boots and coat, handing them to the maid that rushed over. 

Sarai folded her arms. When she spoke, her tone was brittle and raw. "So, what are we supposed to do if you get yourself trapped?" 

Bannor looked up at her. She frowned back, glowing violet eyes narrowed. He rose and gathered her close in his arms and pressed his cheek against hers. "I'll be okay," he whispered. "If we're not back in a bell just yell for one of the elders. Somebody will come up with a plan." 

She pushed back from him. "That's your contingency!? Let one of the elders figure it out?" 

He pressed his lips to a line and held her shoulders. "Star, if there's one thing I've learned, it's to have faith in our friends. I can't let Wren down now--we owe her too much." 

"Hmph." Sarai snorted. "I think that's the other way around. You got her out of Hel. She owes you." 

He shrugged. "Then I might as well keep her indebted then." He looked up at Daena. "You okay with this?" 

The auburn-haired girl grinned. "I'm always up for an adventure, you know that." 

"Is this dangerous?" Janai asked head tilted and one glowing amber eye closed. "I mean, more dangerous than usual?" 

Bannor frowned and rubbed the back of his head. "Well, there's less risk for Daena than for me. She can last a lot longer outside of her body than I can. In fact, even if her body were to die, I don't think it would kill her--just make life inconvenient until she found a body to bind with." 

The girl ran a hand through her wavy locks looking uncomfortable, but not deterred. 

"Well, that's an inconvenience I'd rather not deal with," the second princess responded with growl. 

"Trust me," he soothed. "I don't want to end up needing to be rescued myself." He leaned into Sarai for a kiss. "Please don't worry, I'll be careful." 

Sarai resisted but kissed him after a moment. "You better." 

"Come on." He lead the way to the conference circle. He plunked himself down on the cushions and lay out flat. "If we're not back in a bell yell for help." 

Janai brushed back her long dark hair and put hands on hips. "Tell me again why you need, Daena?" 

"Because she's about twenty times as strong as me in astral form," he responded. "She's also much faster. We have to cover a big distance in a short time, so for this to work I need her to tow me out there." 

Daena kissed Janai on the forehead. "Don't worry Momsa, he'll take care of me." 

She sat down on the couch across the circle from him, taking the combs out of her hair, and kicking off her slippers. Pulling her hair to one side she reclined on the cushions and let out a breath. "Let's see if I remember how to do this." 

Bannor composed himself, focusing inward on the tracery he knew to be his 'self'. He focused on the pattern, pushing himself into the tangled weave of threads and out of the confines of his physical body. 

All sense of weight and tactile sensation faded, replaced by a distant tingling. The thudding of his heart became a far off pulsing. 

The scene of the room, Sarai and Janai with concerned expressions leaning over he and Daena came into his view. He drew a non-existent breath, his ephemeral spirit-body not having substance to echo the habits of his physical form. Focusing his will, he made himself more 'solid', more tangible as he floated in the air above his body. 

Startled, Sarai jerked back. She frowned up at him. "Damn, I've seen you do this several times, and it still catches me by surprise." 

He shrugged. Not really certain the gesture was communicated as when in his physical body. <Sorry,> he thought to her. He looked to Daena. She had not yet emerged from her body. The big auburn-haired girl lay on the divan, body composed, brow furrowed but face otherwise placid. <Wonder what--> 

His thought was interrupted as light erupted from Daena's body causing Janai to reel back and Sarai to shield her eyes. The young First One's spirit form emerged from her flesh in crackle of power. 

She floated above her body, but her form appeared as a solid white rendition of herself, like a finely carved figure of marble. Her spirit form was even substantial enough to cast shadows on the furniture beneath her. The young woman's long hair flowed around her as if she were floating in water. She looked down at her body, then examined her hand. <Whoa.> 

Janai was still rubbing at her eyes. "Are you okay, Mimi?" 

<I feel great,> Daena answered. She drifted over and touched Janai's shoulder. <Whoa, I can feel you.> 

Janai reached up to Daena's hand. "You're warm." She looked down to Daena's body. "I don't understand. How can you be solid? You're--down--there." 

Daena shrugged. <Part of being a First One I guess.> 

<Damn, Kell's change to you was even more major than I thought,> Bannor marveled.  <Still, we don't have much time. We can ponder later.> 

"Will Daena be all right like this?" Janai asked. 

<She just seems substantial, she's still really only a spirit, it's just she has a really, really strong spirit now.> 

Janai's glowing amber eyes were wide. She touched Daena's arm. The alabaster version of the girl smiled down at her. 

"I guess," Janai responded, a concerned expression still on her round face. 

<Show me the way, Boss,> Daena thought to him. 

He paused to give Sarai an intangible hug, allowing his essence, that of his love and unborn child to mingle. <I love you,> he told both of them. 

