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Dedication

 

To the unsung heroes of the creative world: comic creators. My hat is off to the page and cover artists who sweat blood for their craft and work a magic all their own. Not to snub anyone, comics wouldn't exist without the writers who provide the narrative and dialogue. Wordsmithing has its challenges, but it is a chimera of an all-too-different color from truly skilled and inspired hero art. So, a sweeping bow to those artists who inspired me in my childhood, and made me struggle to bring involving and engaging written life to the "super" heroes (and villains) of the Ring Realms. 'Nuff said? 
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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. 

 


 

 

 

Magic is the life-blood of mages and the never-ending fascination of elves. A wilder mage is one who is born with a physical affinity for magic and energy that allows them to wield spells of amazing power. Wilders are subjects of scrutiny, envy, and terror. Through training and discipline there is little magical that is beyond their grasp. It is unfortunate that the power often makes for an isolated existence. Most of my life I have been a source of apprehension and tension, my own mother and members of my family often flinched at my touch--fearing the accidental release of my power. It is something I will always regret. 
--Kalindinai T'Evagduran, High Queen of Malan 

 

 

Chapter 1

A Distant Rumble

 

Bannor Starfist crept up and hid in the shadow of a tree, watching for any members of the royal guard who might be patrolling southern perimeter of Green Run. He swallowed, looking up into the shifting foliage, watching the leaves of the giant scalebark shimmering and rustling in the breeze. Running a hand through his dark hair, he glanced back to the rosewood walls of the outbuilding that formed the first of several tiers that made up the eastern portion of the Malanian citadel. Wisps of mist still trickled the down tree-shrouded hill, filtering through the rings of buildings and lance-like minarets interconnected by a web of narrow walkways and flying buttresses threaded amongst the ancient evergreens. 

Drawing a breath, Bannor scanned the gates and paths. No one was coming up behind him. He turned his attention back to the maze of trelliswork that formed the gateway to the Queen's contemplation grove, a collection of rock mosaics, outdoor atriums, and flower gardens. Few save the queen and her closest family entered this place, making it an excellent spot to hide out. 

With a final guilty scan to make sure he wasn't observed, he leaped up grabbed the top edge of the gate, swung over, and dropped on the far side. His heels hit the packed turf with a thud that sent a twinge of pain shooting up his back. Clutching his side, he leaned against the hedge with teeth gritted against the discomfort. The wound from being impaled on Odin's spear had been slow to heal. It might be three or four tendays yet before he regained full mobility. 

After the agony subsided, he pressed on, taking rights and lefts through the sculpted garden. He breathed in the sweet aroma of flowers, spice vines, and incense trees. No matter how many times he walked through this place, the artistry never ceased to amaze him. So much time, heart, and thought had been put into each tiny arrangement of stone, in every statue and bit of foliage. As a ranger for the Barony of Tenax, he had seen many a natural vista that made his stomach tighten with its beauty; soaring mountain peaks, placid lakes, and lush faerie glades. This place was living art made possible by the incredible patience and creativity of elven artisans, a symmetry of colors, shapes, textures, and smells that soothed the senses of the observer. 

Serenity. 

Lords how he needed it. The wedding preparations, the constant push-pull between the royals and gentry, all of it just sucked the strength out of him. He'd rather fight a dozen demons than endure those demeaning dinners on display for the gentry. The patronizing tones they used, the thinly veiled sarcasm and references to uncivilized humans. It made him want to break their heads. Did those fops think him totally stupid? 

Bannor stumbled to a stop, feeling an ache behind his left ear. Wincing, he pressed his hand to the spot and staggered back a step. The garden in his view did a slow roll. 

Eyes were watching him. He felt their gaze like needles on his skin. A presence, cold and mist-like seemed to billow around him. The threads of thousands, no--millions of life-forces flickered and danced around him like rainbow-hued pin-wheels. He gasped, his heart beginning to pound. What was happening? A roaring filled his ears like the crashing of waves on a rocky shore. His view of the garden flashed, every leaf, branch, and stone suddenly transparent like glass. A pale green light, soft and unfocused back-lit the spectral surroundings. 

Creation. The word suddenly rang through his body and mind, a resonance that made his bones tremble. Annihilation. Perpetuity... The voice trailed off. A brilliant red flash lit up everything around Bannor, forcing him to shield his eyes. There was a blare of raw noise that thrummed and went silent. 

Reeling from the barrage of sensory images, breathing hard, he fell against the trelliswork gripping it with trembling hands to keep himself from falling. 

Birds chirped. The breeze hummed. Off in the distance, a bell rang. 

Blinking, he looked around, taking forced breaths. Everything looked the same. Not a single thread of magic lingered in the air to suggest what he had just experienced. Creation? What was that all about? He swallowed and shook his head. He gritted his teeth. Things were bad enough with the wedding and adapting to the new routine here in Malan. He certainly didn't need strange experiences like that to add to it! 

He pushed himself upright and stood wavering and unsteady. It took a few moments to be sure of his balance. Such miserable timing. He didn't need more grief. Drawing a breath, he calmed himself. He followed the sound of water gurgling over rocks that indicated the center of the garden. He bent low to duck under the arch of the arbor and brushed aside the vines. 

Broad stone cobbles formed a wide hem around a pond fringed with ferns. A small stream bubbled through a tumble of mossy rocks and emptied into the further side. Bent frond trees leaned over this secluded spot, forming pockets of shadow against the sun. Birds flitted through the branches overhead, and stinger-bugs buzzed around the flowers sprinkled around the periphery. 

With a sigh, he headed for one of the nearby benches and thumped down on it. He removed his satchel and put it on the stones beside him. Damn, maybe the stress was getting to him. Still, that hadn't seemed like a hallucination. What else could that be? It made no sense. Was some pantheon lord playing mind games with him? That seemed so far fetched. The Aesir were well satisfied to be rid of him. 

He looked up to the sun, feeling its warmth against his cheeks. He shook his head. He needed rest. He needed peace. Pulling his knees up, he put his hands behind his head. Just lying down on a hard rock slab felt good. He didn't sleep well in the beds the royals used. It was too comfortable. It left him with the irrational fear that he would sleep so deeply that he would fail to hear an enemy creeping up on him. 

Bannor let out a breath. He wished a bane on a life and experience that would leave him so knotted up inside that he couldn't even enjoy a fine bed. A double bane on a wedding ceremony so elaborate that he had to sneak around and hide to have any time to himself. He thought about the lessons he had skipped out on. He was in for scolding for sure. It would be worth it, just to have a few moments peace amidst the chaos that was 'royal responsibility'. 

He pushed the unusual experience to the back of his mind. Listening to the birds chirping, the low sigh of the breeze, and the sway of branches he let himself drift off. 

An indeterminate time later a jingling he recognized as tassel bells roused him. It didn't feel like he had napped long. Bannor frowned. He didn't think anyone knew that he hid out here. After all, he didn't have the key, and no-one would have the audacity to enter the queen's garden without permission. Fear of warding magicks kept most people from even entertaining the thought of entering something belonging to the queen without her permission. Sometimes being the garmtur had its advantages. Not only could he see the wards, he could slip through them without disruption when he put his mind to it. 

He caught a whiff of star-petal perfume and knew who it was. She must be keeping closer watch on him than he thought. Summers of ranger training and experience and he would have sworn no-one saw him. What did it take to get some privacy in this crazy house of elves? 

The person stopped over him and let out an exasperated breath. 

He was knew that sigh well. It was a good thing he loved the owner of it so much. Without taking his arm from over his face he could see her features clearly, silvery hair framing a narrow face with high cheekbones, glowing violet eyes narrowed in annoyance, small mouth set in a frown. She was big for an elf woman, or a human woman for that matter, almost able to look him in the eye when they stood together. This trait was a lasting side-affect of the magic of the pantheon lords. Once slight of body, she now cut a figure of long sweeping curves. Her once flat stomach was now showing the barest hint of a bulge from the child, his child, that she carried inside her. 

She was wearing the tassel-bells that meant she had on some official court regalia. From the swishing sound, probably the lacy gold satin and silk blouse and skirt that she seemed to favor. Lately, she'd taken to wearing white high-heeled boots that made her tower over all the other court people except for her father who was exceptionally tall as elves go. 

When she spoke, her voice sounded resigned and only a little annoyed. "My One, what are you doing?" 

He drew a breath. "Trying to relax." 

