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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. Word-smithing 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. 







 

 

 

What Has Gone Before

 

Wren Idun-daughter and her partner Grahm Tuffala, members of the Brethren Guild are charged with a hit on the Malicent gem, the prize possession of the wizard Cinnibar. After a close scrape with the wizard himself, they make their way back to the guild only to discover a rival guild, The Cult of the Dagger, are now roaming the streets with plans of revenge on the Brethren and its guild mistress, Desiray. Wren enters the Brethren headquarters only to find their defenses a shambles and confusion rampant. She attempts to set matters right but before she can do so, the Cult attacks. Grahm is slain and Wren barely escapes after a close run-in with the Dagger Guild leader, an axe-faced priest of Set named Hethanon. 

Wren seeks out her long-time friend Ishtar Priest Jharon Ko who heals her wounds and consoles her loss. While asleep in the temple, Wren experiences a "dream" where she meets an apparently alive Grahm, who urges her to move forward with her life and meet him later. Upon her awakening, she has an amulet in the shape of a phoenix around her neck. Perplexed, but wondrously healed of her shock and grief, Wren, with the assistance of Jharon, seeks the assistance of a Sovereign of Isis to teleport her to the city of Ivaneth, the location where guild mistress Desiray is most likely to be located. There Wren seeks out the wizard of Ivaneth. Instead of finding the mythical wizard, she finds Cassandra, a star-eyed gold-skinned mage of incredible knowledge and power. Wren explains what has happened to the guild, and from a picture in Wren's mind, the mage recognizes the Dagger Cult leader as Hethanon, one of the avatars of Set. The mage has a powerful hatred for the avatars and entrusts the starwand dagger Corona into Wren's keeping and brings Wren and Desiray together. The guild mistress and Wren are immediate enemies, and before they fight the Dagger guild they resolve their own issues through force of arms. Eventually, they do confront Hethanon and both are seriously injured and fall prey to the Jikartandak poison, a magical toxin of concentrated hate. 

Set's Jikartandak is so virulent that Cassandra's only solution to purge it from Wren's body is to burn it out. Life fading quickly and in a comatose dream-state Wren meets Damay Alostar the greatest of the force savants who's spirit has been trapped in the phoenix amulet. The elder savant encourages Wren and helps her to use her savant power to survive the ordeal. 

Surviving, but critically injured, Cassandra takes Wren, along with Jharon, to the citadel of Loric Felspar to heal her destroyed body. There she meets a whole host of entities. There they get caught up in the games of immorts. Wren must step lively as her power as a savant of forces is revealed, making her a target for the many creatures of power who live in Loric's demesne. 

A surprise encounter with the avatar Mishaka, reveals to Wren that the moon-witch has imprisoned her family, and that her parents and brother are still alive and being kept captive in an unknown location. Noble Jharon is slain in the encounter, leaving Wren to grieve the loss of her friend, and the frustration of not uncovering her parents whereabouts. 

Wren's grief over her lost friends and family lasts seasons during which she begins to form a bond with Desiray, and Vera the house maid. She discovers that Vera is actually a master of open hand combat and begins practicing the G'Yaki 'dances' with her. These new disciplines help her to cope with her loss and strengthen her mind and body. 

Wren eventually heals and learns of her heritage as a savant and their link to the ancient creatures, the First Ones. She discovers, quite by accident, that she can summon the living doors to the First One treasures, the phoenixes. In a fit of pique she lets slip to the elders Sindra and Drucilla that she has this ability thereby setting into motion an eventual conflict. 

In the interim, Wren has come up with a plan for dealing with Mishaka, she will get Damay out of the phoenix amulet and return her to the world of the living. This plan is complicated by a need for powerful magicks that she cannot perform without a rather large gem and the assistance of a powerful mage. By a process of elimination she arrives at the questionable choice of enlisting the aid of Gabriella Sarn Ariok, the Dragon Queen of Silissia. She succeeds in making the deal but getting far more than she bargained for. 

Soon after, armored men try to kidnap Wren and only a vicious assault by Vera and Gabriella can turn them away. 

In an outing to Ivaneth, Wren reveals to Desiray her secret power with the phoenixes and her deals with Sindra and Gabriella. This spurs Desiray to the decision that she and Wren should themselves open a phoenix, which they do. The mystic bird opens up the path to Starholme Prime, the last bastion of the ancient First Ones and a massive artifact for creating magic. It is there that Wren meets Gaea, the birth-mother of Eternity and the First Ones. Gaea gives Wren and Desiray several secrets and a weapon to defend themselves against the elders, and endorses Wren's plan to restore Damay. 

Upon their return to Ivaneth, Wren runs into her old friend Ziedra who rapidly gets embroiled in the action. Wren moves forward with her plan to recreate Damay. It is during her final preparations that Wren learns that she has been entered in the great "game", which has a mandatory participation clause. 

Wren rushes to heist the gem she needs, and do the enchantments that will restore Damay. She succeeds, but only barely. The game starts, and it is announced that the gem that Wren has stolen is also the single most important score in the game. Now, she must participate in a game with powerful immorts, not even knowing the rules, but having in her possession the very thing that all of them will kill for... 


 

 

 

 

Fight hard, die hard, and play hard-- That's the credo of guys who save the universe for a livin...

--Tal Falor

 

Chapter 1

Savant Down and One Hundred

 

Wren didn't have much time to decide. Desiray had already been to Ziedra's flat, and no doubt had figured out by now that Wren had managed to make the big score. Why she hadn't just teleported in, Wren didn't know. Either way it would only take the guild mistress moments to reach this spot, especially with it still being in the early morning. There was no time to conceal Damay other than to throw a blanket over her, best to simply try to lead any treasure seekers away. 

She plunged out the door and down the steps. A sliver of dawn light colored the eastern horizon. Pernithius the harvest moon still loomed large and visible in the sky. A few lone people were moving about on the street. She reached the walkway, glanced north, saw no-one coming and ran south as fast as she could toward the guardhouse. She ducked into an alley and put her back to a wall. Taking deep breaths, the salt tang and the fetidness of old refuse burned her nose. In the distance, the sound of waves crashing rode just above the edge of hearing. 

She focused on that part of her head that tingled every time the moderator spoke. She remembered the way Desiray addressed the moderator, and the way she'd phrased questions. 

<Moderator,> she thought. <Mortal proxy requesting information.> 

Her heart jumped when a reply came back. This time though she sensed the words were focused for her perception only. It had worked! <Request for information acknowledged. State your query.> 

She swallowed and glanced back toward the street. Best to keep moving, even if only slowly. She picked her way through the debris toward the shadows at the far end. <Moderator, where will points be posted?> 

The voice spoke in a dry tone. <Official posting occurs in Riverback village, sector L-0, one half league due east-by-north-east of the lee side barbican. Advisory: freelance proxies may not post points until the last quarter bell of game play. Points must remain in play until quarter four. Proxy's score of six-hundred stays recorded even after transfer or possession change.> 

Wren shook her head. Everyone playing would try to intercept her. **Information requested, win condition stipulations, proxy Idun-daughter. Move logged.** 

So, every communication or action was echoed to the players, but only after it was complete. Wren felt itchy, some sense said that people that she couldn't see or hear were looking for her. She would prefer to try and hide until the last moments of the game, and then ask the moderator for a teleport request. She wagered that wouldn't be allowed, otherwise that strategy would always win. 

**Moderator intercession: game freeze is now enforce. All players will hold position. Information requested, pre-emptive proxy rules clarification. Complaint logged, judgment pending.** Wren looked around. She thought she heard wood creak nearby. Someone on a roof? She looked up to buildings within sight. Damn mages could be invisible if they wished, and could make others that way. She wondered if the game had rules for that. 

**Current rules, as written, allow mortal proxies to preemptively enter game play up to eight bells prior to start. This is a legacy rule enforced previous to the recent addition of random start times. Proxy Idun-daughter's score occurred within the stipulated window, and obeyed the letter of all game rules. Game balance considerations aside, it is the moderator's ruling that this is a legitimate score. Game play commences, all players have a ten count grace, judges to clash observance. Ten, nine, eight...** 

Wren didn't wait. It seemed like a prime time to make herself as hard to find as possible. She jumped a low fence and ran through an inner courtyard and into the cover of a tight space where an old three-story house had collapsed into the side of another. She glanced back the way she'd come, still seeing no evidence of the presences she'd sensed. 

The moderator had finished counting down moments before, but all she heard was the thumping of her heart. She needed to figure out her best option. 

A cool but familiar voice rang in her head. <Wren? Where are you?> 

It was Desiray. 

She concentrated and answered the woman. <Avoiding getting my arms ripped off. What do you think?> 

The woman's mental voice lowered. <Where are you?> 

She decided at that moment, that where the game was concerned she couldn't trust anyone. She moved further into the cramped space, making sure she couldn't be seen. 

<Wren?> 

Her bet was that Desiray could locate her mental voice as easily she could if she were speaking aloud. It made sense that any group of people who used mindspeak as often as Cassandra's family would develop such a skill. 

<Wren? What's the matter?> 

She held still. Others besides Desiray were in the area. Poachers no doubt waiting for her to come up with the score, so they could take it. Last thing she needed was to get caught in the middle. 

**Team Targallae, B-5, score fifty points, magic free bonus, bystander injury penalties apply. Score recorded. Move logged.** 

She needed to know more about this game. Like--How did she protect herself? Obviously, if she had no score to gain or lose, some rules didn't restrain her. 

She tried to tighten her thoughts down. <Moderator, requesting further rules clarification. I was entered into this game without clashes being explained to me.> 

There was a trace of irritation in the moderator's thought. <You will have a one time 30 count grace to resolve these issues. Judge summoned. Transferring contact to judge Steelwood for consultation.> 

**Consulting judge, teleport request, A-3. Transcript updated.** 

Wren felt an odd sensation. What happened? She thought she was going to get an answer to her question. 

A voice, low and feminine came from the darkness right beside her. "Hello, Wren." 

The sound made her jerk and hit her head against the wall. "Ow!" She gripped her skull. "Shhh! Not so loud." The voice had sounded familiar, but she couldn't immediately put a face to it. In the darkness, she couldn't see enough details to identify the figure. 

"I have control of this game sector, no one will hear us. What seems to be the problem?" 

"This game is the problem! It started before anyone told me the rules. I didn't even know that gem was one of the goals in the game. Now, I find out the way I got it makes it worth six hundred points! I'm going to get slaughtered, aren't I?" 

Wren's eyes had adjusted enough that she could tell that this woman was extremely tall. The lady identified as judge Steelwood sighed. "Yes, there's a good chance you'll get mangled the instant you try to hand-off. There are ten players guarding this sector." 

"Ten? I only heard three moves!" 

"You heard three teleports. Movement on foot or by flight isn't announced or recorded. I've already told you more than I should. I was directed to give you clash clarification, nothing else. Clashes are resolved by a controlled non-lethal attack that has the potential to or actually causes injury of a superficial nature. The wound may not be any deeper than the length of an eyelash, and must be struck between the shoulders and knees. Clash goes to first-blood. The loser must drop all items and retreat for a ten count. Sorry, time's up..." There was a dim flash of light and a soft popping sound and she was gone. 

Great. She mumbled to herself. That really cleared things up. She tightened the straps on the backpack. No matter what, if she stayed in one place she was fruit ripe to be plucked. Drawing a breath, she picked her way through the ruins of the collapsed house. Normally, she would have headed immediately to the rooftops where she would be able to see potential opponents, and her climbing ability gave her an advantage. Not with this group of people. She saw Desiray fly, and if the guild mistress had the ability... so would others. 

The moderator crackled to life in her head. **Team Ariok, C-3, 50 points, magic use penalties apply, bystander bonus applied. Score recorded. Move logged. Team D'Shar, D-5, 75 points, magic bonus, bystander bonus. Score recorded. Move logged. Team clash, A-3--Tarrantil defeats Felspar Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Wren shook her head, the game was going on all around her, and she had not even a clue as to what was happening even with the moderator's narrative in her head. It sounded like Cassandra's team was getting pounded though. The gold mage was probably miffed about that. 

She still couldn't shake the sense that there were players searching for her. Desiray at least was prowling nearby, no doubt thinking as did others that getting that gem would win the game. That was provided they could hang on to it. If Dorian was right, this gem was huge leverage were she to get in a position to negotiate. At the moment, negotiation didn't seem likely. When they found her, it would be a feeding frenzy. She didn't relish having a half-dozen warriors and mages locked in a tug-of-war over her body. 