Sarai blinked and sniffed. After a moment, she nodded without saying anything. 

He stretched out his senses, following his connection to Eternity and to Wren. He found her thread as he had several times before. Focused on that far away contact he drifted to Daena. <Okay, I have her.> He reached out the young woman, touching the essence of her 'self' and willed the knowledge to her. 

Daena nodded. <Damn, it is far away. All right, let's go.> She took hold of him and towed him upward. 

Together they climbed into the starry sky of Malan with increasing speed. The radiant city gleamed beneath them, glistening rivers and glades sparkling in the moonlight. The details dwindled in instants, merging with the landscape of hills and vegetation. Snowy mountains like majestic shadows grew small as the land curved and grew tiny beneath their feet. The livid ellipse of morning burned on a horizon thousands of leagues away. 

<This is so beautiful,> Daena breathed. <I don't know why we don't do this more often!> 

<Because it makes people testy, they don't like the idea of us wandering around without our bodies.> 

<Hmph,> Daena acknowledged with a mental snort. 

In moments, Titaan became nothing more than a blue green disk striped with clouds and storm systems. 

<How do you feel?> he asked her. 

<I feel awesome. It always felt great to leave my body, but after whatever Kell did to me--I--> The thought didn't translate. 

<Good, do you still have the line?> 

He could feel her drawing a breath. <Yes.> 

<Ready when you are.> 

Daena took another glance back at the world she had made her home for the past few scoredays. <All right, yell if it gets to be too much.> Though it was purely for visual effect, she floated beneath him and took his other hand. <Here we go...> 

The young First One pulled and the universe seemed to become a streaked tunnel as space flew around them. At the same time, pain cascaded through him, as though knives were shredding through his ephemeral form. 

<Arrrgh! Stop! Stop! Stop!> he gritted. 

Daena slowed in an instant. <Bannor are you okay?> 

Had he normal lungs he would be gasping. They were alone in a vast void, the stars like distant pinpricks. A massive pinwheel of light gleamed above them. He could feel his far off body trembling, his physical heart pounding. The speed burned. He thought his recent practice might have made him strong enough to withstand it, but Daena was simply too powerful. Back at Green Run he sensed Sarai at his side fretting, seeing the pain echoed in his form. He was going to get a scolding for certain. 

<Bannor?> Daena asked again. 

<I--I--ow.> 

<Damn, I didn't mean to--> 

<Not your fault,> he managed to wheeze the thought. After a moment, he composed himself. <That didn't hurt you?> 

Daena shrugged. <I liked it actually.> She looked around them. <Whoa, what is that big thing? It sure is pretty--like a big flower of light.> 

He shook his head. He was certain Dulcere or one of the others would know. 

<Well, I better take us back,> she told him. <If it's going to hurt you that much.> 

<Damn, wait, let me think.> 

What caused the pain? He had no body. Was the velocity so great that even his spirit form was being harmed? Daena was almost solid and experiencing no distress at all. 

Daena studied him with a furrowed brow. After a moment, her pale expression brightened. <I know!> She moved close and wrapped her arms and legs around him. 

<Hey!> 

<This'll work,> she insisted. 

He struggled as the girl seemed to flow around him. Her enormous strength was pulling him in before he could even resist. Like being submerged in warm water, he felt himself engulfed in her spirit. He felt the thudding of a powerful heart. 

Daena shuddered around him. <Oooh. That feels nice.> 

A moment of terror took hold of him. She had absorbed his spirit into hers, made him a part of her! 

<Daena!> 

<You're--okay,> she seemed to snuggle closer. <Mmmm.> She turned her attention away from him. <Now.> 

They shot forward. The universe gyrated around them, streamers of light sizzling around them in a dizzying array. Bannor felt no pain, but a queasy, uncomfortable intimacy made another tremble go through his far off body. 

<Faster,> she murmured. The gyrations of the universe increased. <Faster.> The depths of Eternity blurred together in whirl of colors spinning by at unfathomable velocity. <Not yellin now, are you, Brother?> She smiled in his mind with wicked superiority. 

<Daena,> his thought was tiny. <You're scaring me.> 

<You should be scared,> she said. <I finally have you where I want you. I might not let you go.> 

He didn't respond to that--didn't need to. She could feel and sense his every thought. 

The whirling lights exploded to a stop. The stars had been replaced by what appeared to be a titanic barricade. Geometric shapes were carved into the surface in leagues deep notches. In an alien way, it looked like how a city might from above, only this was in front of them and stretched in every direction. 

<Who would put a wall in the middle of the void?> Daena muttered. <How?> 

They drifted down into a massive crack ten times the size of any canyon that Bannor had ever been in. At close range, he identified the substance as some kind of metal. The perspective made him dizzy. The construct went on for thousands of leagues in every direction. 