Bannor couldn't see it, but he sensed her purse her lips and inwardly draw on some resolve. "All right, why are you relaxing? You were supposed to report to the Maestro at the first bell after the noon meal." 

Bannor sighed. "Star, perhaps you hadn't noticed, but as a musician I make a great carpenter. It's a waste of time." 

He heard her toe tapping on the flagging. She probably had her arms folded. "The Maestro said you'd made excellent progress." 

"All right, I'll grant the dogs have stopped howling in agony every time I blow those silly pipes. That's hardly progress though." 

"They're not silly, Bannor, it's part of the ceremony." Her voice didn't sound nearly as annoyed as he expected. Was something wrong? 

"Star, can't we do something else? If I try to blow those things in front of ten thousand people, I will embarrass us both." 

"Bannor, you won't embarrass us if you practice like you should. He can't do his job if you don't show up. Hey." She poked him in the ribs. 

"What?" He pulled his arm away from his face, and stared up into Sarai's always beautiful countenance, even when she was frowning like now. He discovered that his surmises had been correct. Gold blouse and skirt, white boots, staff of state in the crook of her arm. Her cheeks and eyes had been highlighted with make-up, softening the severity of her features. 

Sarai pushed her waist-length hair over one shoulder, bent down, took the sides of his face in her palms and kissed him. Her lips were sweet and moist, the remnants of honey-nectar lingering on her breath. "I love you." 

He swallowed. "I love you too." 

"Over." Sarai swung his feet off the bench and sat down heavily. She leaned forward, drew a breath, and rubbed her eyes with a weary moan. 

Bannor put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. Sarai relaxed against him and lolled her head against his chest. 

"Are you okay?" he asked. He reached down and brushed his fingers across her abdomen. With his garmtur sight, he looked into her body and the ever-more-complex whirl of magic and life that was their child. She wasn't even born yet and she was beautiful. 

Sarai looked down and put her hand over his. "We're fine. I'm just tired." She let the ivory staff-of-state fall to ground with a clunk. She drew a few breaths. "Mmmm, the sun feels good." 

"I thought so too." He debated whether to tell her about the strange vision he'd experienced. No. She was already half crazy with worry over a thousand other things. That would just add to it. It probably wouldn't happen again anyway. 

 Decision made, he scooted around to sit behind her, and massaged her tight shoulders. Sarai's whole body felt stiff and tight. It had been a rough morning for her apparently. 

"Oooh...ahhh," she sagged back against his pressing hands. "Don't think for a moment--mmmm...that--" She caught her breath. "That--nngh--you can get out of this. You're still in--in trouble." 

"Yes, Dear," he said dutifully, searching out the tight muscles and loosening them with a steady rhythm. "You know I do have some advice." 

"Advice?" She let out a weak laugh. "Okay." She moaned and pushed back against his fingers. "Oh that feels good, where did you learn to do that?" 

"Your sister taught it to me." He grinned. "Said to use it when you were being difficult." 

"Hmph," she grunted. She did not, however, ask him to stop. "So--this advice?" 

"You're a princess for light's sake. You must have a hundred subordinates. Delegate." 

She reached up and touched one of his hands. "My One, I am delegating." 

"I must see you do a dozen trivial errands a day." 

She sighed. "For every errand I do, there are ten others being done by my maids and stewards. There's a lot to do. Not all of it is the wedding. You must know the mess that Hecate's forces made in the south. There's reparations and all manner of details. Four fifths of the royal family simply disappeared. The people need some reassurance after all that's happened." 

He nodded. "I know. I've been going on my share of reassurance missions. I'm glad your father knows me well enough to keep it to the ranger corps and border guards. I don't mix well with merchants and nobles." 

She turned in his grip, leaned into him, and gave him another warm kiss. "You'll have to learn eventually, my One. Not so long from now you're going to be a Prince Conjugal of Malan. That felt marvelous, I think I can get through the rest of the day." She hesitantly disentangled herself from him and picked up her staff. She started patting her hair and garments into place. 

A prince. He would never get used to the idea. It simply didn't fit his image of himself. He'd always seen himself as a simple man of simple means. Of course, that was before the garmtur changed his life. As he stared into Sarai's glowing violet eyes he knew that as much as the nola power had changed him, his love for this sometimes surly, always passionate, royal lady had affected him far more profoundly. 

He rose and gave her a hug. "There was something else you wanted to tell me, right? It wasn't just the Maestro." 

She smiled and touched his cheek. Her smile faded. "It's Daena." 

"Daena?" His brow furrowed. "Everything I've heard is what a model court lady she has become." 

Sarai pursed her lips. "Oh, to be sure, my sister is a superb coach and Daena is a brilliant girl. Their behavior has been exemplary, which is exactly what made me suspicious." 

Bannor rubbed his forehead. He understood the words, but not what she was getting at. "So?" 

"Coormeer. That's where they decided to misbehave." 

"Coormeer? That's three hundred leagues away, I see Janai and Daena in court every day, how could they..." 

"My One," she gave his cheek a firm pat. "Think. We found out that Janai has mage training, a fact she had been concealing to get out of doing service in the militia. Daena can teleport. I'm certain of it. If she didn't already know how, Janai probably taught her. We both know the child's potential. She only needs to be shown the ways to use it." 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Fine, them teleporting around certainly isn't out of the question. I just don't get the connection. Why, Coormeer? Isn't that where Lord Duquesne, that fop that gave us so much trouble, came from? I think you'd be happy she was giving them a hard time." 

"Yes, Duquesne was a lord of Coormeer. Our kingdoms are on good terms with each other. In fact, Janai holds the title of Duchess in Coormeer from her marriage to the Duke's son. She owns a lot of land there." 

"Okay." He still didn't get it. Was there something he was missing? "And they're causing some kind of mischief there? Something you can point to?" 

Sarai's chin dropped and she bit her lip. "Not yet. I have some unconfirmed rumors is all. Things that have come to me through Laramis, you know his family owns a large vineyard there, right?" 

"Seems I've heard that." He narrowed his eyes. "Why are you telling me this?" He paused, as the possibilities turned in his head. "You want me to spy on them don't you? I'm the only one that can track Daena." 

"Darling, 'spy' is such an ugly word. I prefer to think of it as protecting our interests in that region. We wouldn't want some kind of incident." 

"I still don't understand why you even care if the two of them take over the place. What does it matter to you?" 

"First of all, I think Daena is a dangerous weapon, and I think Janai should be discouraged from using her like a thug to intimidate her enemies. I also don't think it's setting a very good example for a young and impressionable girl." 

He frowned. "I agree with you on both points. That's not the reason you want me to spy on them. You're just hacked that your sister is off having fun in another kingdom without you." 

"Bannor," she thumped him in the shoulder, an indignant expression on her face. "It's not that at all." 

"Did she steal your toys as a child or something? Is that why you've always got to uncover and unravel all her little plots? She's not hurting anyone." 

Sarai raised her finger. "That is where you're wrong. You are lucky. My sister likes you. You see only the face she shows you. People that get in her way get hurt--a lot. I think it best she be headed off before gets going too fast." 

"Going too fast, what, you think she really is going to try to take over Coormeer?" 

Sarai pressed her lips to a line. "She already owns a quarter of the land there anyway. Why not the whole thing?" 

"But you don't know anything!" He thrust his hands into the air. "This is all just guessing." 

She nodded. "That's why I want you to find out." She kissed him on the nose. "Please, Darling. If they aren't doing anything, then you were just checking up on them, right? No harm done." 

"No harm done," he echoed. Bannor felt his stomach twist. "I suppose... On one condition though." 

"What's that?" 

"You come back to the chambers early tonight, and we eat a nice quiet meal together. I want it to be just you and me. No guests, no servants, just us and the fire. I miss you." 

She leaned on her staff and pushed out her lower lip. After a moment, she smiled. "Done. Six bells in our bed chambers." She hopped up and kissed him on the nose. "Now, I have to fly to get everything done early." She rushed off. "Bye." 

"Bye." His voice trailed off as he watched her sway down the garden path. Why did he think this wouldn't come out the way either of them expected? 