Her best bet was to stay under cover and get as close to Riverback village as possible while staying out of sight. She could break for the post in the last moments of the game when everyone else would be tangled up trying to score themselves. Instinct told her, even that simple strategy might be difficult to implement. 

She placed her feet carefully, picking around the debris so as not to make noise. This was not a good time to try to move through the city unheard. This early, few people had risen and she didn't have the clamor of everyday life to mask unavoidable noises. 

The alley beyond the ruin opened into a large square. The greatest danger would be getting across. She assumed at least one person able to fly would guard the open areas. 

Wren crept forward, hugging one side of the alley, watching the slice of sky above, and keeping an eye toward the square. 

"Got you!" 

The wall seemed to come alive behind her. A hand clamped on her shoulder and an arm shot around her neck to cut off her air. 

A hum went through the back of Wren's skull so fierce it hurt. A blue glow erupted around her body. The hand gripping her shoulder slipped off and the arm barring her neck shocked away. 

"Ow! Hey!" 

Wren caught a glimpse of red hair as she dove and rolled. Not knowing what other powers these people might possess she took no chances. She spun and launched three of her throwing knives, two from one hand, one from the other. 

It was good that she did. 

Wren's red-haired opponent was her size, dressed in a jerkin and leggings painted for city camouflage. Wren had thrown with all her strength, hard and straight. Her attacker swung her arms with amazing speed, two of Wren's blades deflected off thick metal bands on the woman's wrists. The third blade that she aimed for the side of the lady's thigh parted the cloth. 

**Team clash, A-3--Idun-daughter defeats Felspar. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

The woman looked down at her leg and slapped a hand to the tiny wound. "Objection!" She screamed. "Clash must be controlled! No way was that intentional!" 

As soft popping sound emanated from the air right by the red-haired woman. A shimmering surrounded the alley and a young man with short dark hair, dressed in a black leather vest and leggings, appeared--Loric's son Farveth. Silently, he gestured and a globe of what looked like water sparkled into being. In the globe, an image appeared. It showed the woman flicker, going from looking like a portion of the wall, to a person, she grabbed Wren and was knocked back as a blue glow shot around her body. The image showed Wren leap forward, roll, turn, and throw. 

"Sorry, Arabella," the young man said in a flat tone. "She just suckered you. She clearly targets your left and right arms, as well as your leg." 

"Dragon flop! Moderator! Nobody can throw three damn knives at once with control!" 

**I can.** The moderator's deep voice rumbled back with a dry tone. **Team Felspar: penalty--ten points for arguing a judgment. Transcript updated.** 

"Oh, frig!" Arabella smashed a fist against the wall, explosively turning several bricks to dust. 

Wren backed up a step. Despite their relative size, she did not want this short tempered woman mad at her. She was at least as strong as Beia! 

<Good going, hot head,> Wren heard Cassandra say in mindspeak. 

The young man swung his arm. The globe vanished and the shimmering around the alley stopped. 

Wren turned and sprinted down the alley as fast as she could go. As she reached an intersection, instinct told her to dive. Something snapped through the air as she lunged, she twisted, caught her weight on her hands and cart-wheeled to her feet. 

<Damn, she's fast,> a man's mental voice cursed behind her. 

<Shut up and chase!> 

She caught a glimpse of something kicking up the dust of the alley behind her. It moved fast and only made distortions in the air. She didn't have any knives left to throw. 

"Moderator A-10!" 

**Exceeds 4 grid distance limit. Move request denied.** 

"Oh dammit!" She dived around a corner, as something slammed hard into the brick, sending fragments of masonry shooting past her. She righted herself, charged a dozen steps and vaulted a wooden fence. Behind her, the wood shattered with an explosive crash. Three figures resolved out of the shadows ahead of her. They all looked identical in dead-black armor with mirrored faceplates. 

Hurtling toward them, she recognized these people were wearing the same armor as the ones that tried to kidnap her a few nights back. They braced to receive her charge. Wren felt the body hissing along behind her only hairs away. At the last possible instant, she dove at their feet. They never saw the juggernaut that slammed into them, there was a deafening crash of metal on metal, followed by scathing curses. 

"Moderator B-6!" she tried again. 

A black maw opened around her with a rasp of flashing magic. Sparks shot through her vision and a sensation of falling made her cry out. Wren dropped out of the air and landed feet first on an unfamiliar street. The crackle of magic sizzled into silence, the strands of the enchantment dissipating into smoke. It felt like she'd been punched in the stomach. 

**Team Idun-daughter, teleport request B-6. Move logged.** 

Panting, Wren looked around. This was bad. She had narrowly avoided those armored kidnappers. If it hadn't been for her accidental rescuer they might have already spirited her off. Could she declare an emergency? 

"Moderator," she called. "Are their rules for unauthorized people interfering in the game? If there are, I'd like to report three individuals who have hindered another player pursuing me." 

She waited, but the moderator did not respond. 

"Moderator?" she asked again. 

**State your request, team Idun-daughter.** 

"I'd like to report unauthorized interference in the game. People after me." 

Wren felt a cold chill as no answer came back. 

"Moderator?" 

**Idun-daughter, make your request, or you will be penalized for annoying the moderator.** 

She didn't like this at all. The kidnappers were back, and somehow they were associated with the game master.

 


 

 

 

Sure we play rough, but it heals--eventually...

--Algernon D'Tarin

 

Chapter 2

Penalty on the Play

 

Heart still beating fast and throat dry, Wren looked around and saw nothing familiar. The moderator's teleportation had deposited her in an enclosed courtyard with an old three-story temple on one side. Vines and trees had overgrown most of the outlying buildings, and the air smelled of burned wood and street salts. Twenty paces up the side of the temple, a chunk had been broken out of the wall; probably from a ground tremor. It looked big enough that a small person might get through. Unless her pursuers knew about her climbing ability they wouldn't think she could get up the smooth brick. 

Hiding was the only course of action right now. Having the moderator teleport her had been an act of desperation. Now, all the players knew what area she was in. That might include the kidnappers. Even if they didn't know, they could follow the players combing the area for her. 

She sprinted across the courtyard and leaped onto the wall. Wren felt the snarl of her climbing ability in the back of her skull as she scrambled up toward the hole and squeezed through. 

Inside, it stank of old dust and dead bugs. She flailed to get cobwebs out of her hair. The crack opened into a section between the supporting walls and not a room inside the temple. It was dank inside and the single slice of light from the crack provided minimal illumination. To be safe she moved so as not to be visible from the yard below. 

What did she do now? It seemed that the moderator was either involved with the kidnappers or conveniently ignoring anything to do with them. What had happened with Damay? She doubted Desiray had found her. Otherwise, she'd probably have received some telepathic message by now. 

Wren removed her pack. She saw no sense in risking the loss of the gem. She looked around and found a spot that would be impossible to reach unless the person could fly or climb on a ceiling. She clambered up and wedged the leather satchel into the opening. She pulled some cobwebs over the spot and threw a handful of dust across it for camouflage. 

Now, as long as she survived to tell the tale she could always come back for the gem. She hated giving up the opportunity to possibly negotiate for allies to help get Mishaka, but she had to be realistic. If she didn't find some way to deal with those armored men she'd end up in a cell or worse. 

The next thing would be getting out without being seen. She noticed that the back half of the chamber opened into the temple proper where the tremor had shaken part of the ceiling out. Wiggling through the opening, she dropped down into the shadowy temple interior. The plaster and bricking of the walls was cracked and broken, defaced by names and pithy sayings scratched into the stone. Long since picked over by the street people, all that remained of the pews were splinters and metal strapping strewn across the rubble-clogged floor. 

She slipped across to the far side, seeing light coming through an opening. The sill opened into a section overgrown with bushes. She pushed into the foliage, leaves and twigs stinging her face as she dove under and rolled to her feet on the far side. She'd heard no-one teleport or score for a while. What was going on with the game? Had she been cut off from messages? 

Wren jogged down an alley and looked south and east. In the distance, halfway across town she could make out the top of Cassandra's tower. How long had it been since she sneaked over that wall? It seemed like a lifetime. Little had she known her whole existence would change once she got to the other side. 

She turned north and kept moving. It was still early, the sun barely painting the eastern horizon. The scud of early morning clouds looked thin enough that it would burn off by midmorning. This would be a hot day. People were starting to come out, beginning their mornings. She saw a few shopkeepers sweeping out their establishments in preparation for business. 

Things in her head had been quiet for so long that when the moderator's thought boomed in her thoughts, it knocked her off balance and she had to catch herself against a wall. **Falor defeats Tarrantil. Possession changeover. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Breathing hard, she held her breath from being startled. So, she hadn't been cut off. Apparently, they abandoned the initial search for her to go after other scores. Where did she go now? Back to Damay? She hated leaving her at such a critical stage. The elder savant was going to be confused and disoriented, wondering what in Hades had happened. Especially waking up in body that wasn't her own. 

No, she might accidentally lead the kidnappers to Damay. Hiding was a bad choice. She didn't know how they found her, whether through informants in the game, luck, or some magical form of tracking. If they did it once, they probably could do it again. Logically, her staying in one spot it made it easier for them. 

Keeping her feet moving, eying every side path and roof, she kept to the shadows. She scanned the sky overhead. It was so damn quiet. After all kinds of teleports and moves, abruptly this silence. She assumed players were stalking other players or trying for scores. If any of the other objects were anywhere near as hard as getting that gem, she could see why there might be a lapse. Whoever set up that score knew a lot about thieving, magic, and traps. Brin--that's the name Desiray mentioned--Dorian's husband. She guessed it was fitting that sneaks should marry each other. 

Letting out a breath, she decided to chance getting up on a roof. She still hadn't seen a familiar street, nor any evidence of game activity save the most recent move. 

At the next intersection, she checked to make sure she wasn't observed and crept up the wall of a two-story tenement building and scooted up the slat roof to the apex. She stayed low so her silhouette wouldn't be obvious. 

Now, she knew the location. Ranfast's Emporium lay only a couple stone-throws away. That gave her a fair idea of how they broke up the sectors of the game. At Ziedra's flat, everyone had been going to A-3. Going to B-6 took her perhaps 300 paces east and maybe 300 paces south, so each section was probably a hundred paces on a side. She found out the hard way you weren't allowed to teleport more than four sectors at a time. She wagered that there were probably a limited number of teleports per game. 

She needed to test to see if the moderator were still listening to her anyway. 

<Moderator,> she thought. <Rules verification. What are the limits on teleport requests?> 

There was a pause, then the moderator's dark boom rang in Wren's mind. <Teleport requests are limited to one transit per every twenty-five points earned by the team. All teams begin with three free tactical teleports.> Wren heard a slight hiss in her head. **Team Idun-daughter. Rules verification requested. Transcript updated.** 

Now, if the dark armored men suddenly made an appearance, she knew the moderator was collaborating. 

She hurried down to the far end of the tenement, watching for signs of activity. After that initial flurry of action, the game had become boring. She frowned. Best not to get complacent. She suspected that situation could change with blinding speed. 

A rope for suspending lanterns dangled across the street from the tenement to the next building over, a slightly taller stone crafts-house. She moved over to the rope tested the mooring to make sure it was solid and edged out onto it. In the morning calm, even on a thin rope such as this one she felt fairly safe negotiating the length. 

As she moved across, she realized her neck was tingling. Thirty steps and she stood on the other side. She tried to remember back. Had it always felt like that when she was moving across narrow beams and precarious spots? Over the summers, she'd become casual in negotiating areas that made even the most experienced cat burglars sweat. In memory, she never lost her balance or slipped when she was focused. She never realized how many parts of her life her savant talents had permeated. She'd always thought it was simply good balance and better luck. Only recently did she really sense her ability working. After Hyperion had worked his magic on her, the talent worked with far more strength. 

A few buildings away she heard a crash that sounded like breaking wood. The moderator's voice rumbled out an update. **Team Ariok. B-5. 75 points, magic penalty, bystander bonus. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Ariok? Could Gabriella be involved in this game? If what she knew of the game so far was true, all the rough-housing didn't seem the Dragon Queen's style. Wren didn't doubt for a second that the woman could fight like a demon unchained. She simply projected that don't-get-dust-on-me demeanor that suggested she would feel this game beneath her dignity. 