<What is this?> Daena wanted to know. <The trace comes here, but there's nothing alive.> He felt her frown. <Could this be their 'homeworld'? The place is dead!> 

He wriggled, feeling Daena's cloying warmth closing in around him. The most uncomfortable part was that it had begun to feel good. He tried to ignore that. <When you stand in the middle of desert it looks flat. We're too close to it I think.> 

Daena didn't disagree. In a surge of will, the girl leaped them away from the surface hundreds of thousands of leagues. At this range their home of Titaan had been a disk like a moon in the night sky. The impossible structure still looked to be, for all intents and purposes, a wall floating in the void although Bannor noted what looked like a slight curving of the surface. 

<That's crazy,> Daena murmured in his mind. 

<They said it was big.> 

<I know they did--but...> her thought trailed off. In exasperation, they backed up yet further, streaking away from Wren's trace at Daena's horrendous speed. At some immense distance, they were finally able to discern the limits of the thing, visible as a black disk blocking the view of the stars in the backdrop. 

<Lords,> Daena breathed. <It's--> 

<Big,> Bannor muttered in awe. <Tens of millions of leagues across.> 

<It's just not--possible.> 

<Really? Says the girl that came half way across Eternity in a few breaths?> 

That seemed to take the legs out of her awe. She seemed to resolve herself. <There must be a way in.> They streaked forward, taking a course around the now obvious sphere. 

<Are you going to let me out?> he asked. 

<You're staying in there,> she determined. <It's the one place I can't lose you. If we get in trouble--it will be together. So, enjoy the ride.> 

<Ever?> he insisted. 

<Oh, you might talk me into it. You feel awfully nice in there.> 

That's what he was afraid of. 

They streaked around the spherical structure, at intervals there were raised projections that rose up from the surface for leagues. Nothing evidenced their purpose or function. 

Daena paused with hands on hips. <You're sure you have the right trace? This is silly! The thing is so big that simply to see where we're going we have to stay back so far from the surface we couldn't see a door even if it was a hundred leagues across.> 

<Let's use our brains for a moment,> Bannor said. 

<I'm listening.> 

How did they find the way in? As Daena said, it was nearly impossible. If they used her speed, they would never see the opening. Any slower and they could spend an eon looking and never locate it. When they were far enough back to survey a significant portion of the surface, even the most enormous of details blended together. 

At the way-point they had seen the craft that the Kriar piloted in their voyages through the void. How would they find the door in such vast construction? The thought made him pause. How did they know Wren was here? He had followed a thread here. A magical signal, like smoke rising from a far off hilltop. It was a certainty, that the Kriar would have a way to signal their ships. Naturally, such a signal would show the way in. He could follow such a signal if he knew what to look for. 

Without the native power of his body, and being so far from it, his thread sight was greatly weakened. It didn't help that he was inside of Daena, her milky essence further clouding his perceptions. 

He delved into his nola vision. As he went deeper and deeper into the view, it became obvious that this thing was not dead. Energies of all kinds radiated into space around it, most of them completely invisible to normal vision. The majority of the power seemed to pour from the raised sections that were evenly distributed around the sphere. That didn't help much. Like Homeworld itself, it was too big and too much, there wasn't anything that was different enough to follow. Maybe he was thinking about it wrong. What did they know? The ships. He remembered Daena saying she had felt a special kind of falling force coming from them. 

<Daena,> he thought to her. <Remember when you said you sensed something special coming from the Kriar void ships?> 

She paused. <Yes.> 

<Maybe we just need to find and follow one of the ships to the door.> 

<Find a ship? That's like trying to find a pebble in the ocean. I'd have to be close.> 

<Those ships were docked, not under way. I'm thinking there'll be a lot more to sense.> 

He felt Daena shrug. <Nothing to lose I suppose.> She seemed to compose herself, then they shot forward again. Her speed was so great that a complete orbit of the gargantuan sphere took only the span of a long breath. As she finished a circuit she altered their course slightly so they would cover a different area. After their fifth circuit Daena paused, and headed for the surface. They stopped and hovered over a single larger trench that could be no less than ten leagues across and more deep. The giant notch continued in both directions to the limit of their vision. 

<Whoa, how did we miss this?> Bannor asked. 

<It all looks the same from a hundred million leagues away.> 

<Did you sense this?> 

<Didn't sense a whit, I just kept seeing this irregularity. It's like a seam between the two halves of the globe. Safe bet the door will be somewhere along this.> 

<Agreed.> 

They streaked along the trench, moving slower but still at a velocity that made tens of thousands of leagues blur by in fractions of an eye-blink. The enormity of the structure left the mind numb. What did the Kriar use it all for? Every living thing on Titaan would fit in one of those square raised areas they saw from far out. Even though Counsel Solaris had told them Homeworld was this big, it simply didn't register in the mind as something that could possibly be true--a fabrication, an exaggeration of the largest kind. 