  

 

 

Savants? Yeah, I met some of them. Some tough customers, I only had to cross swords with a couple. It was too bad for them they were swinging for the wrong reasons. My job is to put a stop to bad guys; man, woman, god or savant--it's all the same. If you break the laws of the Protectorate and Koass gives the thumbs down, you'n me will be havin a little chat. I only ask for your surrender once. After that--well, let's just say our encounter gets less pleasant from there... 
--Talorin "Tal" Falor, Beta Class Protectorate Enforcer 

 

Chapter 2

Subtle Confrontations

 

Mind swimming, Bannor left the Queen's garden. Spy on Daena and Janai; sure he could do it. It wouldn't be difficult at all. In the time since the war in Asgard, he'd practiced extensively with astral projection. He'd progressed to the point that he could even keep his physical body animate, and carry on a simple, if halting, conversation. It took ultimate concentration to be able to see and process information from two different locations at once, but it could be done. 

He turned the corner and walked up the colonnade, admiring the statuettes, and hanging gardens that filled East sanctum, the 'river side' of the Malanian citadel. One thing the Elves always managed to do was make everything beautiful--even simple things. There was always a subtle nuance or sparkle that gave their art a unique and satisfying character. He had walked through East sanctum dozens of times and always marveled. Each time he seemed to find some new bit of sculpture, clever planting or wood-set that he hadn't noticed before. 

He drew a breath of the loamy perfumed air, laden with the humid spray of the miniature waterfalls on either side of the run. Eyes heavy lidded, he relished the sound of gurgling water and the soft ring of wind chimes. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he didn't want to spy on Daena and Janai. 

Unlike his wife to be, he really liked Janai. The second princess of Malan had always been good to him. She teased him from time to time, but it wasn't mean-spirited. He wasn't totally blind, he knew Sarai spoke the truth when she talked about the older princess having a mean streak. He'd seen it in action on a couple of occasions. 

That still left him with choosing a proper course of action. He promised to find out if anything was going on in Coormeer. In his experience, sometimes the simplest plans worked the best. 

He'd just ask. 
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He knew that Janai and Daena were often at Hill Court. Janai frequently chaired and adjudicated disputes there for Malan's southern nobility. By coincidence, that same court looked out over a breathtaking view of the tree-shrouded city and catered some of the best wine and pastries served in the capital. After sampling some of the cook's wares, it was no surprise to him that the plump princess held all of her negotiations and meetings in the large terraced amphitheatre. She could often be found on the third tier from the top, sipping wine and nibbling on pastries while handling her assigned negotiations and affairs of state. 

He climbed the fern encrusted ramp that lead to the lowest level of the stone and wood terracing. He glanced up as a shadow fell over him. Overhead, a hodge-podge of braided tree limbs, silken canopies, carved rock and laced together snapping-slog shells shielded the enclosure from the elements. Though constructed of such diverse elements, the whole structure had a lofty 'alive' feel to it that human courts simply couldn't duplicate. 

At the top of the incline, he saluted Miracaar and Domanor, Hill Court's formal sentries. Dressed in polished gold ring-mail and spotless white tabards, they stood like statues at the entry platform, only their silver eyes moved as they scrutinized the people filing into the court. The stony visages of both elves broke into smiles and they gestured him inside with their spears. While he wasn't favored among the gentry, he was on good terms with most of the soldiers, guardsman and sentinels. His participation in the war with Hecate was well known, and apparently he'd impressed some of the elves that had been part of Irodee's border resistance unit. It didn't hurt being the chosen of princess Sarai who was highly regarded in Malan's military because she worked her way up through the ranks anonymously. 

He stopped by the taller of the two elves and leaned close for him to hear above the hubbub of people talking. "Praetor Domanor, have you seen Arminwen Janai, or her ward Lady Daena." 

The elf nodded. He spoke common with a halting lisp that bespoke rare use. "Two rings before the noon bell both of them were admitted, they have not left by my seeing." 

He thumped the elf on his armored shoulder. "Kala (thanks)." 

Domanor nodded. 

Bannor hopped up the steps two at a time and took the walkway that circled around Floor Amaggia. The main forum thronged with elves, humans, and dwarves all heatedly involved in negotiations, policymaking, and commerce. Having been a recluse most of his life, Bannor never really grasped the scope of what went on in the capitals of the various kingdoms throughout Sharikaar. After the war in Asgard, the first thing Sarai had done was take him on a tour of the legendary city of her birth. Even scoredays later, he was still learning his way through all the merchant venues and the myriad public and private forums. The citadel itself was a labyrinth of halls, courts, and terraces larger than most cities. When first introduced to it all, the immensity and the complexity of it all had been mind-boggling. Even more stunning was the notion that he would be marrying into the ruling family and become involved in the administration and operation of this massive enterprise. 

He bowed and nodded to ranking nobility as he crossed the second tier Floor Decongia and ambled up the steps to Floor Milmontage. For the most part, the nobles simply ignored him, though many times he heard some of the younger elf ladies tittering. His grasp of high tongue was still too weak to really understand what they found funny. Something about broad shoulders... How a joke could be had out of that, he didn't know. Once, he'd repeated back one of the things he'd heard said to Sarai and asked her what it meant. She had simply growled that 'it wasn't funny' and 'not to repeat it'. In retrospect, he probably should have asked Janai instead. The elder princess didn't take things quite as seriously as his wife-to-be. 

Only a sprinkling of patrons were doing business on Milmontage and the guild-ruled Terrace Jhinkira. At the top of the ramp leading to Terrace Silcommon he caught a whiff of something that made him shudder to a stop. Center-point of the broad forum was a ring of clay ovens, grills, and tapped scale-bark casks that contained some of the finest beverages served in the city. 

He inhaled again, filling his nostrils with the rich buttery scent of bread freshly pulled from the kiln. His mouth watered. How could anything smell that good? Velastra the baker was at it again. She was undoubtedly the most dangerous elf ever to wield a recipe. Patrons would half-kill one another in their struggles to snatch the last one of her tongue inspiring confections. 

Bannor glanced two levels up to Terrace Illustra, Arminwen Janai's all-but-owned bastion of comfort and business, then back to the bakery. He took another whiff of sweet smelling air. 

The mission could wait a few moments. 

He threaded through the score-odd gentry seated and standing, most of whom were enjoying a repast of Velastra's succulent wares. He stepped down onto the recessed platform and followed it around to the counter where the baker put her creations on display. Practically drooling, he stopped and admired the variety and volume of the baker's magic. Loaves of different kinds of bread, cakes, tarts, pies, and pastries had been arranged on racks and sheets to tempt the tastes of the patrons of Hill Court. Black hair tied in thick knots willowy Velastra swept about her open-air kitchen, throwing ingredients into pans, stirring pots, and scolding her three assistants. 

He felt the pouch on his side, yes, he had coin of the realm--good. For the first couple of moments, he just stood paralyzed in front of the racks feeling and smelling the warm moist air waft over him. He felt his pouch again. He hoped he had enough money. 

As he started fumbling coins out of the pouch to make a purchase, he realized that he'd been standing next to someone who was obviously enjoying the smells just as much or more than him. 

"Wren! Hey, I didn't see you there. It's been quite a while I haven't seen you around." 

The blonde savant blinked and looked over. Dressed in a purple silk blouse and skirt, the woman could have been confused with many of the other nobles in the court, that is if you could ignore the knives sheathed on her legs and the thin stilettos used to fasten her golden hair. The scoredays since the war had been good for Wren. She'd put on weight and the lines of her face had softened considerably. The gleam in her ghostly-blue eyes was sharper than ever, and a disarming smile now seemed to be her weapon of choice. 

Wren sighed. "Bannor! Hello! Yes, I've been kind of hiding." 

"Hiding?" He frowned. "From whom? Did you do something wrong?" 

She rubbed the back of her neck. "Well, I didn't break a law or anything. No, I did something that really upset a friend--and I'm kind of trying to avoid running into her." 

"Upset her, how?" 

"Well, you know when I came to get you out of that scrape in Blackwater--I had Irodee with me, remember?" 

"Of course." 

"Well, you see, that's the crux of it. I brought Irodee along instead of her--and then all that bad stuff happened and..." She let out a breath. "And then more bad stuff happened..." She winced. "It's complicated. I missed her wedding, and didn't call her... It's all a mess." 

"Missed her wedding?" Bannor narrowed his eyes. "I remember Tal mentioned something about someone looking all over for you." 

"Yes," Wren grimaced. "She's going to catch up to me eventually." 

"Do you not like this person or something?" 

"No, actually, she's my best friend." 

"I thought Irodee was your best friend." 

"Irodee is a great friend, but I've known Zee longer, and have been through more with her. It's just that Zee is kind of... clingy." 

"Clingy?" He shook his head. "You lost me." 