She shivered, hoping the name was a coincidence, it had sounded close by. She knew sooner or later, someone would find her. Wren moved across the building to the far side to look at the street below. Still not much activity. She felt stupid standing on a roof posing like a damn target. She needed a plan. Players weren't even chasing her anymore. So, she couldn't necessarily count on them to help against the ones Desiray had called Teritaani Sen'Gen. Ironic, that when she wanted to get caught, nobody was interested. 

Light flashed unnaturally off to her right. Sunlight hitting polished metal or glass. She searched for the source and saw nothing. Now, what? 

Keep moving. She teetered across a narrow pole to the next building, all the while keeping an eye out for anything unusual. Of course, she might not see anything. From her encounter with hot-tempered Arabella, she knew that some of these people could become camouflaged or invisible. 

How many teams were there? She'd heard six announced. Tarrantil, Ariok, and Felspar had been the first names she heard. Later she heard Targallae, D'Shar, and Falor. Felspar was Cassandra's team, Targallae was Beia, and Falor would be Tal. Arabella was with Cassandra, and Tal had a male partner--the one that ran into those Sen'Gen. Was it possible he took care of them? With the powers of these people, it wasn't improbable. After all, Vera, handled three practically by herself. Wren sighed, there would be no reason for those armored bastards to stand and fight against that unknown player--and no reason for him to pursue them. 

She needed Desiray. The Mistress would be on one of the other three teams. All she had to do was find her. A city a half league on a side--how hard could it be...??? 

Right now, she couldn't afford to be picky. Tal, Beia, Cassandra--anyone she knew would be able to help. She shook her head, after all that effort to avoid these people, now her best chance for freedom relied on finding one of them. She shuddered. If she could explain the problem before someone ripped her arm off... 

No activity in either hearing or sight. She edged up to the north side of the building and leaped across the three-pace gap to the next roof. Mentally, she thanked Vera again, she was in the best shape of her life. Without thinking, she jumped gaps now that a summer ago would have been white-knuckle lunges of faith. 

Ears tuned for any unusual sounds she moved to the apex of the roof and started down the far side. Wren froze as she heard wood creak. It had been off to the west. She stared at the flat rooftop in that direction. 

Nothing. 

Her heart sped and her breathing quickened. This felt wrong. She sensed presences but simply couldn't see them. Instinct said it wasn't players from the game. Could the kidnappers be stalking her? Why? They'd just come at her head-on every time before this. It didn't make sense for them to be trying to sneak up on her now. 

Move. 

She jogged east down the roof edge and vaulted across wide gap toward a five story brick tenement. Hands outspread, she hit the wall feet first and leaned into it. The sharp buzz of her ability coming alive shot down her spine as she gripped the wall and spidered up it to the roof edge. Lunging up to the overhanging ridgepole she flipped up to stand on top. 

Right as her feet found purchase on the narrow spar of wood she heard something hiss and thud into the brick underneath her. 

"Damn!" She heard a thick male voice curse. A high pitched whistle pierced the silence. "Go! Go! Go!" 

She glanced down to the roof she'd just vacated. A man dressed in chain-armor holding a crossbow stood halfway down the ridgepole gesturing frantically. 

Her whole body went icy as the roofs all around her began creaking and thumping with the sound of at least a dozen running pairs of feet. 

Oh spit. She charged in the direction where she didn't hear anything. Loud clacks sounded, followed the whiz of something coming toward her at high speed. She ducked and rolled as crossbow bolts thumped into the wooden roof above and behind her. A glance back showed men shimmering into the view, discarding their bows and starting pursuit. 

Who are these guys!? 

Reaching the end of the roof she plunged off to the house-top nearest, praying the rickety looking shingles held. She hit with a crash, one foot piercing the flimsy structure. She fought to disentangle herself as two armored warriors jumped off the higher building toward her. 

With a wrench, she rolled aside as a wiry man with a dagger in his fist punched straight through the thin planking. With yell of surprise and pain he shattered the rafters and pounded into ground floor below. His companion did little better as he thudded waist deep into the rotten roofing with a cry. 

While the cursing, grunting man tried to keep from falling through the roof she righted herself and swung down off the wall. 

In the wan morning light, the buildings formed an unfamiliar maze of corners and angles. The smell of rotting garbage and unwashed chamber-pots stung her nose. She hesitated for an instant and then ran as she heard the unmistakable thump of boots hitting the ground. 

Wren charged east up the street and slid to a stop as two men with swords sprinted out of an alley to block her path. She spun to go the opposite way only to see three more men blocking that path. The only choice left was a three story crafts-building at the edge of the square. She plunged for it as her enemies rushed in. 

She leaped before she hit the wall, hands and feet thrashing the air as she scrambled straight up the vertical incline. Behind her she heard oaths of surprise and dismay as she practically ran up the side of the building. In ten heartbeats, she was standing on the flat roof gasping for air, heart humming in her chest. 

The sound of crossbows being cocked shocked her into action. She glanced around, recognizing a roof she'd been on only a short time before. Her only route of escape was the narrow cord she'd walked across earlier. Those bastards wouldn't follow her across that. 

She raced for it and hit braded cord at a jog. Scooting across at best possible speed, Wren froze halfway across when she heard the snap of a crossbow lever being yanked back right in front of her. 

A bald man in chain armor faded into view, his weapon aimed at her. It was the guard captain from Ranfast's Emporium! That's what all this was about! 

She shifted to go back the way she'd come only to see three more men, also armed take up positions at the other end. Below, two more thugs stepped from an alley and took up ready positions. 

"Missy, I must say, you are three kinds of amazin'," the captain rumbled, rubbing his hairless scalp. His craggy, seamed face was a study in bad skin, scars, and natural born ugly. His thin lips were pressed tight to his gray teeth. "For your sake, I hope you got that gem with you. I been up all night trying to catch your skinny ass and I'm in a foul mood." 

Skinny? She rubbed her bottom. Had she lost that much weight? Inwardly, she smacked herself for having foolish thoughts at a time like this. While these morons had her cornered, those kidnappers could come and snatch her. 

She drew a breath, slowing her heart and getting the shake out of her hands. She wobbled slightly on the line. 

"You know, in a way, I kinda hope you don't have it. I'm goin ta enjoy watching you fall. Derick, light that torch!" 

One of the men behind her pulled out a brand and a tinderbox. He thrust the wood into the box. The treated fabric wrapped around the shaft sputtered to life, spitting and popping. 

Wren swallowed, watching the flames. She glanced down. It was a ten pace drop onto a hard cobblestone street. She might survive the fall, but it was a fair bet the men would hack her to pieces if she somehow lived through the drop. Nice options, fall and die, or fall, break both legs, and then die. 

Suppressing a shudder she met the gaze of the captain. "So, let me guess. You guys are a little annoyed." 

The man grimaced. "We're a lot annoyed, Girly. We've got a reputation to protect. Cough up the gem or take a dive." 

Her insides tightened. Ironic she could face two avatars and survive, and here she was three hairs from being axed by a bunch of disgruntled guards with attitudes. 

"Friend, I'd like to help, but you'll never find that gem unless I get off this rope alive to show you where it is." 

The captain shook his head. "You get off that rope and you'll vanish on us. Think I wasn't watching? You're faster than a cat with its tail on fire, and climb like a bloody bug. A priest at the temple of Poseidon owes me favors. I hear he can speak with the dead. We'll get the information from your corpse. Derick, light it!" 

The man behind her leaned forward with the torch and touched it to the rope. On the other side, the captain produced a dagger and started to saw through the strands. 

"Hey," she protested. "Hey! Guys, honestly, I'll take you to it--really!" Her voice rose as strands parted. She drew her sword, there might still be a chance to get out of this mess. 

Still sawing on the rope, Baldy glanced toward the sword in her hand. His dark eyes glinted. "Try anything funny and they'll shoot you full of bolts before you fall." The men on the ground and the two behind her took aim. 

"Not much mercy in you mercenaries, huh?" 

"No," he growled. "Hurry up and fall." 

She glanced to the windows lower on the wall and estimated the length of the rope. Escape was possible. If she could swing fast enough to avoid being perforated by enemy bowshots. The timing had to be perfect. 

The air erupted on her left causing her stagger back several steps on the rope. Wheeling her sword, she kept her balance, wincing at the twang of further strands parting. 

A pace above her, a dark-haired woman shimmered into view. Long hair in tails, dressed in a red surcoat and black leggings, and carrying a huge jeweled staff she was, by far, the most welcome sight that had touched Wren's eyes in recent memory. 

The woman seemed surprised that she'd appeared in the air. She flailed for a moment and started to fall. She only dropped a short distance before her decent halted. Scowling, she stared at the sky. "That wasn't funny." 

**Team Ariok--teleport request A-6. Move--logged.** Was that a humor Wren heard in the moderator's metallic tones? 

"Dorian! Am I glad to see you!" 

A mage's skin glistened with a golden light and she rose until her eyes were level with Wren's. "Wren--darling--I am quite pleased to see you too." 

"Uh, Dorian, I'm kinda in bad way here...I need--" The rope frayed to threads to terminate her statement. Pitched off, she yelled and snatched hold of the braiding with her free hand. "Help!" 

Dorian sniffed. "Help? I thought you didn't trust me." 

Oh Hades. Last chance. She swung her sword to cut the rope. Hoping she could swing and keep the fall from breaking half the bones in her body. Right as her sword moved, the guard captain ripped through his end of the rope. 

"Oh spiiit!" she cried. 

She realized abruptly she hadn't moved. She was hovering in the air. 

"I guess it would be small of me to hold a grudge," Dorian said, hand on chin. "We have been through quite a bit together." 

Dazed, Wren nodded vigorously. She glanced around. There were still half a dozen crossbows aimed in their direction. "Dorian, watch out! These guys are..." 

A whirring bolt whacked into the mage's shoulder. The wood and metal shaft shattered into splinters. 

"Ouch!" Dorian glared in the direction of the shooter. "None of that!" She gestured and his crossbow exploded into flames. She looked Wren in the eye. "They're armed and pissed off. Is that what you were about to say?" 

"Uh, something like that," she responded in a weak voice. She looked back to the scowling guard captain. He had to be ugliest human she had ever encountered. She glanced again toward the ground and the guards waiting below. "You know, I don't feel safe up here." 

The mage sniffed, her gaze flicking to the men below. "You shouldn't. It's a long way down." 

That sounded like a threat. 

"There will be a lot of people really ticked off if you just let me die." 

"Stay out of this, Mage!" the captain snarled. "We saw her first." 

Dorian glared at the man. "If you're not out of my sight in a ten-count, you will find yourself resembling a toad even more than you already do." 

**Team Ariok, moderation warning. Bystander penalties apply. Deliberate accosting of locals will incite a level two penalty.** 

The woman's eyes widened. "Level two!? For turning a toad into a toad?" 

**Questioning a judgment is a level one penalty. This will be your second warning.** 

Dorian made a disgusted sound and glared at the captain. "If I'm going to get penalized for it--better make it good, some kind of slime perhaps--" Her voice trailed off. She cracked her knuckles then rubbed her hands together. 

The captain gaped at her. It was already apparent from the miniscule affect the crossbows had on her, that Dorian was nothing to be trifled with. "Damn you for interfering. You'll pay for this, Mage." 

Dorian growled. "Five! Four! Three--!" 

The men didn't need any more incentive. They broke and ran. 

The woman nodded and slipped closer to Wren. "Now that nuisance is out of the way, back to business." 

"Dorian. I'm in big trouble." 

The line of the mage's youthful face hardened. "You certainly are. Especially if you don't have that gem with you..." 

 


 

 

 

Ever fall off a three story building? That's what it feels like to get tackled by Tal. Sometimes I ask myself is it really worth it... is it actually fun getting hurt that bad? Hades, yes!

--Arabella

 

Chapter 3

Savant in Motion

 

Hovering ten paces off the ground, surrounded by an unknown number of possible enemies, Wren could only stare at Dorian. She drew a shaky breath and sheathed her sword with a clack. Up here, she was totally at the woman's mercy. A snap of her fingers and Dorian could send her toppling to the ground. She held her breath and concentrated on calming her thundering heart. She raised her chin and gazed into the mage's intense green eyes. 

"You'd kill me for a silly game? Are you that mad at me?" 

"Actually, I'm not mad at you at all. I'm just extremely disappointed about being dumped." 

"Hey, Lady, who crossed who? If you only played straight with me, I'd be your biggest supporter. I don't know about anyone else, but you've done great good for me. I trusted you and you knifed me. That hurt a lot." She sniffed. "I thought we meant something to each other." 