Even at Daena's terrific speed it seemed to take forever, they did after several long breaths find an area that was unmistakably a "door". A vast canyon hundreds perhaps thousands of leagues across honeycombed with openings. Here, Homeworld was anything but dead, dozens of the voidships like the ones they saw at the way-point were heading in or leaving. 

A soft-blue radiance emanated into the void from the area, making Bannor wonder why they had been unable to see it from further away. 

<Why couldn't we see this before?> Daena echoed his question. <We should have seen that light from a hundred million leagues out.> She turned and streaked away from the surface and into the void. 

As they turned back to look, the vast docking area and its radiant light were gone. It looked like any other area on Homeworld they had seen. 

<Spit.> Bannor murmured. Mentally, he smacked himself for not thinking of the possibility. <Camouflaged. They could be all over the place and we wouldn't know it.> 

<Why in Hades would they do that?!> Daena demanded. 

He gave his best mental impression of shrug. <If they have enemies, it's to their advantage to hide the doors.> 

Curiosity appeased, they dove back to the surface. As they closed with the dock, the enormity continued to awe as titanic vessels drifted gracefully in and out of the many league-wide bays. Now, with only a distance of thousands of paces separating them from the surface, it was possible to make out glowing view ports looking into the docking area. 

Smaller vessels not much larger than a wagon were making their way from the bigger ships to smaller areas cut into the canyon walls. Daena picked one to follow. 

As they pursued, Bannor grew wary. <Better dim down your aura and cloak us. They might sense us.> 

Daena frowned. <Yeah, who knows what they can do if they can build something like this.> He felt the girl focus her energies and shield them. 

They flew deeper into the construct, the areas growing continually smaller until the craft settled down on the floor of an area that was merely the size of ten battle arenas placed together. 

The young savant glided ahead to the obvious openings. Flitting into a giant corridor much like ones they saw at the way-point. The area opened into a gathering area with a circular central desk where dozens of Kriar were going about whatever it was they did here. 

Daena was shaking her head. <And Wren is in this place--somewhere?> She turned slowly. <It's a damn good thing we have a trace to follow. Even with it. We can't go through solid metal and this place is like a maze!> 

Bannor was focused on the activity below. From above it appeared little different than the port authorities back on Titaan where ships and crews checked in. Of course, the Kriar artifice magic made it look different--alien--and everything was on an enormous scale, magnified to the point it seemed ludicrous. 

 <Follow those Kriar in red,> he advised. <If those aren't enforcement people I'll eat my axe.> 

Daena found the Kriar he indicated and she followed the male and female as they entered a spherical mechanism that zipped along with amazing speed down an adjacent passage. 

They pursued the two Kriar through dozens of chambers at a velocity that was hundreds of times faster than a horse at full gallop. The views that flashed by were nothing short of wondrous; the Kriar seemed to be the smallest population of creatures roaming about. Even with their quick movement it was possible for Bannor's thread sense to 'taste' the dozens of different kinds of entities interacting in the various markets and open areas. 

<This place is pretty wizard,> Daena said. <If you can get over the size. There's so much stuff!> 

<Yes,> he agreed. 

The machine with the two Kriar inside it went into a much more confined tunnel. After what must have been a league of darkness, the confines became a tube of clear material that looked out into what must be the internal structure of Homeworld. 

The sight made Daena stutter to a stop in awe. The perspective made Bannor's mind hurt. The sphere, which they knew was millions of leagues across, was not solid. A glistening lattice of tubes similar the one they were in connected various oddly-shaped 'chunks' that appeared to float in the vast sea that was the interior expanse. The only thing that seemed to anchor these roughly cube-shaped pieces were hundred pace-wide cables that seemed ridiculously thin in proportion to the 'worlds' that were suspended from them. Bannor internally called them 'worlds' because they ranged in size from a few tens of leagues on a side to larger sections that must be more than a thousand leagues cubed. 

<Lords,> the awe was back in Daena's mind. <You could lose a thousand worlds in here.> 

<More like a hundred thousand,> he murmured, feeling every bit of the awe she did. <Maybe a million. What's it all for? Why? Just because they could?> 

He felt Daena draw a breath. <We're wasting time. It's been more almost half a bell and we're not even close to finding Wren.> 

<You're right. Find an opening and get us out of the tube.> 

It wasn't difficult for Daena to find an access probably used to do repairs on the structure. Free of the tube they could shoot anywhere in Homeworld by staying in the spaces between the planet-sections. 

The young savant took up Wren's trace again and they shot on an erratic course, zigzagging through a sea of crystalline threads. Because Daena could not go at her full speed without ramming into a leagues-thick chunk of metal, it took a distressingly long time to isolate the area where the blonde savant must be. 

It wasn't the biggest planet-section they had seen but it was plenty big enough, Bannor guessed a couple hundred leagues cubed. Distance was so hard to judge when everything went so far as to converge into a single point. 