"Like I said, it's complicated. She was supposed to get married, but she kept putting it off. She was using me as an excuse--that she just had to go with me. So, this last time I took off without telling her, so she would finally go through with it. Then things went all sideways and terribly horribly wrong..." She rubbed her face. "She's going to kill me." She shook her head again. "Sorry to burden you with that tale of woe, you're obviously here to eat something like I was." She looked back to the racks of Velastra's goodies and sniffed the air. "Damn, they smell good. I need twice as many to get my mind off that." She raised her hand and waved at one of the assistants. "Meitrea! Meitrea! Trika com dal es na-namae." She pointed to some berry and icing covered pastries on the tray in front of her and held up four fingers. "Quatra." She looked back to him and colored a little. "Sorry, I'm famished--or at least I realized I was when I got waylaid by a downwind breeze." 

He laughed. "No worries, I was just diverted myself by an attack of appetite." 

"Mmmm," Wren hummed, almost bouncing as the dark-haired elf arranged the four pastries on a plate. "You want me to order you something? I know your Elvish is still a little weak." 

"Thanks, I want what just came out of the oven over there," he pointed to a melon-sized snowy white loaf of spear-grain bread sitting on the cutting board, its nut-brown top split and golden rivulets of butter dribbling down its sides. 

"Oooh, good choice." She looked to elf poised at the counter. "Meitrea, es ji dim--" She paused. "Dimkhal?" She pointed to the bread. 

The elf frowned and glanced where Wren pointed. "Dimikha-al?" 

Wren made a coming gesture. "Ai. Ai. Dimikha-al. Letres es monetara." She shook her head looking toward Bannor. "Fine one I am to talk about speaking the language. Lords!" 

The elf set Bannor's prize down with the rest and mumbled something that Bannor didn't catch. The savant doled coins out of her pouch into the elf's palm, took her plate and handed Bannor his. 

"So," Wren said, grabbing a tart as they went back up the steps and taking a big bite. "Mmmm," she rolled her eyes and chewed. "What brings you here?" 

"Well," he ripped off a hunk of spongy soft bread and thumbed it into his mouth. The slightly salty taste of the warm moist bread was every bit as good as it smelled. He swallowed another delicious bite before speaking. "Well, I'm here looking for Daena." 

"Do tell." Wren finished the first of her four tarts with gratified moan. She licked her fingertips. "I'm looking for her too." 

"Hmmm?" A thread of concern worked its way through his insides. "Can you tell me about it?" 

Wren shrugged. "I suppose. Remember that big man we met during the trial--Tal?" Bannor nodded, Tal wasn't an easily fellow to forget, especially considering he worked for the Eternals, some of the most powerful creatures in the universe. "Well," Wren continued, "Tal paid me a visit this morning. Apparently, Daena has developed some new powers and has been using them rather freely recently." 

Bannor popped another piece of bread into his mouth and chewed slowly. Together the two of them weaved through the crowd toward the ramp leading up to the next level. Suddenly, the bread didn't taste as good as it had a moment ago. He swallowed. "Say--like teleporting." 

Wren was lifting the next pastry to her mouth and stopped with a raised eyebrow. "Exactly like that... how did you...?" 

His voice dropped. "Same mission, different reasons." He paused. "She's not in trouble is she?" 

The savant chewed a piece of tart thoughtfully. "Urrm, not exactly, it's more of a warning that she's starting to irritate the Eternals. Apparently, she's further improved her stealth techniques and she's deliberately making herself difficult to track." She paused at the top of the ramp and turned to him. "You wouldn't happen to know why she might be doing that?" 

Bannor rubbed the back of his prickling neck. "To keep me from spying on her." 

Wren blinked and her brow furrowed. "What?" 

"Never mind. There's some surmise that Janai and Daena are running some campaign in the south--in Coormeer." 

"Coormeer?" Wren echoed. "Why Coormeer? For that matter, why would anybody care?" 

He shook his head. "That's what I said." 

The blonde woman smiled. "Great savants think alike." 

Bannor chuckled at her joke despite a little twist in his stomach. Both of them remained silent as they walked across the sparsely populated forum to the steps that led up to Terrace Illustra. He started to press into the incline and stopped. 

Wren paused and turned. 

"I don't want this to be a confrontation," he said. 

She raised a hand. "I'll follow your lead. You know her better than anyone." 

Except maybe Janai. That was what concerned him. The princess was a master of persuasion and seduction. She knew how to get into the affections of people--especially a barely-into-her-teens girl, with a potential that surpassed even that of a pantheon lord. 

He continued up the steps and stopped at the top. A few people stood around the terrace chatting. Messengers were couriering packets to the desk that served as the administration center for the business carried out here. He focused on the gallery where Janai usually conducted her business. 

Janai was of average height and might be missed amongst the elves on the way up, but Daena was impossible to miss. With that plume of red-auburn hair fluffed and primped the way Janai liked to see it, the young woman stood out like a beacon amidst the mostly pale haired Elves. Add to it the fact she was easily head and shoulders taller than even the males around her and she could be picked out of the densest crowd. 

Wren frowned and quickly climbed the ramp to the level above. She came back moments later. "Nobody has seen them on the Lord's Terrace." 

"The entry guards remember them coming in before noon," Bannor said. 

"Well, they're not here now," Wren said. "I can sense when Daena is around, she has a powerful aura unless she's masking it." 

Bannor thought a moment. "Let's go to the gallery, I have an idea." 

Both of them walked to the spacious area of arranged chairs and low tables. Near the back was the tooled scalebark divan that the princess favored over the seats. She and Daena often shared the same broad couch. 

"What are we going to do here?" Wren asked. 

"See if we can make them 'appear'," Bannor answered. "I've learned that when you have a close affiliation with an object that you leave threads of your life force behind. For instance, I've found the link to a cherished sword or piece of jewelry can be rather strong. That spot," he pointed to the divan. "Is Janai's favorite." 

"Okay, so what does that get us?" 

"You know that 'watched' feeling you sometimes get when somebody you can't see is looking at you?" 

"Sure." 

"Well, when I play with these residual threads, it's like that feeling only a lot stronger. It makes you shaky, itchy, and uncomfortable. If you get that feeling, usually the person thinks it's due to the area around them." 

Wren grinned. "Sneaky. It's worth a try. They might not come back immediately, but it sure would speed up the process." 

Bannor relaxed and allowed his nola sight to take over. The world filled the twisting writhing bands of life, energy, and relation. The pulse of the Eternity throbbed behind his eyes, and the ebb and surge of time and space thrummed in his ears. A billion times a billion threads tingled on Bannor's skin making him feel charged and alive. Yes, he had finally tamed the garmtur to the point it was no longer his enemy. His magic still experienced unforeseen side-affects, but no-where near the magnitudes they had been. This process hadn't been one of learning, but time; time to heal, time to come to terms with what he was. 

The Garmtur Shak'Nola. 

He studied the worn but comfortable divan. Thousands upon thousands of cords of relation, force, and mass ran through its structure, but he was seeking a more subtle dynamic working amidst the different energies at work, those of decay, the counter pressures of nail and screw binding wood. As he concentrated, narrowing his sight just to the energies of Janai and Daena he felt his pulse quicken and a bead of sweat run down his forehead. With greater control, had come greater effort. The garmtur seemed to have gotten less responsive over the tendays. He wasn't certain why, but felt safer for it. 

Bannor reached out and took hold of the threads he knew that belonged to Janai and Daena. He drew a breath. Mentally, he imagined a chill wind strumming the strands of life-energy. With fingers of the garmtur's power he strummed their material ties like harp-strings. The eerie tones of their counter-response hummed in his under-hearing. 

As he continued to tease their residual essence, he began to feel a thrum of reaction--a distant sense of irritation and dread. This was exactly what he wanted. The second princess wanted to play games. She wasn't the only one who could keep secrets. 

"Is it working?" Wren asked. 

"Getting there. Janai is starting to get agitated. Daena is a lot harder to scare." 

"Kid's damn near invulnerable and she knows it," Wren murmured. "Can you tell where they are?" 

"Far away," Bannor determined, feeling the threads and their length. "Not in the city for certain. I can feel Daena's aura. It is different. It's probably that new stealth technique that has the Eternals annoyed." 

"Bannor, did I ever say that you scare me?" 

He smiled, still concentrating on the threads under his control. "More than once. I scare me, sometimes." 