The mage pursed her lips. Her cheeks colored and she looked away. Wren couldn't be sure if she'd truly shamed the woman or if it was another act. The mage drew a breath and glanced around. "Well, the game is still on, and someone is bound to catch us." She grabbed Wren around the waist and they started to move. 

With the wind rushing in her hair she focused. She had to make Dorian understand. They were both in danger now. "Dorian, I don't think you heard me. I'm in trouble--big trouble." 

"Those guys won't bother you with me around." 

"Not them. Desiray called them Teritaani Sen'Gen. They tried to get me. I only got away because some invisible guy slammed into them. I called the moderator and told her about it. She wouldn't acknowledge anything I said about them!" 

"Sen'Gen?" Dorian's eyes widened and they ducked around the corner of a building and dropped into an alley. She reached up and touched something on her chest and a sparks spiraled around them. Wren's skin tingled and a vibration hummed through her bones. As the light flickered around them, Wren realized the both of them were slowly growing pale and translucent. In a few heartbeats, she could see through her hand and all that remained visible was a faint outline. The woman pressed on Wren's shoulders and the two of them knelt together. "Sen'Gen? How do you know?" 

"Same bastards that blasted my room and broke my knee." 

"Cassandra said she hadn't positively identified the attackers." 

"Desiray seemed pretty sure because of something dumb I said to Sindra and Drucilla." 

"The twins? Are they mad at you? Damn, Aarlen might be in on it then." 

Aarlen? She'd heard that name before. Wren swallowed. Right now, trust or not, Dorian was the only person she could look to for help. "No, they're not mad. They want the phoenix." 

"Phoenix?" Dorian's voice cracked. "You know where the phoenix to their key is?" 

"Actually, they think I know how to find the phoenix for any key." 

"What?" the mage's voice turned shrill. Her grip tightened on Wren's shoulders. "Is that true?" 

A cold sensation twisted in her stomach. "Uh huh." 

Wren felt Dorian's forehead hit her shoulder. Her voice sounded muffled. "Tell me you didn't... lords." She felt Dorian stiffen. "That's why you went to Gabriella. That's what got her so cranked up." 

"Right." 

She heard the normally unflappable mage sigh. "Girl--you are in trouble. I hope that body you had me make was some kind of secret weapon. You're going to need it..." 

"The secret weapon angle I worked out. The problem is I'm separated from both of them." 

"Good, I--" Dorian paused. Wren heard the woman sniff, her nose brushed Wren's neck and she sniffed again. "How in Hades did you get rid of Gabriella's bloodsong? Nobody can do that." 

"Secret weapon number two." 

Even though she couldn't see Dorian's face she could sense the woman's thoughts whirling. 

<Dorian?> A dark sounding female voice burst into their minds. It made both of them jerk. <Where in Hades are you? I need you!> 

The mage gasped. "Damn that scared me." She straightened and Wren heard the woman send a thought. <Acknowledged, Dominique. What's your grid?> 

<D-6,> the other woman answered. <Put some pepper on your tail I got Falor breathing on my neck, and a 100 points in my pocket.> 

<Damn it. Coming!> 

Wren felt her rise. 

"Dorian, this is more important than some game. If they get a hold of me, they're going to wring that knowledge out of me. I've seen what the First Ones can make and we don't want them near it." 

The mage had taken Wren around the waist and had started to rise. She froze. "What do you mean? What have you seen?" 

"Starholme prime. Hyperion. Gaea." 

"You opened one of the keys?!" 

"Yes." 

"Frell. Frell. Frell. Wren, I can't get you out of this game. If you leave the grid, Jolandrin will just fetch you back. If she can't do it, Sindra and Drucilla do the honors. That's probably what they want. Only you'll get misplaced on the way back." 

<Dorian!> Dominique's growling thought rang in their minds. <A little frelling help here!> 

<En-route, Dee. I'm in A-6, coming fast.> She blew out a breath. "Come on." The blue radiance surrounded both of them and they rose into the air and shot south. Her voice was almost lost in the rush of wind. "At least if you stay with me, we can keep them off you. If we have to, we can team up like we did with the avatar. I'm a lot more heavily armed now than I was then." They streaked low over the buildings at breath-stealing speed. Wren's eyes watered in the rushing wind. They sliced down into the alleys, zigzagging at easily four times the speed of a horse at a full gallop. 

Though she felt certain Dorian knew what she was doing, it didn't stop her from almost swallowing her tongue when passing within hairs of walls and overhangs as they shrieked down the narrow spaces. 

<Hurry, blast it. In A-7 now, heading south. I'm on the run with both of them on me, and two vultures waiting in the frelling wings!> 

<Coming to you, top speed.> Dorian assured. <I'm going to make a strafe run, so get ready to break into the open.> 

<Understood.> 

"Get the daggers off my belt," Dorian instructed. "Since I'm baby-sitting, might as well put you to work." 

Wren grabbed the two weapons which hummed in her hands. She felt the magic sing all through her body. "Wow. Powerful! You want me to..." 

"Eyelash deep, remember." 

"Oookay." If she missed, somebody or something, enhanced or not, would get seriously injured. 

<Dee, in range. Break in ten.> 

Wren braced as they slalomed down a street full of carts and vendors, making canopies and clothing flutter with the shock of their passage. How did Dorian know where to go? It was a miracle in itself that they weren't hitting anything. 

Dominique's voice echoed in their minds. <3--2--1!> 

Dorian pulled up hard, accelerating so fast Wren's eyes pressed into their sockets. The mage rolled them as they skimmed the roofs and shot into the sky. In heartbeats they were well over a thousand paces up. A sharp ache in her ears made her wince. The city, the ship filled harbor, and the glistening shoreline spread out like a patchwork beneath them. Directly below, a figure dressed in black shrieked out of the canyons of the buildings. The woman pulled into a vertical climb, sparks and smoke abruptly erupting in her wake. 

For the first heartbeat Wren wondered why Dominique was announcing her presence, then saw it wasn't intended to give away her location. The haze outlined the two figures roaring after her. 

"Here we go!" Dorian angled down and their velocity increased even further. "Throw!" 

Wren drew a breath, focusing her power on the two figures and what had to be their legs. In her sight, she saw threads connecting herself to the targets. She had never traveled this fast in her life, much less thrown while moving at such a speed. 

She didn't give herself time to doubt or question but let fly with both daggers. The weapons actually accelerated as they left her hands, lancing out like bolts of light, making a high pitched whine as they traveled. 

Both weapons flashed past the figures. The two blades speared through the sails of a big Nomar trade ship, and splashed down into Ivaneth harbor. 

Wren didn't know whether she hit as planned, it had been such a close thing. They were moving so fast and she'd needed to lead by such a huge amount. 

**Team clash, D-7--Team Idun-daughter as proxy for Ariok defeats team Falor. Target Tal neutralized. Target Algernon neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Tal and another burly man shimmered into view, both of them looking at their slashed pant-legs. "What the hell?!" Tal yelled. "Moderator--clash judge!" 

"Moderator," Dorian called. "Team Ariok declines carry change-over." 

"We do!?" Dominique yelled from high above them. 

**Team Ariok declines points exchange. Team Falor retains all carries. Carry scores remain unchanged. Scores revised. Transcript updated.** 

Dorian snapped her fingers and both of the daggers that Wren threw reappeared in her hand in a flash. 

"I still want the fraggin judge!" Tal snarled. His handsome face looked red. He and Algernon had obviously put a lot of effort into catching Dominique, and both of them looked angry at being denied when so close to their quarry. 

Dorian dropped herself and Wren down so they were level with Tal and Algernon. Arms folded, the two men hovered together. It still amazed Wren at the nonchalance of these people. They were well over a thousand paces up, and acting like they were standing on the ground. 

Tal had his long hair tied back in a tail, and wore a patterned tunic and breeches that would make him hard to make out when near walls and in dark places. Algernon was considerably shorter than Tal, but built like a wall. He too wore a camouflage vest and trousers. Unlike his other clothes which looked new, his boots were old and worn, carefully crafted leather that had seen many a league of trekking. His face would have been handsome if not for fine lattice of scars down one cheek. His deep blue eyes, straight nose, chiseled chin and open expression gave the impression of a guileless straightforward man. 

**Judge summoned. Transferring contact to judge Felspar for clash dispute.** 

Dorian waved both hands at Dominique. "Go! Go! Take the points and run!" The dark woman didn't question, but faded out and shot down into the cover of the buildings. Dorian handed the daggers back to Wren. 

Wren looked around. She disliked the fact they weren't doing anything about her problem. What had happened to Damay? At the moment, she felt fairly safe here high in the sky surrounded by these formidable adventurers. Those Sen'Gen weren't likely to pop out of nowhere and attack with them around. 

She looked up at Dorian, fingering the fine blades. "I think you know I want one of these. Their balance is perfect." 

"Get us that gem and you can have both." 

Damn, that was tempting. Getting help against Mishaka was more important though. 

A shimmering surrounded Tal, Algernon, Dorian and Wren. The young man she had seen earlier, Farveth, faded into view. Here in the brighter light she got a better look at him with his short dark hair, dressed in a black vest and leggings. He held out his hands and the seeing globe solidified. He peered into it, studying the image. 

"Hey Tal," Wren said, leaning past Dorian. "I know what you're going to say. I can prove I did it on purpose." 

The burly warrior frowned. "Girl, I heard Damrosil talking about the contest, so I know yer good." He shook his head. "Just ain't no way to be for real at that speed and range." 

Algernon elbowed his partner. "I dunno, Buddy. She did do it twice." 

Farveth, looked up from the globe rubbed the back of his neck. "The replay clearly shows her leading the shot. If she hadn't hit both of you in the same spot I'd be inclined to call in your favor. I've already judged one clash on her. When it comes to throwing--lady Wren there--just isn't human." 

Wren snorted. "Hey! That's not a nice thing to say! Tal, I said I'd prove it. I meant it." 

Dorian grinned at Wren. <Keep going Dee. While these guys argue, you find a safe spot for our points.> 

Wren felt the dark woman grin in their minds. <Ah ha! Gotcha! If we hadn't declined, we would have had to stand our ground to do the exchange. Then they'd just be right back after us.> 

<Exactly.> 

Tal's dark eyes flashed. "Okay, Babe, you're on." He pulled a dagger from his side. "When I say 'go', you hit this." 

Wren shrugged. "Done." 

Farveth shook his head. "This won't change my decision, Tal." 

"Hear me arguing, Kid? I still want to see her do it." 

The young man put hands on hips and nodded. Apparently, he wanted to see it too. 

"Nice." Dorian whispered in her ear. "Keep them busy a few more moments." 

Wren weighed one of the mage's daggers in her hand. The weapon reminded her of Corona. She loved the feel of the magic buzzing through her. Maybe Desiray was right, she was starting to become a magic addict. She spun the dagger on her fingertip, then flipped the handle to her palm. She could probably pin a flea to a wall from fifty paces with this thing. 

"Go!" Tal threw and his blade whirred from his hand as though launched from a ballista. 

Ready for it, Wren let fly with both of Dorian's weapons. The two shrieked out. A hundred paces up the First One deflected Tal's weapon and the second blade scored again intersecting the whizzing dagger on its changed course. 

Tal's jaw dropped. "Well, frag me. I know who I want on my team next season." 

Algernon ran a hand through his hair. "Thanks, buddy." 

"Hey, you haven't been kissed by this girl. She sure as hell is nicer to look at than your ugly pan." He laughed and shoved on the ranger's shoulder. He mumbled a word, and the dagger he had thrown reappeared in his hand. 

Wren frowned. Did everyone have magic returning daggers except her? 

Algernon chuckled. "Better keep it quiet or Terra will break your leg." 

"Yeah, guess I better keep you around then. You don't make her jealous." 

"Satisfied?" Farveth asked. 

"Yeah," Tal answered. He pointed a finger at Wren. "I'm keeping my eye peeled for you, little lady. Those are the last free points you get off us." 

Farveth raised his hand. 

"Wait!" Wren yelled. The young man stopped. "If the judge would forebear for just a moment more. I need to ask these two about an issue of clash interference earlier in the game." 

Farveth dropped his hand and narrowed his green eyes. "Clash interference?" 

She looked to Algernon. "Sir, that was you chasing me in that alley, right?" 

The ranger rubbed his face and glanced at Farveth. His voice sounded tentative. "Uh--yeah." 

"What happened to those three guys in armor you ran into?" 

"Errr," Algernon frowned. "I apologized to that creep and he rounded on me anyway. Drak head clipped me pretty good too. Left me no choice--I had to thump him." 