They entered one of the crystalline tubes and followed it into the interior of the section. Inside was what could only be called a world. Shortly after penetrating the league-thick skin of the section they were flying over an ocean. The change was so startling that Daena had to pause again and look back. The tube seemed to vanish into the distance, and even where the water obviously ended there was some kind of illusion that made it appear to continue. Daena found a way out of the tube and floated down to the sea surface. It was alive. Bannor could feel the threads of what must be fish and all manner of life forms. 

After dipping her hand in the water she continued to follow Wren's thread past islands covered with strange vegetation. Birds flew in patterns around the shores on which blue-green breakers crashed. If he hadn't come through the wall he wouldn't have known they weren't on the surface of a 'normal' world. 

Daena floated on her back and looked up to the sky that appeared no different than staring up into the clouds back home. <The weird thing is I can sense another ocean above us. There's just an illusion covering the ceiling. There's probably enough area distributed through the levels to have all of Titaan in this one section.> 

<The part that frightens me Daena, is the Kriar can do these miraculous feats on such a grand scale--and they're scared of the Baronians. What am I missing?> 

<I was thinking the same thing,> Daena remarked. <Of course, you noticed how few Kriar there were. I saw like one or two for every hundred or so of those other creatures. Maybe it's just a numbers thing.> 

<Maybe.> 

The ocean gave way to a large landmass, mountain ranges capped with snow rose into the pearlescent sky. Storm systems swirled over forests and plains. Perhaps fifty leagues inland the signal ended in what looked like a wide caldera surrounded by lakes. All around the basin, waterfalls churned down steep cliff-sides in glistening cascades filling a series of tree-rimmed lakes at the base. The floor of the area looked like a faerie-land of low rolling hills and covered by thick knots of trees. At the very center lay a crystalline-appearing spire that must be four or five furlongs high. 

As they drew near, it more closely resembled a castle with many wings and hundreds of open balconies for looking out over every possible vista. 

<You have to say Quasar lives in style,> Daena remarked. <Kul'Amaron is like a peasant hut compared to this place.> 

<She could have the whole country of Malan for sleep-over in that thing,> Bannor said. <I think I sense Wren near the top.> 

<Got it,> Daena answered. They hissed up the side of the structure to a point close to nearly a thousand paces up and onto a broad railed balcony. Wide crystal doors lay open on the side of the building. 

Beyond the opening stood a sumptuous chamber filled with every imaginable appointment. The roughly circular area had a large hearth-like device as its hub. Bookcases crammed with books ringed a chamber lushly appointed with divans, drawing tables, a kitchen, sleeping arrangements, and what looked like areas for training and entertainment. It was the most comfortable-looking jail cell Bannor could imagine. 

Reclining on one of the divans with a book in her hand and bowl of fruit at her elbow was Wren. She didn't look distressed or in much hurry to find a means of escape. Hands behind his back, Wren's brother paced back and forth in obvious agitation. 

Daena drifted up to Wren's side and made herself more solid. Wren noticed them and smiled. She placed a purple-velvet mark between the pages of the book, closed it, and sat up. 

"Took you long enough," she said with a grin. 

Her brother looked around startled. He gripped his head with his hands. "They did come!" He breathed. 

Wren rolled her eyes. "I told you they would." 

Daena put hands on hips. <You don't seem to be putting much effort into escaping.> 

"Oh yeah," Wren said with a frown. "Like to where? Even if I could teleport--which I can't--I don't think I'd have the range to get us out of here." 

<You wouldn't,> Bannor said. <She's just giving you a hard time. I can't get out this far, Daena barely made it. So, you're okay--not hurt?> 

"Bannor?" Wren said looking around. "You're here too?" 

<I'm kind of sharing spirit-bodies with Daena, only way I could reach.> 

The blonde savant frowned. "Isn't that a little--" 

<See no evil, speak no evil, please... Sarai doesn't need to know.> 

Wren drew a breath. "Ah. Well, yes, I have a cut and big bruise on my back but I'll live." She rubbed her shoulder. "Loric is going to get some words about that." 

Azir was staring at Daena. "So, can you get us out of here?" 

<Well, that was the plan originally...> Bannor told them. <We were going to lead you back to Euriel in astral form so she could do that summoning thing she does. Now...> 

<I'm pretty sure it's too far.> Daena filled in. <I might be able to absorb you two--and carry you back but I don't know what would happen with three of you together.> Daena did a slow turn. <So, Quasar kidnapped you and left?> 

Wren sighed. "Pretty much. She knows I don't have the range to even reach with savant telepathy, she wasn't much concerned with us running off." 

"So, how in the blazes are we getting out of here?" Azir demanded, his slim face set in a frown. "I don't trust that gold wench, she's trouble for certain." 