At the other end of the threads he was manipulating, he felt the energy and agitation from both women rise. More frustration than fear it seemed to him. Moments passed. Bannor knew he would have to keep the pressure up for a while. If they were involved in some negotiation or court proceeding in Coormeer, it would take time to get clear. 

"Should I sit down?" Wren asked. 

"Probably a good idea," he answered. 

Abruptly the threads stretched out across distance became dramatically shorter, ending somewhere close by. He let up on the pressure, unfocused, and tapped Wren on the shoulder. 

Wren glanced at him with a puzzled expression. "What?" 

From a spot where several tree limbs dangled down onto the terrace, two figures stepped out. The bigger of the two with her mane of red-auburn hair was easily recognizable as Daena. Her glowing green eyes were narrowed and she looked upset. The tall savant turned First One was dressed in a long sapphire-colored gown and a large assortment of silver and platinum jewelry that accented her ever more robust body. Daena could alter her shape, and over the tendays had been getting increasingly more bold in the ways she enhanced her appearance. 

As they moved toward the front of the terrace, Bannor confirmed the other person was Janai. The second princess of Malan wore a deep violet dress much like Daena's, she too was heavily festooned with necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and armbands. Sarai's older sister had put on weight since they had gotten back from Asgard, but was still a stone lighter than when he had first met her in the western mountains of Ivaneth. 

The fact that the women were dressed for a party and not court only put more questions in Bannor's mind. What were they up to? 

Both women were grumbling to one another and so preoccupied that neither seemed to notice either he or Wren until they were almost to Janai's private gallery. 

The princess froze, eye wide. "Bannor!" She looked to the blonde savant. "Wren!" She paused and Bannor sensed her composing herself. "When did you get here?" 

Wren folded her arms. "Oh, we've been here a while now." 

"Hello, Bannor," Daena said in smooth voice. She flipped her auburn hair over one shoulder. She made a slow smile. "Good to see you. What's the occasion?" 

He could tell from the sound of their voices that his trick with their threads had really shaken both ladies up. "You're the occasion, actually." 

The young woman frowned. "Me? Why?" 

"Sorry, it's not just you, it's both of you. We can simply get to the heart of the matter with a question. Were you two just now playing around in Coormeer?" 

Janai's lips pressed to a line and she rubbed the back of her neck. Her glowing amber eyes narrowed. "Bannor, Coormeer is three hundred leagues away. How--" 

He held up a hand. "And you two can teleport." 

Daena let out a growl, rolled her eyes and stamped her foot. She pointed a finger at Bannor. "Damn it. It was him." 

"Him what?" Janai asked, looking up Daena with a puzzled expression. 

"That feeling, that sensation," she sputtered. "Whatever you want to call it. He was fooling with us somehow." 

Bannor shrugged. "Guilty. I just wanted to see if you really were teleporting around." 

Janai shrouded her eyes with a hand. She drew a breath and her whole body trembled. "Bannor," she said in a low voice. "I want you to promise to never do that to me again." She pressed her lips to a line. "What is this about? What if we were in Coormeer?" 

"Personally, I don't care if you do take over Coormeer. Apparently, there are others who feel differently. The more important thing is the Eternals. It seems Daena is getting them hacked off with her deliberately becoming untraceable. In trying to hide from me, you've gotten in trouble with them." 

Daena folded her arms and stared at Bannor. Her voice dropped. "What makes you think I was trying to hide from you?" 

Bannor sighed. "Tell me you weren't and I'll leave you alone right now." 

The young woman stared at him. Her stern expression softened. "It didn't work, huh?" 

"It worked fine," he answered. "You've always been able to hide from me. That doesn't keep me from affecting you however." 

"Obviously, distance isn't a factor either," Janai grumbled. "And I will remind you not to do that again. I thought my heart would stop!" 

"I apologize," Bannor replied. "I was simply trying to get your attention." 

The princess came forward and took hold of his wrist. She looked up at him, face serious, but not angry. "Well, Brother, you have it. So, tell me, how it is you know about Coormeer?" 

"I know nothing about Coormeer. I don't want to know about it either. What you two do is your business. I simply wanted to deliver the message to where you were supposed to be." 

Janai brought a finger to her lips. She swung from side to side, focusing on the blonde savant. "Wren, you are here because of the Eternals." She swung to Bannor and narrowed her eyes. "Bannor, somebody else sent you." 

He waved a finger. "I'm not getting involved. I saw nothing. I heard nothing." 

Janai's brow furrowed, she pulled at the lobe of her slender pointed ear. "Sarai is sniffing around, isn't she? Doesn't she have enough to do with the wedding preparations?" 

"Janai," he pulled her hand off his arm and patted it in his palm. He slid back a step. "This is me bowing out before I get in trouble. You're right, I have a wedding to worry about." 

"Wren," Daena said. She pressed her lips to a line. "About this thing with the Eternals..." Her tone thinned. "Did it seem--serious?" 

There was a rasping sound and a gust of air washed over them. "Serious as dragon-fire," a deep voice rumbled behind them. 

They turned to see the broad form of Tal Falor dressed in black leather step from a slash torn in the air. The lines of his blocky face were set in a frown, brow furrowed, and dark eyes narrowed. In his fist was a pace long blade that shimmered and flashed; the Shaladen blade Nova. Using his nola to look into the man's threads told Bannor Tal was not someone to trifle with. 

"Hey, hey," Wren put up a hand and stepped forward. "Tal, I just now gave her the message!" 

"Yeah?" Tal responded. "Darlin, ain't my problem. She just didn't get the benefit of a formal warning before I take her in. She knows she ain't on the line. She knows the rules. You were both told." 

Bannor saw Daena tensing and the glow brightening in her eyes. She was considering not going along. "Whoa!" he yelled, stepping between them and throwing up his hands. "I'm certain this is a simple misunderstanding." 

"Friend," Tal said in his rumbling bass. "You ain't on my list. Don't get on it by gettin in my way. Terrible shame, her being so damn pretty an all, I'd hate to have to take her down." He pointed a finger and made a coming gesture. "Koass wants to see you--now. Believe me, you'd prefer the escort service." 

"You make it sound like forcing me would be easy," Daena said with a dangerous rasp in her voice. 

"Kid," Tal said. "Easy or hard ain't the issue here. If I can't do it, Nethra will come in here and knock you cross-eyed. Between you and me, save yourself some pain. She hits a lot harder than I do." He shook his head. "'Sides, she has no gripes about whipping up on a lady. Me, I got issues with punching a girl as pretty as yerself. I just do what I'm told. Be a good girl and do the same." He took a breath and squared his shoulders. "So, pick one: come along, or start running." 

Wren went and put a hand on Protectorate warrior's arm. "Tal, calm down, let's not fight." 

The man smiled. "Princess, I am calm. Ain't no big deal, just a dispatch and detain. She don't want to come, that's fine. I really prefer not havin to whack a girl, but like I said--I have orders." He raised his chin. "Come on, Daena, you don't want me chasing you. You can do that stealth stuff and I'll get the hounds, and it'll get ugly." He made a coming gesture. "Gimmie your arm and we can walk out of here nice and gentle without bruises or anger. I'm sure Koass is just going to yell at you a while and let you go--probably." 

"Probably?" Daena repeated. 

"Can I go with her?" Janai asked. "I'm partially to blame. I'm her sponsor." 

"Yeah, I think it would be good if you went," the warrior responded. "After all, you been the one encouraging her to do it." 

Janai raised an eyebrow. "How would you know that?" 

Tal rubbed the back of his neck. "Remember who my bosses are then ask me again." 

The Arminwen's voice was tiny. "Oh." 

"I should go," Bannor determined suddenly. "Janai is taking care of her, but I'm the responsible party." 

"Izzat so?" Tal said. He shrugged. "You want to get yelled at too, fine with me. You going too, Wren?" 

The blonde savant bit her lip. "I better. To keep Bannor out of trouble." 

Tal looked to Daena and held out his hand. His face was serious, but not hostile. "Please." 

Daena swallowed and put her wrist in his hand. 

"That's the way." Tal raised the Shaladen sword and slashed in front of him. 

The crackle of magic ripped through the air and Bannor felt the hair on the back of his neck stiffen. The sides of the gap peeled back with a rasp, revealing a giant circular chamber bounded by huge glowing gems. Cool dry air gusted in their faces bringing with it an ancient leathery scent. 

"After you," Tal said, indicating the opening with his sword. "On to the fun." 

Heart thumping, Bannor stepped toward the gate knowing it would be anything but fun. 
 