"Thump?" Dorian echoed. 

"Okay, so there was a little property damage," Tal growled. "Those three walls will mend--eventually. The moderator didn't call a bystander penalty. If you ask me, the idiot deserved getting crunched. Alg apologized." 

"I thought for sure we'd get smacked with a level two," Algernon mumbled. "Course it's not like we don't get at least two or three with you around." He shoved Tal. 

Tal cuffed the ranger across the shoulder. "Hey, I can't help these sissy rules." 

**Clash judge, team Falor and Ariok are to return to play immediately. They will incite a level two penalty if they linger further.** 

"Damn, what bug flew up her butt?" Algernon asked. 

"The same one that overlooked you knocking that Sen'Gen through three walls," Dorian muttered. 

Algernon stiffened. "Sen'Gen?" 

Farveth frowned. "Sorry, can't help you with the mystery. I got a job to do. Team Falor," he intoned. "Weapons sheathed, eyes to the sky. Moderator, judge to clash observance. Team Ariok you have a ten count to safety." He faded out, and the translucent bubble around them vanished. 

"Let's blow," Dorian said grabbing Wren around the waist. 

The mage wasted no time. The wind hissed in Wren's face as they hurtled toward the ground. Dorian reached up to her chest and pressed a finger to a jeweled amulet. Both of them wavered and turned transparent. 

Wren realized that the invisibility served a number of purposes. Not only did it keep players from too easily identifying each other, but it kept the local citizenry from being scared to death as players blasted by at bowshot speed. 

"Guess your theory about the moderator being in on it proved out. No way would she miss a clash like that. Not with a whole building being destroyed." They whipped around a few tight corners, dodging awnings and narrowly avoiding a tall wagon. 

Still forcing herself to maintain control, Wren struggled to stay focused on the conversation. "Tal didn't say a building was destroyed." 

Dorian glanced back and slowed their speed. Eddies of dust spun out of their path as they turned down an alley. The dank smell of garbage made Wren's nose wrinkle. 

The mage nudged her shoulder. "Wren, how usable is a house with only one wall?" 

She laughed. "He didn't say they weren't all the same house did he?" 

The auburn-haired woman half-smiled. "Typical Tal Falor information omission." 

Wren swallowed. "So, what do we do now?" 

"We?" The woman raised an eyebrow. "You called it quits with me. I'm not sticking my nose in an elder elite's business. Aarlen Frielos thrashed your hero Damay, and if anything, Aarlen is meaner and more powerful now than she was then. With nothing at stake, I'd take on ten avatars before I'd butt heads with her. Your concern with her and First One keys is merited. With things as they stand between us, I have way more to lose than I have to gain. I have a family to consider." 

A lump hardened in Wren's throat. "So, the moderator is the Ice Falcon... the same one that...killed...Damay?" 

"Same one," Dorian said. They slowed at a stop and settled to the ground. "Wren, I like you a lot, but this kind of trouble is a little bigger than I'm prepared to deal with." 

"But--" 

Dorian wore a serious and sad expression. "Hate to say this, but you're on your own." 

 


 

 

 

In few other games can you see brute force, animal cunning, masterful skill and pure terror all at work at the same time...

--Beia

 

Chapter 4

Backfield Scramble

 

On her own. Watching Dorian's silhouette recede down the alley, Wren clutched the knife the woman had left in her care. The weapon's name was Vectra. She had only to concentrate on an image of the dagger, think its name, snap her fingers and it would return to her hand. She had already tried it once and it worked. On her own. In a way, she couldn't blame Dorian. She did have a family to consider. Sindra and Drucilla, the daughters of Aarlen Frielos, were married to Dorian's twins, Cassin and Annawen. 

Standing in the shadowy alley she felt very alone. Maybe Desiray had been wrong. Perhaps it hadn't been Gaea who arranged her being in the game, but Aarlen herself. 

She skipped to a run. Her mind whirled. She had freed Damay only to be confronted by the very creature that had killed the greatest of the Kel'Varans. What chance did she have against her? Dorian had said she'd rather fight ten avatars than face Aarlen. Wren had seen evidence of this at work. Even with her tremendous power, the avatar Mishaka had been unable to do more than sting Sindra and Drucilla. If the children were that strong--their mother would be... She shivered. 

What a mess. She knew for certain now she didn't want to accidentally lead any of Aarlen's agents back to Damay. She prayed that the elder savant was okay. Right now, her only recourse was to get through this game without being captured. If she managed to survive to the end, she could seek out the help of Loric or someone closer to Aarlen's level of power. She didn't know the true extent of the lord Felspar's ability, but she knew he was certainly nothing to be trifled with. Gabriella treated him with respect, and Sindra and Drucilla were careful around him. That gave her some hope that he might be able to keep Aarlen's minions off her back. If he didn't have the power--then it might be time to find out what an elder could do assisted by her abilities. Dorian's words rang in her head. Your reach will always far exceed your grasp. What if she didn't do the grabbing? 

She turned a corner onto a smaller alley. The fact that she was so keyed up saved her. A shadow cut across her light and she instantly dove and rolled. With a hiss of air, hands snatched through the spot where she'd been. Wren caught a glimpse of movement. Cart-wheeling back to her feet, she took aim. She recognized it was someone in street camouflage rather than black armor and changed her target at the last instant as Vectra left her fingers. The whirling blade slashed across the inside of the person's leg. 

**Team clash, B-7--Idun-daughter defeats Targallae. Damrosil neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

"Frell," the white-haired Myrmigyne cursed. 

Wren kept moving. The shadowy space between the buildings was too tight for maneuvering. She did not want to be too close to these players. Calling Vectra back to her hand, she sprinted for a narrow space between two buildings. When the moderator called a team member neutralized, that meant another was close by. 

Hearing a thrum behind her, Wren dug in her heels, skidded and flipped backward. An arrow slammed shuddering into the wall. She lunged again as another arrow shrieked out. She oriented and threw along the path the arrow had come from. 

Vectra whizzed out, clanged and slammed into the ground as Beia deflected it with one of her wrist bracers. The Myrmigyne closed the gap between them in heartbeat. In the time it took to call the dagger back, the blonde woman was already within reach. 

Vera's G'yaki training kept her going when before she would have been dropped in the first exchange. She slipped the first swing, dropped, and spun in a foot sweep. She managed to hook Beia's leg and jerk her off balance. The Myrmigyne's follow up swing missed. Wren saw her opportunity and brought Vectra around. 

Fast as she was, Beia was faster, she slipped inside of her attack, slammed her wrist aside, and drove the heel of her palm between Wren's breasts. 

To Wren it felt like she'd just hit bottom after a three story fall. The air exploded out of her lungs as she was mashed up against the brick wall. All of her limbs seemed to turn to putty. The dagger fell from her grip and she gasped like a fish out of water, trying to get air and failing. 

**Team clash, B-7--Targallae defeats Idun-daughter. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

"That's for crunching me at breakfast," the Myrmigyne murmured with a sniff. 

Wren slid down the wall and fell to her hands and knees. She wheezed and gasped. "Ugh. Uh. G--g" She shook her head. "Glad--to know--" She coughed. "You don't--don't hold a--grudge." 

The Myrmigyne patted her on the back. "We're even now." She bent down and looked into Wren's tear blurred eyes. "You've gotten better. A lot better. You made your opening, and took the shot." She held up a tiny space between her fingers. "A bit faster and you would have had me." 

Wren tried to get some more words out, and simply couldn't manage. Her lungs just seemed to flutter in her chest like butterfly wings. 

**Team Tarrantil, teleport request B-7. Move logged.** 

"Desiray and Bertram are probably headed this way." Damrosil said in her deep voice, stepping across the alley. The huge woman was like Wren remembered from their contest in the bar. Not as big as the D'klace twins but big enough. She wore the clothing like the others did, suited for making her hard to see in the city environment. Her bone-white hair was done in braids and looped around her neck. She rubbed at the side of her broad mouth and looked around. "Give her credit, Beia." She bent and picked up Vectra. "She was fighting eight circles out of her rank. It took you five shots to get her." 

Beia knelt down by Wren. "Got the wind knocked out of you." She took her by the shoulders and pulled her so she had her back to the wall. "Bend at the waist. Concentrate on holding your breath and letting it out slow." She patted Wren's pouches, fingered her pockets, and rose. "I am giving her credit. She's only been training a couple seasons. At least I got her. She got ten points off you missus sticky-feet, you need to get back in training." 

"Hmph," Damrosil grunted. 

**Team D'Shar, E-9. Eighty-five points. Bystander bonus applies. Magic bonus applies. Scores updated. Moved logged.** 

The Myrmigyne looked up. "Damn, Terra and T'Gor are on a roll this game." She flipped Vectra and caught it. "Wren here has moved up in the world. She sure isn't throwing rusty chunks of iron now. She have the gem on her?" 

Beia shook her head. "No. I don't think she would have given it to Dorian. They had a falling out recently--right?" 

Wren nodded. "I need--" The words cracked and died in her throat. She wheezed. "I need--" 

"You need?" Damrosil prompted, making a circular gesture with her finger. "Girl, there's a game on, we have to get moving." She looked to Beia. "I think you hit her too hard." 

"I was careful," the blonde Myrmigyne remarked. "Nothing is broke. You don't know how hard she hit me. Put cracks in Loric's granite wall, and my back hurt for two days." 

"Oh right." Damrosil laughed. "This little snip of a girl hit you that hard?" 

Beia shrugged. "Don't believe me then. Try it sometime and find out." 

Damrosil bent down and shook Wren's shoulder. "Hey." She snapped her fingers. "Hello in there. What did you need?" 

"H-h-ha--help!" she finally wheezed out. 

The white-haired Myrmigyne grinned. "What--you figure?" She turned to the other Myrmigyne. "Did she hit her head?" 

"She doesn't mean danger from us, Featherbrain," Beia cuffed the bigger woman across the shoulder. 

"Sen--" Wren coughed. "Sen'Gen. After--me." 

Beia stiffened and her expression hardened. "Sen'Gen?" She reached down and took Wren's chin in her palm. "Big men in black armor?" 

Wren nodded. 

"What the frell are Sen'Gen?" Damrosil asked, bending down and putting a hand on Beia's back. 

The blonde Myrmigyne scowled. "Covert agents for Aarlen." 

Damrosil's green eyes narrowed. "Aarlen? What would Wren have that she'd want?" 

"Not sure," Beia whispered. "It's pretty big if she'd disrupt the game for it. Aarlen really loves the game." 

"Oh yeah," Damrosil grumbled. "What she loves is watching us knock each other senseless." 

"Why not? I do too." 

"Never mind. I just don't understand you two being together is all." 

Beia made an annoyed wave of her hand. "Later." She took Wren by the shoulders. "Are you in trouble with Aarlen?" 

She nodded. "I told--I told Drucilla--" She drew another breath. "Told Drucilla about--about something I had. I think Aarlen knows now." 

"What could she possibly--" Beia stopped Damrosil with a raised hand. 

"Several reasons," Beia said. "I found out Hecate wants Wren for an avatar. In fact, I dropped Mishaka a while back, because she was after Wren. Unfortunately, Aarlen has some long-standing non-aggression agreements with Hecate. So, blasting her avatar like she deserved really caused a fuss." 

"That's why the game was postponed?" 

"Yes. So, Aarlen may be after Wren to smooth that incident over." 

That was a possibility that hadn't even occurred to Wren. The Sen'Gen at the house might have been sent by the D'klace twins, but the ones in the game might be after her for a totally different purpose. Of course, neither option appealed. 

"So, you going to let your darling get away with it?" 

"Of course not!" Beia snapped. "Sometimes she has to be reminded to behave is all." 

Damrosil rolled her eyes. "Oh, right." 

Beia lifted Wren to her feet. "Guess you're on our team until I figure out what to do about Aarlen." 

Wren drew some deeper breaths. Standing helped. She winced and bent over hands on knees. "I--don't under...stand. What can you do--about her?" 

Beia ran a hand through her blonde hair. "One of the privileges of being her mate is she usually listens to me." 

She blinked. Had she heard right? "What?" 

"Marriage?" Damrosil asked. "Ever hear of it?" 

"But, she's a--woman." 

Beia put hands on hips. "And? Come now, as long as you've been around Loric's house. That surprises you?" 

"Well, it's just that you seemed so--" She paused. "Normal." 

Damrosil burst out laughing and slapped her knee. "Aye yai yai!" Grinning, she thumped Beia on the shoulder. "Maybe you should cut off all your hair or wear a tattoo or something!" 