"Take it easy, Brother," Wren said making settling motions. "They're putting together a rescue party I assume?" 

<They put together a team that makes Odin's High Jury look like a bunch of gimps,> Daena said. <We just wanted to avoid the confrontation if possible.> 

<I promised your mother I would make sure you and Azir were okay,> Bannor told them. 

"You're the best," Wren responded with a smile. 

"So, you can't get us out?" Azir asked looking crestfallen. "I hate being caged up--even if it looks like suites in the palace." 

<I don't know enough about the astral merger,> Daena said with a shake of her head. 

"What about teleporting?" Wren asked. "You can teleport." 

Daena looked around. "Yes..." She drew the sound out and looked around. "She's got that blocked though. If you could get the shield down I might be able to get in." 

<Don't even try,> Bannor said. <That Quasar has incredible powers. She can kill in an eyeblink. The worst possible thing to do is to agitate her. As long as you aren't a threat to her, she won't hurt you.> 

"And how would you know that?" A female voice asked from across the room. 

Dressed in a long black translucent gown, Quasar glided into the room. The Kriar's knee length hair was unclasped and flowed down over her shoulders in glimmering blue-black cascades making her jeweled golden face look as if it were floating in shadow. 

The ancient creature shook her head. "You are truly phenomenal creatures to be able to do this with so little experience. I shudder to think of your capabilities after you have been trained." 

<We want you to release Wren and Azir,> Daena thought to her with a growl. 

Quasar raised an eyebrow. "Of course you do. I shall do that very thing as soon as Counsel Marna shows up. I will release them to no-one else. By that time, the commander and I shall have finished our chat." 

<But that will bring that Baronian force down on you!> Bannor burst out. 

Quasar sighed and leaned her head to one side. "That is certainly my hope. I left a trail a drooling idiot could follow." 

<But even you can't fight a whole squadron of those monsters!> Daena declared. 

<Child, I think there is little chance of my fighting alone. I have disabled the Homeworld defenses around this domicile. If the Kriar council doesn't want several thousand Baronian elite running amok in Homeworld's inner-realms they will have to plug the hole and make ready to repel the attack that the Baronians have little choice but to stage.> 

<They would have to be insane to attack Homeworld,> Daena said. 

"Your point being?" Quasar shrugged. "Either they come get us, or we come get them." 

<With one of their commanders captured, they'd simply move,> Bannor said. <You still can't go after them.> 

"Yes, I can," Quasar said with a knowing smile. "Or at least I can now. Bannor, you taught me that, and I thank you for it. With his material links to all his superiors and subordinates, magic can find them. They'd have to kill half their command staff to keep us from finding them. Something that's too costly even for them. No, they must get him back or at some point an armada of Kriar ships is going to appear in the sky over their heads and erase them from existence." 

<You mean if we cooperate.> 

"And why won't you, hmmm? Otherwise they will be paying that beautiful old citadel regular visits until there isn't a single creature left alive in it." 

<Damn it,> Daena growled. 

"There's no need for cursing," Quasar said strolling into the room and stopping a short distance from Azir. "I did all of you a favor. I forced the high council to involve itself in this--they can't let you people go running around in Homeworld unescorted. There's too many uncomfortable secrets for you to find. So, I suggest you return to Dulcere and the others and tell them to hurry. I don't imagine those Baronians will wait terribly long before they send the first scouts." She looked to Wren and Azir. "As you see, they are in no danger." She paused. "Well, at least they aren't now. It may be different when the Baronians come looking for their commander." 

<We'd better head back,> Bannor said. <She's right, we have to play along until we find a better way.> 

<That's it? We just do what she says?> 

"Do like Bannor says, Daena," Wren advised. "You can't fight her, especially not now. Thanks for coming and checking on us." 

<You'll see us again,> Daena growled drifting up off the floor. 

"I hope soon," Quasar responded brushing at the jewels on her face. "I do so feel a need for rescue." 

Frustration burned through Daena as they turned and started the long trek home. Bannor could only give a mental sigh. They would be back, and Quasar had made the war with the Baronians inevitable. 

 


 

 

 

After the war on Karanganoi Homeworld, I thought it real unlikely I'd ever be a part of a team that capable again. It's always interestin' to get proven wrong when you're talkin' about a group of people who can, when riled, make pantheon lords cry like babies... 
-- Talorin "Tal" Falor, Protectorate Tactical Officer 

 

Chapter 3

Power Play

 

The way back home was far easier than the one to get to Quasar's fortress. After several dives through the crystalline tube systems that wound their way through Homeworld's titanic structure, they were back in the void accelerating toward Titaan and Green Run. 

As the lights of the universe exploded around them Bannor began steeling himself for the ordeal to come. He knew for certain that even if the team arrived before the Baronian assault, Quasar would somehow manage to delay them so that avoiding confrontation was impossible. 