 

 


 

 

 

A life lived without love is empty. So too is it lacking when there is no challenge, no enjoyment--no risk. We are never more ourselves than when we simply answer the call of our whims. Only fools refuse to acknowledge who they are and the warm rush that comes with those acts that just feel right. Even an eternity of years is too short if you can simply laugh at yourself. Pity the poor sods who take themselves so seriously that their faces shatter at the smallest slight. They live short and empty lives indeed. 

--Janai T'Evagduran, 2nd Princess of Malan 

 

Chapter 3

Called to Heel

 

The infinitely long step through Tal's magical gateway was one Bannor would not soon forget. For an instant, the threads of the entire universe seemed to be compressed down to a single probability, a black slash carved across the gulf of time. It only flashed through his nola sight for a fraction of a heartbeat, but the after effects left him so shaken and dizzy that it took him long moments to really register their surroundings. 

They had stepped into a dark chamber whose size Bannor couldn't begin to guess. While not light-less, the area gave the impression of depth without detail. The sound of Janai and Daena's hard footwear guttered into the distance without any answering reverberations. The ceiling was lost in darkness. No curvature or texture was visible in any direction. A humming echoed through the vast space, the sound distorted and eerie. A faintly acrid smell hung in the air, and threaded through it was a myriad of faint scents reminiscent of both the outdoors and the indoors. The combination while not unpleasant was disconcerting and out of place. To smell trees and running water when none were visible was confusing. 

Tal paused for less than a handful of beats. He picked a direction and strode forward. Lost in this alien place, everyone followed. The strange gray perspective around them never seemed to change. Nothing grew further away, nor did anything seem to get closer. It seemed that Tal had just taken them to some vast empty chamber devoid of recognizable feature. 

"What is this place?" Janai asked in voice that wavered slightly. 

"Eternity's Heart," Tal answered. 

Bannor wondered how the heart of Eternity could be some titanic void. That made no sense. 

Janai voiced his incredulity for him. "This big empty space?" 

"Ain't empty," Tal answered. "You just don't know what yer lookin at." 

As the big man finished his words, the darkness around them split apart as though they had stepped through a curtain. The humming that Bannor had heard before became a thunder in his mind and chest; the rumble and surge of incredible life. 

From darkness to light, they had appeared at the inside edge of a giant circle of twelve spherical crystals each twice the height of a man all giving off a pulsing spectral illumination. 

Power. 

The sight made Bannor freeze in place. Energy fountained upward out of the gemstones into the space all around them. Ultra dense threads supercharged with eternity's essence laced the area like filaments in a spider's web. Each flow of power fanned out into the distance branching into millions of smaller and smaller filaments. Here in this place, primal threads of reality and causality were coming into being instant to instant. The heart of eternity... the core of creation. 

He gritted his teeth, expecting Tal to get split apart any instant as he strode heedlessly in the chaotic jumble of potentially deadly filaments of primal force. The Shaladen warrior didn't appear to feel or even notice the skein that had so riveted Bannor. 

Janai had stopped when he did. 

"Are you all right, Bannor? You look pale." 

"I--" He could barely get his mouth to move. He looked around totally befuddled. This is where his savant powers came from, or at least it appeared to be. He blinked and shook his head. Through the glare caused by eternity's power, Bannor realized that he had missed many of the details of their surroundings. The circle of crystals was not empty. There were more than a score of creatures standing alone and in groups near the stones. Many looked as human as himself, but there were others--ones whose threads and appearance made them anything but human. Here and there through the group were the Eternals, gleaming paragons that loomed tall and imposing over the other creatures. He noticed that many of them had stopped their conversations to watch Tal escorting Daena and Wren. What eyes weren't trained on the two women, slowly turned to him. 

Bannor's stomach went queasy, he felt the attention of those powerful beings, felt the intensity of their intellects probing his intentions and his magick. 

"Carellion..." Janai breathed. It appeared that for the first time the princess really noticed what they had stepped into. "It's immense--and so... are they." 

"Uh huh," he agreed. 

Noticing that they hadn't moved, Tal stopped and turned back. "Hey, sight- see on your own time." 

Stiffly, Bannor moved across the floor toward where Tal, Wren and Daena stood. Every step, he kept expecting to get split apart by the titanic power flowing through this place. He didn't even feel a tingle. How could he see it, almost taste it, and not feel it? 

Daena and Wren watched as he and Janai proceeded toward them, obviously grateful for any delays. Neither woman seemed particularly eager to see Koass. The two other savants while hardly at ease, seemed more comfortable with these amazing surroundings. 

As he and Janai crossed the area, he heard quietly voiced curiosity and intent eyes furtively following their progress. None of the Eternals that Bannor saw were ones that he had seen before. 

Tal waited with folded arms as Bannor and Janai joined up with the group. 

"Tal," a female voice called from behind them. 

A tall blonde woman dressed in close-fitting blue velvet stepped out of a group and was by their side in five space eating strides. Bannor made no mistaking, everything about this woman screamed warrior from the intensity of her green eyes and the way she moved, to the campaign tattoos and master's black-lightning mark on her cheek. She carried no weapons, but from the magic that swirled around her, Bannor didn't doubt she could be lethal with nothing but her hands. 

The big man turned back. "Whatcha need, Beia?" 

Wren saw the woman and her face lit up. She went and took her hand. "Beia, so you are okay! Last I was at Gravar you were very sick, in fact so were Ess, Dorian, Cassandra and Aarlen. I hadn't been able to get back since, but I heard that Cassandra and Dorian had been to Malan." 

Beia patted Wren's hand. "Yes, we were healed." She thumped Tal on the shoulder. "A lot thanks to this big lunk." 

Tal grinned. "Hey, you have to give yer kid Corim most of the credit for that. I just kept him out of trouble." 

"So, all of you are okay then?" Wren asked. "I mean, I was totally surprised that anyone could hurt Aarlen. Nobody ever did tell Irodee and I what was wrong." 

"Hey, I don't want to interrupt this reunion or nothin', but Koass wants them downstairs. Wren, you can catch up with Beia later." 

Beia was frowning. "So, Tal, these aren't those specialists you were promising?" 

Tal looked back at Bannor, and then to Daena and Janai. He pulled at his mustache and frowned. "Them? I don't think so. Koass has me running them in for rule bending." 

Blonde Beia pushed hand through her hair, brow furrowing. She had a severe face that might have been beautiful if her expression weren't so stern. "Wren, are you in trouble again?" 

The blonde savant put a hand to her chest. "You know better than that, I never get in trouble." 

"That's what I thought." Beia shook her head. She nodded to Bannor and Janai. "Good luck in there." 

He felt a tremor of unease. Something about the way she said it made him nervous. Why should he be nervous though? He didn't do anything wrong. "Thank you." 

Tal made a coming gesture and the four of them moved together to the far side of the circle of gems. Bannor felt the attention on him intensify as Beia spoke to others in the group she had been standing with. His attention was drawn back to Tal as the big man made a gesture in the air in front of one of largest of the stones in the circle. In front of them, a gap opened in the black material underfoot, revealing a staircase leading down into darkness. 

"After you," Tal said, gesturing everyone toward the opening. 

Drawing a breath, Wren was the first to head down, then Daena. Janai followed quickly on her protégé's heels. 

"You too," Tal said. "You volunteered. Remember?" 

He let out a breath and started down the steep staircase. Inside the tingle of power lessened. The smell of flowers, and cooking bread became evident. As they hit the bottom landing, the image of some chamber of horrors had been dispelled from Bannor's mind. The air just seemed too relaxed to be home to something horrible. The smells had a lot to do with it--but there was some other elusive quality involved. The air was cool without being cold, the walls were decorated in a variety of different forms of art, and a hodgepodge of rugs had been arranged on the dark wood floor. It was a study--a comfortable one. A huge desk dominated the rear of the room, books and papers stacked in neat piles monopolizing the largest part of its veined marble surface. Two doorways on the back wall hinted at chambers that must be a living quarters of some kind. Bannor guessed that even the omnipotent Eternals lead some kind of private lives. 

Bannor blinked as he realized that someone was behind the desk. Long hair loose on his shoulders and dressed in a dark blue casual robe was Koass. A plate of snacks at his elbow, he leaned back in a chair, square glasses perched on his nose. A book balanced in one hand and a crunch fruit in the other, the Eternal might have been mistaken for a mortal if not for his glowing green eyes. 

Tal came from behind Bannor and stopped at one side of the desk. "Here she is as requested, Boss." 