Face scarlet, the woman shoved Damrosil away. "Oh, shut up." 

"So, you really think you can help?" 

Beia's cheeks still had some red in them. "Of course." 

"We'll be especially nice if you tell us where that gem is," Damrosil added. 

"I--" Wren coughed and for the first time got a whole chest-full of air. "I'm only trading that for somebody helping me get my family back, and killing Mishaka." 

The white-haired Myrmigyne raised an eyebrow. "Whew. Don't want much for it, do you?" 

Wren shrugged. "It'll win the game. Guess it depends on how much that's worth." 

"Let's move," Beia said. She stepped to the spot where she'd originally fired on Wren and picked up a silver-colored bow. The weapon shrank until it was smaller than her hand as she shoved it into a sheath on her side obviously designed for it. "We've been idle way too long." She came and pushed on Wren's shoulder. "Stay with us." She nodded to Damrosil. 

The bigger Myrmigyne led the way down a shadowy alley. Beia kept Wren in front of her. 

"Don't you two fly or go invisible like the others?" Wren asked. 

"Flight energy can be detected," Beia said. "Some mages like Dorian can conceal it, the rest of us have to be more careful." 

Leave it to Dorian--the queen of sneaks. 

They made several turns. The sounds of the city had grown more pronounced. The clang of the first morning bells echoed through the spaces around them. The smells of burning wood and cook-smoke drifted on the morning breeze. 

"I know Bertram and Desiray are here," Damrosil whispered. She brushed at her white hair, and pulled a gleaming blade from its sheath on her side. "I can feel it." 

"Watch your back," Beia murmured, looking around. "Desiray can hide anywhere." 

"True--but concealing Bertram is like trying to hide a bonfire." 

Wren wondered about the rules regarding proxies. Obviously, when a team had 'possession' of her, if she scored against another team those points were awarded to the team in control. 

"Beia? In the game, I'm not required to help any team am I?" 

"You don't have to, no. The team in possession has to persuade you to help. Control of you changes when a team defeats you or the team you're currently part of. So you don't have to help, but it's bad form to deliberately cost a team points." 

"Shhh." Damrosil put a finger to her lips. The big Myrmigyne had come to a turning point in the alley and slowed to a stop. The woman scanned the overhanging roofs and the numerous places that could provide concealment. 

Both warriors were keeping an eye on all the best hiding spots. All of them except for one--the ground. The orange-colored early morning light filtered down into the narrow spaces creating overlapping shadows everywhere. To Wren's eye a couple of the shadows didn't look quite right. 

She tapped Beia on the shoulder and pointed to some boxes. "Those were recently moved. See that dark patch on the ground." She indicated a place where tufts of grass were still bent over where they'd grown between the cracks in the cobbles. "That's where they used to be." 

The Myrmigyne narrowed her emerald eyes. Would she go investigate? Wren hadn't told her to go over there. She merely pointed it out. She kept her features smooth as one of the shadows seemed to tremble. 

Beia snapped her fingers. Damrosil turned. The blonde Myrmigyne pointed to the side of the alley and the boxes. The white-haired woman pulled three star-shaped throwing knives from her belt and held them at the ready. 

Wren snapped her fingers and Vectra flashed from Damrosil's belt to her open hand. The big Myrmigyne grabbed the spot where the weapon hand been and turned her dark eyes on Wren. She scowled. Wren shrugged. 

The blonde warrior took a half step toward the spot Wren had indicated. Her foot lingered hairs from that trembling shadow. Wren wasn't sure what would happen, but she was ready to bolt just in case it wasn't who she thought it was. 

Damrosil gestured to Beia. She pointed to her own eyes and shook her head. Indicating that she didn't see anything. 

Beia took another step, her foot squarely in the middle of the shadow. The dark area appeared to wrinkle like fabric. 

Wren saw the glint of something metallic near the alley wall. Beia appeared to see it too, and instantly took a shuffle step sideways--straight into the middle of the shadow. 

The response came in an eye-blink as the blackness suddenly came alive with a sound like a whip cracking through the air. Beia yelped in surprise as she seemed to be jerked into the ground. As the Myrmigyne fell, another figure dressed in black exploded out of the ground, launching blades over Beia's head at Damrosil. 

A 'sticky-foot' the big Myrmigyne might be, but you couldn't have told it by Wren. The giant woman leaped over the first dagger, deflected the second with her sword, and let fly with her own weapons. The attacker spun in the air, a night black shadow spread from its back and blotting out the light like something alive. The three blades vanished into the dark mass with hissing thunks. 

"Frell!" Damrosil yelled. "Shadow cloak!" The woman had just enough time to get the words out before a hammer seemed to sprout from the wall behind her. The weapon scored between her shoulder blades with a flat thud that knocked the huge woman all the way across the alley into the wall. 

**Team clash, B-8--Tarrantil defeats Targallae. Damrosil neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Beia tried to turn but was now up to her waist in rock trying to free herself. The ground heaved and groaned with the tremendous power the woman exerted. 

The shadow that had swallowed Damrosil's daggers appeared to turn inside out and from its depths, Desiray appeared in a puff of displaced air. Beia swung at the woman but simply couldn't turn or move adequately to be a threat to someone with Desiray's amazing speed. The mistress whipped a dagger from her side grabbed Beia's braid, yanked hard once, and put the weapon's edge to it. "Call no contest, Beia!" 

"Damn!" Beia slapped the ground she'd been trapped in. "Moderator, no contest!" 

**Team clash, B-8--Tarrantil defeats Targallae. Beia neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

"About time we scored on you two poachers," Desiray said, the shadowy blackness fluttering around her. She let go of Beia's braid and patted the woman on the head. "Good job, Bertram." 

A figure stepped out of the surface of the wall, a tall blond man in mirror polished chainmail. He made the whole alley light up with his presence. He wore his shoulder-length hair in single braid. He nodded to Desiray with a grin. Pulling at his long mustache, he turned to Damrosil with concerned expression. "I trust I didn't hurt you overmuch, Lady Damrosil?" 

"I'm okay--damn it--good ambush." Leaning against the wall the Myrmigyne rubbed the back of her neck. That same strike probably would have killed three normal people, but as Wren already knew--these weren't normal people. 

"Thank you, milady. We've been practicing surprise tactics extensively. It's gratifying to see our investments pay off." 

"Harrumph." 

"Moderator," Desiray called. "Team Tarrantil declines carry change-over." 

**Team Tarrantil declines points exchange. Team Targallae retains all carries. Carry scores remain unchanged. Scores revised. Transcript updated.** 

Desiray flipped her white hair and looked at Wren, green eyes flashing. She took her wrist. "You're mine now!" 

 


 

 

 

I am aware that it does not seem like a gentleman's game. It is however played for gentleman's stakes, and the need for skill as well as muscle is oh so apparent. The broken bones and torn flesh are just a symptom...

--Bertram Tarrantil

 

Chapter 5

Turnover

 

There had been a time when Desiray would have been the last person in the world Wren would have wanted to see. Right now, her face with its jade green eyes, slim nose, and broad mouth was a welcome sight indeed. Wren threw her arms around the woman's neck. Desiray hugged her back. 

"Oh my," Desiray said with a grin. "Missed me that much, eh? Sorry, the reunion will have to wait." She grabbed Wren around the waist and leaped into the air. They shot up out of the alley and over the buildings. Bertram trailed them into the sky. The burly warrior looked none too comfortable flying, his broad face and blue eyes were set in concentration--the focus of someone who hated heights and was controlling his reaction. 

"You knew we were there didn't you?" Desiray asked. 

"The shadows didn't look right. I guessed." 

"Sending her over to look at those boxes was real close to cheating." 

"Hey, you heard me ask Beia the rules. I just pointed out the box had been moved, I didn't say she should go over and examine it." 

"Pretty fine line." Desiray laughed. "I love it!" She looked back. "I'm going to speed up. Those two are going to be really miffed." 

"I shan't think Lady Beia will be after us in great haste," Bertram called over the sound of the rushing wind. "It will take her a bit to extricate herself from the ground." 

"About one long breath," Desiray said. She focused on Wren. "So, are you glad enough at seeing me to hand over that gem?" 

"You know what I want to trade it for," Wren said. "Beia can't help me against Mishaka because of Aarlen. Dorian can't be trusted. I don't know about Tal and Algernon." 

"I'm still amazed you pulled that off," Desiray breathed. They angled down toward a small square filled with trees. They set down lightly and Bertram landed behind them. Desiray clapped her male partner on the shoulder. "We picked up twenty with that move. So we have to set up our next raid. Get our points from the cache in D-4. I'll meet you in E-7. We'll see if we can't catch someone going after that score." 

The man nodded to Desiray, then turned to Wren. "I apologize for my wife's lack of manners." He bowed took Wren's hand and kissed it. "Bertram Tarrantil--at your service, pleased to make your acquaintance. Desiray spoke your praises to me at length. Perhaps we shall have an opportunity to chat." He bowed. "Pardon, I must fly." And he did--north--at high speed. 

Wren blinked. She was stunned. Everything about that man had been sweet; his voice, his manners, even the way he dressed. So sweet it almost made her teeth hurt. She simply had to be mistaken. "Desiray, he--can't be a--a--paladin. You can't have a paladin for a partner! Can you?" 

Desiray laughed. "Actually, he's a more than my partner. Like he said--he's my husband." 

Wren's jaw dropped. A guild mistress and a justicar? How in all the realms had that happened? The clergy had resisted her marriage to Jharon, and she wasn't an infamous crime lord--nor was Jharon a representative of church authority. 

"He's gorgeous, Desiray," Wren muttered. "But a--paladin? How could you?" 

"I promised to only steal from evil people." 

Somehow that made perfect sense. "I thought you were married to Loric and Brin." 

"I am--and Bertram too. It's a little different arrangement... kind of hard to explain." 

"I bet." She put that aside, there was a far bigger matter at hand. "Desiray, I came to your team because I'm in trouble and need your help--Sen'Gen are on the playfield trying to get me. If Algernon hadn't flattened them, they would have already caught me. The moderator, Aarlen, is in on it. Dorian was going to help me until she found out--then she dropped me like a hot rock." 

"That self-serving witch. Some friend she is," Desiray growled. "You're sure they're Sen'Gen?" 

"Big guys, black armor, just like the ones that tried to capture me at the citadel." 

The woman pushed a hand through her white hair. "Beautiful." She let out a breath. "I mean I'm armed about as heavily as I'm going to be, but those guys are pretty tough." 

"We have Gaea's weapon," Wren said. 

"Yes," Desiray agreed with a little hesitation. "What happened with your package?" 

"Everything went pretty much as planned." 

"So, tell me, did you know when we were casing Ranfast's that you were going to hit it?" 

"Sure. You asked me if I thought it was possible. I told you, 'yes'. It took me about two bells to do." 

Desiray took Wren's face in her hands. "Two bells--to hit that place without magic or hurting any bystanders?" 

"Right. A little planning, bend a ward--hit the master switch... it certainly wasn't routine... but I could do it again." 

"Damn," Desiray growled. "To think of the summers I wasted. I can only image how good you would be now if I'd trained you myself." 

"I suppose," Wren said, her voice non-committal. She could only imagine what she'd be like now if she'd become one of Desiray's children. Would she be a walking library like Everia or charming business merchant like Caldorian? "What do we do about those Sen'Gen? It's only a matter of time before they show up again. I think the only reason they haven't been on me since is I've been moving around too fast." 

"The air is definitely the best place for us." She took Wren around the waist and the two of them drifted up out of the courtyard. 

"Can Sen'Gen fly?" Wren asked. 

"I have no idea," Desiray answered, frowning. 

"Oh, I feel safer now." 

"Would you prefer I lie?" the woman asked with an arch expression. 

Wren blinked. "Not really." She looked down. They had risen quite high above the city. The bay shimmered and flashed beneath them, the dozens of masts and sails like some strange forest. Further up the coast, waves rolled into a rocky shoreline. The wind blew cool and sharp in their faces, free of any of the city odors. 

Desiray drew a breath. "Damn, I love flying like this. This amulet I bought from Cassandra is worth every copper I'm paying for it." With narrowed eyes she peered at the city below. "Before we go too far with this, I want to check your conspiracy theory." She turned them so they were oriented as though standing. "Put your foot on my instep and hold around my waist." 

Wren complied, wondering what the woman was planning. Situated like this she felt about as safe as she could, given they were suspended a thousand paces up in the sky with no visible means of support. 