They shot down into an inky-dark Malan, the cities far below scattered pinpoints of lights and gleaming ribbons of water reflecting the light of the moons. As the young First One slowed to approach Green Run, Bannor spoke into her mind. 

<You can let me out of here, right?> 

<Hmmm?> Daena hummed in his thoughts. She paused above the roof of the east wing, where the quarters he and Sarai shared, lay. <Of course I can.> 

<And?> he prompted. <Please don't do that in front of Sarai, she would be very unhappy. She's already uncomfortable enough with you around me as it is.> 

<She is?> Daena wondered. <Whoa, she's never let on.> She sighed in his mind. <I'm very jealous of her you know.> 

<Daena, please.> 

He felt her roll her eyes. <Oh, all right.> 

Bannor felt the warmth of her spirit recede as she unwound from around him like a snake uncoiling from around its prey. 

As he hovered there in the night air above Green Run, he felt different... changed somehow. He stared at Daena who floated near him smiling. 

<What?> She asked with a tilt of her head. <I let you go.> 

It was difficult to look at his own pattern. Everything appeared the same. He couldn't account for the different feel though. Well, there was nothing for it, they were already late. <Let's go.> 

He dived through the roof into their chambers. 

He was ready for a confrontation with Sarai, who had probably already summoned help to get them unstuck. 

"There they are," he heard Sarai's unmistakable growl. 

Bannor froze near the ceiling. The room was packed with people. He thought they would meet on the citadel south steps! Arms folded, tapping her foot, Sarai stood in the center of the conference circle staring up at him. Around her, the entire assault team was sitting on the various couches and chairs. There were new faces he did not know; a tall brown-maned woman who had herself draped around Tal who was sitting on the floor. A shorter extremely broad man, sat on the couch behind Tal. Counsel Solaris had another woman with her with pale skin and long, straight, black hair. As expected, Idun was there with Euriel and Vanidaar. Desiray the white-haired guildmistress, now dressed in shiny black leather stood with her arm around Loric. Even in his astral form, Bannor could feel the staggering power of that group. 

"Fascinating," Marna breathed, looking up at him. 

"I don't recall this being part of the plan," Aarlen mused from another part of the circle. 

Daena had stopped in surprise a little below him. She looked around. <Ummm, hello everyone...> Her thought trailed off. <Uhhh, sorry we're... ummm... late.> 

"Yes," Euriel said, staring up at them. "We do hope you have good intelligence after scaring us like this." 

<Well...> Bannor murmured. 

"Bannorrr..." Sarai cut him off. "Get in your body... and talk... normally. Damn you, always cutting things close..." 

Him cutting things close! She was the one always taking risks! Feeling drained, he drifted down to his body and began synchronizing with the threads of his physical self. After a brief dive into darkness, he pulled up through multicolored light to consciousness. 

He drew a breath with real lungs. His body ached and his skin burned. He looked down at his arms. They were toasted red as if he'd been out in the sun too long. The burning had actually been echoed to his physical body. 

He grimaced. 

Sarai loomed over him. She took hold of his hand and lifted his burned arm and gestured to it. "Was that part of the plan? You scared me... we thought you were dying!" 

"Star, I'm okay," he soothed. 

<It's my fault,> Daena tried, still hovering over them in her marble white spirit form. <I just--> 

"You stay out of this!" Sarai pointed a finger at her. 

"Arminwen," Loric said in a low but firm voice. "Can you scold him later? He was about to tell us what information they uncovered." 

Sarai subsided but continued to scowl at him. 

Bannor glanced up at her and winced. He tried not to let those burning violet eyes distract him. With effort he sat up and pushed himself to his feet. His legs felt rubbery underneath him. That trip took even more out of him than he realized. 

"Well," he said. "We found Quasar, Wren, and Azir. They are in what I'm guessing is the bottom-most layer of one of those world sections they have there. There is this giant circular valley with a silver spire in the center. Wren and Azir are in a chamber near its top." 

"That is Estate Lorning," Eclipse remarked. 

"Security?" Tal asked from where he was sitting on the floor polishing a sword. 

"None," Bannor answered. "Quasar said that Wren and Azir were free to leave as soon as Counsel Solaris came to personally take them away." 

Marna who stood with her daughter and the new woman, leaned her head to one side and raised an eyebrow. 

<She also mentioned something about disabling Homeworld defenses...???> Daena added. 

<What?> Dulcere responded. The thought was so sharp it made Bannor wince. Others around the room pressed a finger to their temple from the volume. 

Eclipse sighed. <She is determined to force the issue. She is going to pose a target the Baronians cannot refuse.> 

Tal growled. "I say we snatch Wren and Azir outta there and leave her to her own devices. I like a good fight, but I ain't jumping through nobody's hoops." 

"If only we had that luxury..." Loric said. He paused and frowned up at Daena. "Miss Sheento, would you mind returning to your body?" 