Koass put down the fruit he was eating, intently studying the tome in his hand. After a moment, he snapped the book shut with a crack that made everyone except Tal jerk. Straightening in his chair, he placed the volume neatly atop a pile of other reading materials on his desk and pushed the glasses up on his nose. "Excellent, Commander Falor, thank you for your prompt action. I accept delivery of your wards. You may log this mission as completed without need of follow up. You may be dismissed, take the rest of the day off." 

Tal grinned and saluted. "Thanks, Boss." The big man turned to Wren and leaned close. "Stay outta trouble, okay?" 

Wren frowned. "I'm not in trouble now." 

"You know what I mean." He nodded to Bannor, and Princess Janai, then left the room without a second glance back. 

"Miss Sheento," Koass said, emphasizing the 'miss' strong enough that it made Bannor wince. "I see you brought some friends with you. I suppose you know why I had you brought in?" 

Daena gulped. When she spoke her voice shook. "Well, sort of." 

Koass picked up the fruit he'd been eating, bit into it and chewed with a thoughtful expression. He swallowed and let out breath. "Let's make it clear then, shall we--?" 

"Lord Koass," Janai spoke up, stepping forward. "Please, I'd like to--" 

"Take responsibility?" Koass said, making the elf bend backward with the intensity of his gaze. "Never fear, Arminwen, I will get to your part in this." Koass paused. His gaze went to Bannor. "Wasn't she your responsibility first, Bannor?" 

Startled by the Eternal's sudden shift of attention. Bannor stuttered. "W-w-well, yes. I got her into the mess anyway." 

Elbows on the desk, Koass steepled his fingers. His brow furrowed. "Yes. The whole affair with Hella was facilitated by you." 

"Through coercion," Bannor added quickly. 

"Through coercion," Koass amended with a wry smile. "Extenuating circumstances are such a bother." The Eternal straightened in his chair. Though he looked and sounded the part of a benevolent creature, Bannor knew the power of the being on the other side of the desk. Koass wielded ultimate power, and did exactly as he saw fit to suit the ends of the Eternals--how his decisions affected lesser creatures was a secondary concern at best. 

The Advocate Eternal sighed and focused his attention back on Daena. "Daena. Do you enjoy making me cross?" 

The young savant turned First One straightened, her glowing green eyes going wide. She bunched her hands in the silk brocade of her dress, knuckles turning white. "Oh, no, Sir. Of course not!" 

Koass's deep voice remained firm and level. "Was I in some way unclear, when I ordered you to allow yourself to be monitored?" 

Daena dropped her gaze. "Well, no. I just thought that..." Her voice trailed off. 

The Eternal frowned. "Thought what?" 

"Ummm," she said in a faint voice. "I just assumed that I couldn't make myself undetectable to you. You are Eternals after all." 

The Eternal narrowed glowing eyes. "If you felt it was impossible to hide from us, then why try?" He sniffed. "Were you trying to hide from someone else then?" 

"Ummm, I'd prefer not to say, Sir," Daena answered. 

Koass leaned back in his chair and pressed his lips together. He glanced at Janai. 

Though it was little more that a brief look, the princess flinched as though she'd been pinched. 

"This is where you come in I assume?" Koass asked. 

Janai drew a breath. "Sir, I assure you..." she started. 

"Don't assure me, Princess," Koass said. "It doesn't help. I realize very well that you have been providing something that this girl needed badly--a family and a sense of identity. You've shown her genuine affection and care, and that is admirable. However--" He paused and gazed at Daena. "Let there be no mistake, her obvious intelligence aside, we both know she is still just a child less than a score of summers old. Gratitude is a powerful force, as is a youngster's desire to please their parent and win acceptance." He placed both hands on the desk. "We are also both aware of your culpability in misleading her as to the importance of certain actions she's taken for you. That is, of course, why you wished to keep your activities obscured from Bannor, so that others might not use him to be aware of your...fun in other kingdoms." 

The elf princess scowled at Koass and said nothing in response. 

Daena frowned and looked at Janai. 

Bannor started to say something when someone entered in through one of the doorways. The girl, a little younger than Daena, dressed in a short skirt and high necked blouse strolled right up behind Koass. She was tall and willowy with silver streaked dark brown hair. Slanted blue eyes looked out of a round face with an upturned nose and smallish mouth. 

She swept around him, kissed him on cheek and put a piece of parchment on the desk in front of him. Koass smiled at the young woman, putting an arm around her and squeezing her against him. He then studied the paper she had brought. His brow furrowed. Whatever news was written on the page didn't please him much. 

After a moment, he kissed the girl on the cheek. "Thanks." 

The girl smiled, gazed at their small gathering for a moment, then left the way she had come. 

Koass pushed the paper to one side and fixed Daena with his gaze. "Daena. It's not your fault that you're young. However, that doesn't alter the fact that you are far too inexperienced to have the power that you currently possess. These abilities are still just a toy to you--a game. Again, this is because you simply don't know depth of your potential. There are others who do have a grasp of it." His gaze went to Janai. "I would hope that they would resist the temptation of using your ability for gain. However, that has not been the case. While those acts are disappointing, those indiscretions are inconsequential in light of the mischief you might have been causing--intentionally or not. Rather than let you continue your path into some real trouble, I've called you to heel before you did something that really annoyed me. The monitoring is not just for our piece of mind. It is also to keep you out of the hands of someone more--ambitious--than your lady Janai." 

"Do you think someone could do that?" Wren asked. 

Koass smiled. "You think Aarlen is the only villain out there with sweet promises?" He sighed. "Though inside you may wish to deny it, Daena. You are the reincarnation of a First One--with all the requisite powers and abilities." His voice rose ever so slightly. "Should you have the knowledge, you would be as powerful as any of the Eternals under my command. That is, in fact, why you must allow yourself to be monitored. I don't care who else you hide from, but you will let your Protectorate contact know your location and condition at all times." 

"All times?" Daena repeated. 

"Yes, Daena," he growled. "That includes privy trips, baths, and any other compromised situation. You are not to be out of contact for any reason. This is your one and only warning. If there is another incident there will be brig time and thereafter you will be assigned a very visible and inconvenient guardian to watch over you. Am I clear?" 

Daena swallowed. "Yes, Sir." 

"Sir, might I be allowed to ask question?" Janai asked. At Koass' nod she straightened. "I don't ask this to challenge you. It's more a point of understanding, but how is it the Eternals have the right to dictate to us? Besides being more powerful than we are, what gives you the authority to make such decisions? I don't remember electing you as defenders of the universe." 

Surprisingly, Koass didn't look offended at all by Janai's rather blunt and direct query. "That's a fair question. You probably just don't know how often the balance of the universe you live in is threatened. In the beginning, Gaea gave birth to them..." He gestured to Daena. "Surely, you see the resemblance. She and I even have the same physical trait of the glowing eyes. It's not an accident I assure you. For purposes of simplicity, let's just say that the First Ones simply didn't work out. They were too self-involved, too conflicted and aggressive for their own good. However, Eternity still needed guardians. Through a long involved process I won't go into today, the Eternals are one half of what evolved from Eternity's desire. What gives us the right to judge and keep order? If it makes you feel better--it's because we were here first. With a few exceptions, all life in this universe is an accident. We, on the other hand, were planned." 

"So, the First Ones were originally meant to defend Eternity?" Bannor asked. 

Koass nodded. 

"Gaea didn't explain it that way to me," Wren said. "She didn't mention it at all actually." 

Koass shrugged. "What's the point? The Eternals fill that role now." 

"And you guys never need help I suppose?" Daena said, folding her arms. 

The Advocate Eternal grinned. "Actually, we are continually understaffed. In fact, right now we're in search of some subject matter specialists." 

"Does it pay?" Wren asked, raising an eyebrow. 

"Wren!" Bannor let out. 

"Hey," The blonde savant turned on him, hands on hips. "I wasn't signing you up. Although, you should seriously consider it--how else are you going to buy a decent wedding gift for Sarai, much less a good ring?" 

Bannor blinked. He'd totally forgot about the money. The only money he had was the gold that Sarai gave him. "I can't. I have that nightmare schedule to contend with." 

"Well, if your schedule is an issue," Koass said. "It might help to know any time spent here has little bearing on the passing of time at your home. You can return to the instant you left or ten days after--they are the same." 

"Really?" Bannor said. "Sarai doesn't know I'm gone then?" 