Desiray closed her eyes and her body stiffened. For moments she tensed, and a vein in her temple pulsed. Wren held tight as they lurched in the air. The woman's face tightened. She opened her eyes a growled. "Well, that's some confirmation." 

"What?" 

"Outside telepathic communication is cut off. It's been done in such a way so that we can still feel our outside contacts, we can even hear their thoughts. They just can't hear anything we send direct. I tried a dozen different ways of getting through to Loric and got no-where." 

"That doesn't prove who did it though," Wren said. 

"No it doesn't, but it sure narrows it down. We're way up here, any higher and we get penalized for leaving the game grid. It takes some sophisticated and powerful magic to blanket an entire city. I have one more test." She drew a breath. "Moderator. Team Tarrantil requesting injury timeout and off grid escort for emergency care." 

**Request denied Team Tarrantil. Probes detect no injury of a life threatening nature. Return to play immediately or be penalized.** The deep feminine voice paused and its tone darkened. **Need we remind you that should you attempt to exit the game grid before end of play, agents will be dispatched to ensure legal completion of your contracted obligations.** 

"Probe, ha," Desiray muttered. "She answered way too fast." 

"Dorian warned me about trying to leave the grid," Wren said. "They'd be delighted if I tried. Gives them an excuse to grab me." She paused. "What if we got everybody in the game in on it? I mean if everyone knew what was going on wouldn't they help us--back us up? I understand Aarlen is powerful--but against all twelve players?" 

"I'd run with that idea Wren, but for one thing. Aarlen is just like any master of a guild, sure you might have the strength to defeat the leader, but to win the fight you have to beat the whole guild. Beia is the key--she's Aarlen's weak spot. If Sindra and Drucilla gave away you know how to find the phoenixes to the keys--even Beia may not be able to dissuade her. Our only chance is if Aarlen is simply trying to smooth out the issue with Mishaka. In that case, actually getting you is secondary, she simply has to make an effort." 

The air around them began to swirl and a spot of light off to their right blossomed and grew. A figure solidified in the light. A tall burly woman dressed in blue chainmail with dark hair, gray eyes, and a severe angular face. Here in brighter light Wren easily recognized her as Sebenreth's wife. 

"You two better get back in the game before the moderator gets really hacked at you," Jolandrin told them. The woman's face looked a little pale. "She's already mad about something. I wouldn't push her. I don't know why she hasn't penalized you already. I was told to escort you to grid E-7 to join the rest of your team." 

Wren swallowed and looked into Desiray's eyes. "You know those Sen'Gen are going to be waiting for us." 

A muscle in Desiray's cheek twitched. "My thoughts were running along that line, yes." 

"Please," Jolandrin said in her deep voice. "Mother Desiray, I know I can't force you, but I'm charged to try. You know who comes when I can't do it. They like twisting arms." 

"We understand, Jol," Desiray answered. "You're just doing your job, and it's not like we didn't sign up to play this game. We'll come. Lead the way." 

The tall woman nodded, her expression showing that she was thankful they hadn't offered any resistance. She obviously knew the kind of opposition she would have been facing. 

The big woman obviously liked flying. She spread her arms and launched toward the ground like someone diving off a platform. With her long black hair trailing behind her, she looked like quite graceful. 

"So, what do we do?" she asked over the rushing wind. "I'm still not all that thrilled about Gaea's plan." 

"If Aarlen's pushing to get you now with me there, we may not have a choice. She knows what I can do." 

Wren shuddered. "Both of us--in your body?" 

Desiray frowned. "Well, don't think I'm real eager to test this out either. Gaea made it pretty clear you might just take me over." 

"I wouldn't do that." 

As they neared the ground Desiray sniffed. "If our situations were reversed, I'd be really tempted. I remember being soft and breakable. I would almost rather die than be ordinary again." 

Below them, Jolandrin headed down into a cluster of warehouses. The sturdy looking brick buildings were adjacent a currently unoccupied pier, so few people were moving around. It was still early and the city had not yet come fully alive. Because they were visible, people were stopping in the streets to stare up at them as they drifted down. Magical flight was not unknown, but it was still rare enough to attract quite a bit of attention. 

"I have a bad feeling," Wren murmured. "My bones are itching." 

"Me too," Desiray said in a quiet voice. Their rate of descent abruptly slowed. She unsheathed the dagger Khairhavkul and handed it to Wren. "This is a krill blade. If you can't stop one of them with this..." 

"I got the idea. What do I do then?" 

"Grab hold of me and pray it works." 

Wren shuddered. All the hair on the nape of her neck stiffened. "Frell." She looked around. Something more than the situation felt wrong. There was magic at work here. She narrowed her eyes letting her mind drift so that she could see ward energies. Her heart skipped at beat. "Desiray stop!" 

The Mistress froze in the air. "What?" 

"Wards--all over the place. I don't know what they do--but they're strong. They're strung across all the walkways and from the trees." 

"Dammit," Desiray looked left and right. "Is there someplace safe to set down?" 

"In there?" Her heart was pounding. "I--don't know. These things aren't like anything I've ever seen. They're bloody moving. I've never even heard of such a thing." 

"I have--a frelling serpent web," Desiray growled. "No way do we want to get stuck in that stuff. It kills magic." She looked around. "Not a shredded chance I'm going anywhere near there." They started to rise again. 

**Team Tarrantil will report to the start position as designated by the consulting judge.** 

The white-haired woman made a snarling sound. "Moderator, I was never stupid enough to stick my foot in a jaw trap, and I'm not frelling about to start now!" 

Above them something flashed. Out of the illumination two huge figures solidified. Each woman was a mirror of the other, their long hair pulled back into a tail, bodies sheathed in dark close-fitting uniforms that gleamed like metal. Weapons hung from sheaths over their back, on their belts, and scabbards on their thighs and ankles. Silver eyes narrowed, teeth gritted, and hands twitching, the D'klace twins looked like nothing a sane person would willingly fight. Even when they were unarmed, Mishaka could barely sting these two. 

"The moderator insists," Sindra rasped. "Don't force us to hurt you." 

"Shreds," Desiray breathed. "Wren, give me a hug and pray..." 

 


 

 

 

Paybacks aren't fair, they just feel good...

--Sindra

 

Chapter 6

Unnecessary Roughness

 

Heart hammering, Wren threw her arms around Desiray's middle, hoping and praying that Gaea knew what she was doing. The morning light reflected off Sindra and Drucilla's metallic armor and weapons. The breeze stirred their hair, loose strands teasing the chiseled perfection of their faces. The phrase 'lethal beauty' was coined for creatures like these two. If they were anywhere near as powerful as Wren guessed, it would take an army to stop them. 

Wren found it hard to imagine that she and Desiray could become that army. They had no choice. Either they fought their way clear or they'd get herded into whatever trap waited for them below. 

She heard Desiray draw a breath, and felt her hands clamp down on her arms. <Here it goes!> 

She hadn't known what to expect, but never imagined it would hurt. It felt like she'd been doused with acid. Her vision blacked out and all the air left her lungs in a stunning rush. She tried to cry out, but couldn't move. Force seemed to slam down all around her as if she were a piece of parchment being crumpled into a ball. Something slammed, then hit again, and again. All the while--she burned, and the burning went on and on... 

In the instant it felt as if she would be torn apart by the pain, it stopped. Everything stopped. She couldn't feel anything. Couldn't sense her body--wasn't even sure if she still had one. There was no light or dark--no aspect of distance or that time was even passing. 

Slowly, a light seemed to filter around her with growing strength. As the brightness intensified, she realized that the illumination wasn't around her, but from her. She did have a body. With that awareness came a warmth that gradually grew more pronounced. The stronger the sensation became, the more she liked it. 

Her eyes fluttered open. She was on her back. What happened? Rays of light stabbed down through a ragged gap in what looked like a high ceiling. In a warehouse? She lay at the center of a shallow blackened crater with fragments of wood scattered all around. Desiray must have lost consciousness and fallen. They'd been close to thirty paces up. She should have been broken to bits but she didn't feel hurt. She didn't know how, but she felt great. 

What had happened to Desiray? She sat up and pushed the debris off her. Wren rubbed at her face and froze--that wasn't her hand. The nails were too long. She hadn't been wearing bracers on her wrists. 

She drew a breath. With the air came a flood of strength. It hit her so hard and strong she couldn't contain the moan that escaped her lips. Every muscle twitched and seemed to swell. 

"There you are," Sindra said off on her left. "That move was inadvisable." The big D'klace floated up from behind a line of crates and drifted down to stand close by. "Where's Wren? If she's dead, Mother is going to be really ticked at you." 

Wood creaked and the other D'klace stepped into view on her right. 

Wren took another deep intake of air. It felt like being charged up on bloodsong and biophase at the same time. She could feel Gaea's arms folding around her like comfortable blankets. She moaned again, and rubbed at the back of her neck. 

"That was a pretty long fall, perhaps you shouldn't move," Sindra said, stepping forward. "Where's Wren?" 

The third deep breath made a ripple of sparkles shimmer all along the surface of her skin. She could feel the energy of Starholme Prime so immeasurably distant flowing through her. In one smooth motion, she rose to her feet. 

"You stay--put..." Sindra's voice trailed off and her silver eyes narrowed. "When did you get so big?" 

Wren realized that she was indeed a great deal larger, only a few hands shorter than either of the giant D'klace women. She took a step and felt the dirt compress under her--bigger--and far heavier. 

Sindra scowled. "You better start talking to me, or I'm going to drop you." 

Clenching her fists, she shifted her stance. "You're so tough, Lady? Come on." 

The reaction was instantaneous. Sindra was no green warrior, the first lunge was a feint. She aimed a punch low, pulled it, and spun to bring a spiked elbow home in Wren's forehead. The D'klace moved so fast the air cracked with the speed. 

Before the merger, Desiray was already unbelievably quick, able to snatch an arrow out of the air with little effort. Sindra hadn't completed her spin before Wren drove her knuckles into the small of the woman's back. The wall of crates exploded as twenty stone of super-mortal flesh pounded through them, punched through the next line and smashed a hole in the brick wall behind them. 

Wren winced. "Ow. That had to hurt." 

She stared at her hand. Was she really that strong? She barely even focused, simply moved with the flow. Her attention was diverted as something whipped toward her. 

She sidestepped as Drucilla's sword seared through air where she'd been standing. She leaped forward out of the path of the big woman's lunge. As big as these big ladies were, they were amazingly fast. Without the power of Eternity boiling through her, she would have been slammed by that elbow, and sliced in half by the first cut. She knew where they would strike, actually felt the air moving ahead of the attack. 

As Drucilla pressed, Wren remained defensive until she sensed another body moving behind her at high speed. She waited until the last instant then leaped up and flipped backward. Let Sindra deal with that pointy sharp object her sister was waving around. 

Both women screeched and slammed into one another, far too big and massive to stop quickly. Drucilla didn't impale her sister like Wren had hoped, but they did make quite an image with their arms tangled around one another. 

Observing the thrashing of the two women she realized that something wasn't quite right with herself. She was moving and reacting differently. Certainly with more poise, but not just the confidence of having this stronger and faster body--but with the instincts of someone long used to it. She couldn't help but smile. Seeing those two over-confident witches falling all over themselves was pretty funny. 

<It's more than funny, Wren, it's hilarious. Made them look like a pair of greens.> 

That sounded like Desiray's voice. <Desiray? Is that you?> 

<Of course, this is my body.> 

<Where have you been?> 

<Enjoying the ride. Damn this feels good.> 

<We have to calm them down.> 

Desiray chuckled in her mind. <Good luck, they're really hacked.> 

"Look, let's cool down before someone gets really hurt." She said raising her hands in a placating fashion. "You struck first. I'm not sticking my head in Aarlen's trap, okay? It's staying here on my shoulders where it belongs." 

Sindra made a hissing sound. "You dare mock us?" 

Her voice changed becoming deeper and more resonant. "Of course I dare, I'm standing ten paces away. Sindra, we're not going to just roll over for you." 

<Damn it, Desiray, don't antagonize them!> 

<Sorry, I'm feeling pretty good right now.> 

"Fool," Sindra snarled. "I'll--" She stopped when Drucilla grabbed her arm. She glared at her sister and her silver eyes widened. She looked back to Wren. "We?" 

"Let us go, Sindra. Remember, we're family." 

The big woman straightened. "Sorry." She drew a breath and squared herself. She clenched her fists and a sparks spiraled around her limbs. 