The young First One flinched. "Uhhh, right." She dived into the flesh of her body where it reclined on the divan. 

Marna shook her head. "Truly astonishing ability." She looked to Bannor. "And you projected all the way to Homeworld and through its shields?" 

He rubbed the back of his head. "What took us so long was you have the doors camouflaged. We had to search. That took a bit." 

The ancient creature's eyes widened. "You--searched..." 

"It's really big," Bannor added. 

"Yes..." Marna's voice trembled. "I am aware." She let out a breath. "Quite incredible." 

Daena sat up and ran a hand through her hair. She blinked at the group. "Sorry." She rose, put an arm around Janai and pulled her close in a hug. 

"So," Tal said. "We got the team. What're we sittin around for?" 

Loric looked around at the group. "Indeed." He focused on the male Kriar. "Eclipse?" 

The gold male rubbed the crescent on his cheek and nodded. He focused on Marna with his luminescent blue eyes for a moment and his features tightened. "Bannor, Daena, we'll give you two a little time to gather any gear you want to take with you. Everyone else is ready." 

"When you get back, I will treat those burns," Marna offered. 

"Our thanks," Sarai said with a nod to Marna. To him she said, "I had the stewards bring your leathers and pack to our chambers." 

"I'll make it quick," Bannor offered to the group. "Sorry." 

He and Sarai retreated to their chambers, leaving the powerful team behind them. 

"I hate this," Sarai murmured, next to him as they hurried down the corridor. "And I'm really unhappy with you." 

He rubbed her shoulder and brushed back a few strands of her silvery hair. "Star, we needed to do it." He paused and opened the doors to their suite, and stepped in. His leathers were lying on the bed. He went to them directly and began changing. 

"I don't have to be happy about it," Sarai grumbled. "I should be going with you." 

"You know you can't," he said stepping out of his dress pants and pulling up the leather breeches. "You have to get those treatments to keep you and the baby healthy." 

She scrubbed her face with her hands. "If it wasn't so damn embarrassing, I could have one of them out there do it. That Ziedra girl could probably do it." 

"Probably," he responded. He pulled the leather hauberk over his head, and pushed his arms out through the sleeves. He laced up the front as he spoke. "Star, there's no way--your mother would have a fit that would eclipse everything else we've seen put together. Jhaann would be worse. Please don't do that to me." 

Fists clenched, Sarai growled in response. 

Sitting down on the bed he stepped into a boot and laced it up. He pulled on the second and looked up at his wife to be. "Star, I'll be okay. I'm just going as a tracker." He rose, found his axe sheaths and belted them on. He glanced in the pack that had a smattering of food, some utensils and small tools. He probably wouldn't need it, but better to be safe. He cinched down the flap and shouldered the knapsack. 

Sarai frowned. She reached down and adjusted a lose buckle. She sighed and gave him a hug. She pressed her cheek against his. "Damn it, I love you." 

He put his arms around her. "Tell you what." He ran a hand through her hair. "Most of those folks out there have telepathy. We can keep in contact, would that be better?" 

"Better than nothing," she drew a breath. "Come on, they're waiting." She pulled back from him and lead him back to the team waiting in the conference area. 

Back in the conference circle, an already prepared Daena stood with an arm around Janai while the elder princess fussed over her. The rest of the team stood together ready to step into what would likely become an incredibly violent enterprise. 

Burly Tal, his willowy wife, powerfully built Algernon, Lord Loric, Magestrix Frielos and the enigmatic Eclipse, the strength of those six probably exceeded the prodigious strength of the group that laid Odin's High Jury low. Goddess Idun and her half-god daughter Euriel by themselves had ample strength to make any creature think carefully. Add to the mix two more Kriar, four savants that included himself, Daena, Vanidaar, and Ziedra, Lord Loric's wife Desiray, Marna's pale warrior friend, and Cassandra's golden son Radian. 

He let out a breath. The Baronians would have their hands full if they took on this team. He gave Sarai a squeeze. "Star, look at them, I'm going to be okay." 

She sniffed and nodded. 

"So," he spoke up as he stepped up. "Who do I call 'Boss'?" 

"I will be strategic authority," Eclipse said in a firm voice. "Lord Loric and Magestrix Frielos will be our magic tactics experts. We'll have three teams. Team one will be Tal, Terra, Daena, Belkirin Dulcere, Loric and Desiray. Team two will be Aarlen, Bannor, Counsel Solaris, Dominique, Damay and Idun. Team three will be Algernon, Euriel, Vanidaar, myself, Ziedra and Radian." He looked around. "I hope no-one has issues with those groups, I tried to balance skills, experience, and people who had worked with one another." 

"Works for me," Tal rumbled, his face splitting into a grin. "Almost like you make a living doing this sort of thing." 
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