"I doubt it. Unless, she has chronal awareness and can detect when you are temporally dysjuncted." 

"Whatever that means," Daena added. She glanced at Janai. "How much does it pay?" 

"Deana?" Janai said in tight voice. 

"You mean you need money?" Koass asked. "I thought the princess was taking care of you." 

Daena glanced at Janai. "She is. I'd like to have money of my own sometimes. I mean we've been having fun... but nothing exciting has happened. After what Bannor and I did in Gladshiem, being in Malan is kinda--well--dead." 

Janai put hands on hips and frowned at the young woman. 

"I like dead," Bannor said. "I like not being chased. I like not being in pain." 

"Well, I came in on the end. I was in one big fight then boom--it was all over." She looked up at Koass. "I might be a baby, but I have my uses." 

The Eternal nodded. "I know you do." 

"So, what subject matter do you need specialty in?" Wren asked. 

Koass raised his chin. "We need field operatives with knowledge of forces and magic in particular, also someone with experience in causal reality and creation. Lastly, we need some specific insight into matter and attraction." 

"Come now," Daena said folding her arms. "Isn't that too much of coincidence? Three requirements and three savants that fit them." 

The Advocate Eternal smiled. "Coincidence? Let's just say that few things happen accidentally around me. I called Wren into this. I had other reasons for seeing you. I felt it was a fair chance that I'd get Bannor if both you and Wren disappeared. So, his coming along was a bonus." 

Bannor frowned. "I don't understand, Sir. From everything I can see, the Eternals embody the different universal powers the same way savants do--and you don't have our limitations! Why would you need us?" 

"Because we can only be in so many places at once. We have our avatars, the Shael Dal. However, our powers are greatly diminished through them." 

"They don't have a tao," Wren said. 

Koass nodded. "We saw the dramatic boost in power that Bannor experienced when he briefly became my avatar. The power of eternity--of Gaea's seed--flows best through a creature possessing a tao." 

"Still," Wren said. "We're limited by our physical bodies. I mean that's what the whole alpha, beta, tao and body conflict is all about--" She glanced to younger woman. "And what makes Daena so special." 

"We're aware of your limitations. We have a situation that calls for special measures and special people. We are confronting a problem that is truly astounding in its scope. We are dealing with creatures who have redefined the precepts of magic, time, and reality. They have used that ability to create an army of millions, each soldier possessing an amazing amount of power." 

Bannor frowned. "How amazing?" 

Koass drew a breath. "Their common foot soldiers wield wizard level magicks and the equivalent of decades of hard wartime expertise. They are extremely resilient physically, and only slightly less so mentally." 

"They sound like monsters," Janai remarked. 

"However," Koass said. "They don't look like monsters, aside from being bigger than the average human, their appearance is nearly indistinguishable." 

Bannor's stomach tightened. This sounded a lot like Hecate's attack on Titaan only on a larger scale. "Koass, armies usually have a goal," he said. "What are they after? What do they want?" 

Koass sighed. He rose from his seat and put his hands behind his back. "You ask the very question we have been trying to ascertain, Bannor." The Eternal frowned. "What we know is fragmented. In fact, we're not sure the creatures themselves know what they are after. That is exactly why we need all the viewpoints and insight that we can get. We need experienced operatives that team well who can fill the gaps of knowledge and ability within our existing personnel." 

"Well, we have a fair amount of experience, I suppose," Bannor said. "Though, I'm not sure what we could add compared to those people out there." He indicated up the stairs. 

"You're a survivor, Bannor," Koass said with a nod, glowing eyes focusing on him. "You show discipline and inspire trust, you value life and avoid conflict when you can, but fight with all your heart when cornered. You're a leader. Even if you had no other talents, you would be a valuable asset to us, but you are also the Garmtur Shak'Nola. You have plenty to add." 

He shrugged. "Okay then, you've got me, as long as I don't get in trouble with my wife." 

Koass shook his head. "Bannor, if things get as bad as I think they will, trust me... we shall all have much worse to worry about than marriage preparations..." 
 

 


 

 

 

Love is a strange beast, inspiring, depressing, and frustrating all at once. There is little I wouldn't dare for the one I love, no wall I wouldn't scale or danger I wouldn't face. I know because I have. 
--Ziedra Skyedoom-Felspar 

 

Chapter 4

Subject Matter Specialists

 

Wren led the way back up the stairs, directed to go speak with someone named Aarlen. The name had made Wren grit her teeth. It was the third time Bannor had heard the name mentioned. It was just a name. No one else seemed to recognize it either. 

Back in the gleaming chamber filled with magic and life force, Bannor simply couldn't master his heart. It just wouldn't slow down. His senses just wanted to go crazy from all the layers and skeins looped through everything. Forcing his breathing to be more shallow, he tuned his savant senses down until they were almost nothing. At least it kept his ears from constantly ringing. 

"You okay?" Daena asked putting a hand on his shoulder. 

"Yes, I think so," he said shaking his head and looking into the green glow of her eyes. "This place just scrambles me up." 

"I know what you mean," Daena said with a nod. "I've just turned my senses off. I was getting a headache." 

Wren was walking around the perimeter apparently in search of someone. 

Bannor focused on the young savant. "Can I ask you a question?" 

Daena looked over at him with a raised eyebrow. "What?" 

"You were already beautiful after you merged with Hella, but now... I don't want to sound like a prude, but aren't you too young to be looking like that?" 

The girl looked down at herself. Dressed in that sapphire party gown and platinum jewelry, curly auburn hair brushed out and flowing over her shoulders, she was a buxom sight that would turn heads in any court, street, or castle. "Too young?" 

Janai folded her arms and fixed him with narrowed eyes. "Yes, Bannor, what are you intimating? I think she's breathtaking." 

Bannor didn't answer immediately, his attention diverted for a moment as they weaved around the giant gemstones. He noticed that the Eternals and other people gathered in this strange far off place were still watching them. He turned his attention back to Janai. "I know Daena is breath taking... but does she have to be that breath taking?" 

Wren stopped for a moment, hands on hips scanning the periphery of the huge glowing circle of gemstones. Bannor assumed that people could be scattered throughout this vast chamber. The place had no visible boundaries. The circle of gems did appear to be the hub though. He guessed that there were probably domiciles like Koass' beneath all the stones. Beia could be in any one of those. 

"Where did she get to?" She trained on Janai and Daena. "What Bannor is so delicately trying to ask, is why Daena is being so obvious." She cupped her hands in front of her in an expressive fashion. "I mean, come on, who are you trying to impress, hmmm?" 

Daena's face flushed. "I--" 

"It's okay, Daena," Bannor put in. "I mean, I guess if I could change my shape, I would experiment too. I guess if I were a girl..." He glanced at Wren. "I'd experiment even more." 

Wren rolled her eyes. "I know this shape isn't Daena's idea, she's just doing as Janai suggests. So, what are the man-catchers for, Janai?" Wren asked. "Have you got Daena leading some poor sod on?" 

Janai folded her arms and frowned. "That's none of your business." 

Daena's gaze found Bannor, her glowing green eyes studying his face. "You really don't like it?" 

He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. "Daena, that's not the point. Like I said, you were attractive before. This is--" He eyed Janai. "Overkill. It suggests something about you that may not be true." 

"Like what?" 

"A girl a lot older than you really are." 

Daena frowned. "I'm fifteen. I'm old enough to marry!" 

Wren shook her head. "Don't be in a hurry to grow up Daena. You've got a long, long--long life ahead of you." She rose on tip-toes and shielded her eyes. "Ah, there's Beia." She headed off across the circle of stones. 

The young savant stared after Wren and looked up at Bannor. "Is she kidding?" 

He looked toward Wren. "No--no she's not. She grew up in the streets like you. Come on, let's see what we can find out." 

Wren had stopped in front the tall blonde lady that had asked Wren to talk with her after their interview with Koass. Beia leaned against one of the giant stones, her hands laced over the top of a huge silver bow easily as thick as Bannor's wrist and almost as tall as the woman herself. The weapon had a strange liquid silver look to it, the surface shimmering and rippling as though alive. It looked like metal, but the idea was ludicrous, nobody could pull a bow that thick made out of metal. Even if it was wood, it was certain no ordinary person shy twelve stone of brawn could even make the string stir. The blonde Myrmigyne had changed her clothes and now wore a gray surcoat over black togs, her long blonde hair tied back with a leather band decorated with feathers. She seemed a bit more relaxed than earlier and smiled as they joined Wren in front of her. 
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