<Watch out, she turned on her enhancements.> 

<Turned on?> 

<You want an explanation or to stay alive? Here she comes.> 

The D'klace woman launched forward in a blur. Wren ducked out of her path. 

Sindra skidded to a stop and turned. She flexed her fingers and grinned. 

Wren looked down, four gouges and been raked out of her armor. 

<Damn, she's tripled her speed.> 

<I warned you. You better figure out how to counter or she'll have us for lunch.> 

<Okay, let's try drawing on a little of our power.> She remembered the way Dorian had probed in her mind and found the part of her that saw the world in pastels of motion and energy. As she concentrated, the lines of force and spread across her vision. She remembered the biophase lines, and was startled to see how much bigger they were here. She hoped they could handle it. 

Sindra surged forward as Wren mentally took hold of the magic. It rushed through them like a tidal wave. She felt the force of the woman's impetus, knew its strength and vector--and made it hers. She moved so quickly her skin burned as she pivoted out of the attacker's path and swung a round-kick into her posterior. 

Wren's momentum assist fired Sindra at her sister like a ballista bolt. The silent twin raised some kind of screen to protect herself, and the two of them smashed backward through three rows of crates. The shock of the impact blew out the wax paper windows and cracked stone. 

The two women lay collapsed together amid the shattered husks of a dozen storage containers. Sacks of spoiled grain, broken stoneware, and copper pottery spilled down over their bodies. 

Wren realized she was breathing hard now. Her heart sped. Up until now, it had been easy. The room began spinning in her vision. She staggered a few steps and leaned against a crate. Her stomach tightened and in a muscle riveting surge, she vomited. Light-headed and dizzy she stumbled a few more steps and hugged a support pole. 

"Oooh, this is bad." 

<What's wrong? What did you do to my body!?> 

<How should I know!? I'm as new to this as you. I sure hope they're down. I'm not--feeling--so well.> 

<Dream on, Wren. That just put a twist in their tails.> 

Wren looked up. She managed to focus through her spinning vision. She saw fingers twitching and their heads beginning to move. <How in Hades can they be that tough!? After that, there wouldn't be enough of a normal person to pick up with an ink blotter!> 

Desiray's tone turned dry. <They aren't anywhere near mortal. That ishtite force armor of theirs helps a lot too.> 

Supporting herself along the edges of crates, she made her way to the hole in the wall made by Sindra's explosive exit from the building. 

Stepping out into the sunlight helped. The fresh air flicking through her hair seemed to push back the illness she felt in the pit of her stomach. She felt like a broken clockwork. The tremendous strength that had been buoying her up was gone. Now, it was like she was in her old body with its relatively feeble muscles trying to push this far more massive form. 

<Desiray, can we fly? It's the only way we're going to be able to move. I am done.> 

<Sure. Relax.> 

She eased back on her control and let Desiray take over. She reached up to the amulet on her chest and focused. The weight that was crushing down on them relented. Rising a pace from the ground they glided out of the alley and turned onto the main street. They weaved a path around startled people, skirting stalls and rising up over wagons. 

**You two are annoying me,** the moderator rumbled in their minds. **I gave you specific instructions.** 

"Moderator, if you told me to slit my own throat I wouldn't do that either." Desiray growled. "The game is supposed to be inviolate. You're breaking your own frelling rule. 'Outside grudges, business, and obligations are to be left outside the grid.' Those are your words." 

They both felt the Moderator scowl. **Seeking to lecture me is a risky proposition.** 

They turned a corner into a small park, found a stone bench and settled down. The queasy feeling had not gone away, it had only grown worse. Desiray gritted her teeth. Wren could feel the woman thinking--calculating the right words. Diplomacy was not Desiray's strong suit. 

Wren felt her mistress decide on a course of action. 

"Moderator--Aarlen--seeking to tick off all twelve players and their spouses is expensive. You risk turning Gabriella, Brin, Loric, Dame Techstar, plus all of us children against you. Is what you'll get for Wren worth what that will cost? I know how much wealth you gain from distributing recordings of this game. If all of us stop playing, you'll have just stabbed yourself in the foot twice." 

The air was silent. 

<What do you know, I may have gotten through to her.> 

<What's this about recordings? People are watching the game?> 

<Lots of people. That's why you're bound to the game. There's millions of gold riding on this--gambling especially. That trick you pulled with the gem no doubt has a lot of odds makers on edge.> 

Wren swallowed. <Millions?> 

<Yep. That's why everything is so stodgy and formal. That money is what pays for the prizes.> 

**You make a valid point,** the moderator admitted in her deep tones. **I will postpone pursuing this matter until after the game--provided both of you return to play--immediately. Fail to comply and I will take this matter up with you--personally.** 

Desiray did not hesitate. "Moderator, we agree to your terms." 

**Acknowledged. Proceed to grid E-6 to join the rest of your team.** 

Desiray moved to stand up, wavered, and thumped back down on stone bench with the sound of groaning rock. <This isn't going to work.> 

<I think it's me,> Wren thought to Desiray. <I'm the one making us sick. Can you undo what you did?> 

<Let me try.> 

She closed her eyes and focused. Wren felt Desiray composing energies down deep and channeling images in her mind. She sensed every iota of her being come alive and begin to buzz and vibrate. Their body began to melt and change. 

Wren felt that burning sensation again, only this time it wasn't as bad. She felt herself shoved down into darkness, and her body sense went away. Currents seemed to push and pull at her, gathering her up, compressing, folding--reshaping... 

No time seemed to have passed from the moment she had closed her eyes. She was lying on her side. She ached. Her joints and muscles felt stiff. She had to be back in her own body. 

Opening her eyes, she was lying sideways on the bench. She drew a breath. She blinked. It hurt. Everything hurt. Was there really that much pain--or in that short time had she grown used to a body where simply breathing felt good? She decided it must be the latter. 

With effort, she pushed herself up to sit. Khairhavkul the Krill dagger fell out of her hand and clanked onto the ground. Desiray who'd been staring down at her hand looked over. "I guess it worked," she said. The woman looked pale, her hands were shaking. 

"You don't look so good," Wren said. 

"I'll get over it," she said. "I have a bad case of body envy I guess. Gaea warned me." 

"Yes, she did." She looked down and picked up the dagger. "This was actually inside of us. Could that have...?" 

Desiray took the dagger from her hand. She frowned. "You know--it might have. With other shape unions, it might not have been an issue--but with us." She shook her head. "Next time, I'll make sure it's a clear joining without anything that could possibly cause interference." 

"You think we'll need to do it again?" 

The guild mistress shook her head. "With Aarlen, anything is possible..." 

 


 

 

 

Initially, I didn't like the idea of playing against my husband...he's so competitive. Again, I have to admit there is a tantalizing lure in getting the opportunity to kick his arse...

--Terra Falor

 

Chapter 7

Line of Scrimmage

 

After separating from the shape union Wren and Desiray were shaky on their feet. With her magic-enhanced body, the mistress recovered in a matter of a few long breaths. Wren was considerably slower to get back to normal. Her mind whirled at the possibilities that had been revealed to them. That was what it felt like to be a First One--and only a baby one at that. Desiray had only one fifth of the capacity of the original beings who gave rise to the pantheon lords. 

Fractional or not, they barely touched the potential available to them, and easily kept pace with D'klace twins. That was until the powerful elders turned serious and began tapping into their magic. That forced Wren and Desiray to reach beyond the native strength of their combined bodies. That's when things had gone wrong in a big way. Desiray surmised that when they co-joined, magic from the items Wren had been carrying had somehow interfered with the integrity of their fusion. 

Desiray talked Aarlen the moderator into a temporary truce. However, they had to agree to play the game--immediately. It wasn't the best solution, but Wren had to agree it was far better than nothing. They were now proceeding to where they would join Desiray's partner Bertram. 

The two of them cruised along close to the ground, weaving through the increasingly more crowded streets searching for the man. Their passing was attracting a lot of attention as onlookers openly gawked at them as they drifted by. Wren couldn't help but wonder if the moderator would really withhold any further action. In any event, her best bet was to stay close to the players. The last thing she wanted to do was give Aarlen an excuse to get involved, she remembered her words. Fail to comply and I will take this matter up with you--personally. 

"So, I guess now we have to play," Wren said. "I really hadn't been planning on it. I've only been participating in self defense." 

Desiray blinked at her with emerald eyes. Wren could tell the Mistress was still a little dazed from the joining. "Some pretty sharp proxy play for simple self defense. That dead-eye dagger shot of yours has everyone whining about how you're a ringer." 

"Me--a ringer? Oh sure. The only one who doesn't know the rules." 

"Knowing the rules doesn't help you cut someone with a dagger. You've scored on four people. Usually you only hear about poachers scoring on that many people this early in the game." She chuckled. "Damn, that has to be playing Hades with Aarlen's odds-makers. You're a total unknown, they probably had you set as fresh meat for the others to score on." 

"Great, just what I wanted to do--tick off an elder--" 

Wren's words were cut short as a light flared in the air in front of them. Desiray pulled up to a hover and started backing away. Patrons on the crowded street ducked into doorways and dodged behind carts. 

With a crack like thunder, two huge figures emerged from the light. The illumination faded out with rasp of displaced air. 

Hovering a pace off the ground Sindra and Drucilla glared at them, faces scratched, hair mussed, and uniforms covered with dust. 

"Ticking off an elder is indeed unhealthy," Sindra growled. "As you are about to find out." 

Surprised people scattered with yells and warnings. It didn't take the smarts of a mage to recognize a big fight was about to break out. 

"Hey, hey!" Desiray held up her hands. "Your mom called a truce!" 

"Frell that," Sindra growled. "You hurt me." 

"You hurt yourself!" Wren snapped. Her voice dropped. "Okay, maybe I did kick you a little hard..." 

"That's the last damn thing you kick." She surged forward. 

**Sindra!** The moderator's voice boomed in their minds and audibly from the air around them. 

The D'klace woman halted and looked around. 

**You will desist. Otherwise, I shall call you proxy and points-worthy.** 

"You want to do that, Moderator?" Her eyes narrowed. "Go ahead. Then we can drub these two good." 

**If you join the game, failure to comply with the established rules will have dire consequences.** The voice warned in a rumble. The emphasis put on the word 'dire' made Wren's skin prickle. This Aarlen did not make idle threats. **You are judges--you know the rules. Put aside your differences until after the game. You are advised to return to your duties--NOW.** 

The D'klace woman stiffened and let out an animalistic growl. Drucilla grabbed her shoulder, silver eyes wide. 

"What a couple of over-grown greens," Desiray remarked to Wren. "Great big babies. Take a couple of hits and they throw a tantrum!" 

Sindra's lips pressed to a line. She brushed her hair back and her hands tightened into fists. "Desiray your mouth just bought you a bunch of trouble. I'm going to beat you like a dirty rug." 

Desiray lowered Wren and herself to the ground. She thrust the krill dagger into Wren's hand. She bared her teeth in a cold grin. "Bring it to me, Sister." She made a coming gesture. "I'm right here." Desiray flipped the edge of her cloak out and wrapped it around Wren. The cloth when it touched her shoulder felt hot and damp, clinging to her exposed skin like something alive. "Get ready," she whispered. 

Wren's heart tried to flip in her chest. She clutched the woman's arm. "Desiray!" she gritted. "Are you crazy!?" 

Silver eyes flashing, Sindra yanked a glowing weapon from a sheath on her side and streaked forward. 

Eyes fixed on the giant woman, Desiray swung the other edge of the cloak in front of herself. With the woman only arm-span away she turned and the cloak flashed. To Wren, it felt much like teleporting only they didn't move--the air itself seemed bend and twist. 

Sindra appeared to realize what Desiray was doing and dodged around them. She hissed to a stop a dozen paces past them and spun around. "What--you think I'm an idiot? Don't insult--" 

Like a meteor, a hammer exploded into the ground at Sindra's feet. The impact shattered glass and made rocks rumble. Debris pelted the area, hunks of smoking rock hissed at Wren and Desiray but passed harmlessly through them as though they were made of air. Wren was certain that anything less durable than the powerful elder would have simply collapsed. Sindra only staggered back a few steps gripping her ears. 

"Free points!" A man bellowed at the top of his lungs. 

Shaking her head, Sindra was just orienting in the direction where the hammer came from just as Tal streaked out of sky. The burly warrior moved so fast he was only a blur. The D'klace raised some kind of glowing screen between them but he tore through the colored force as though it were paper. Sindra's silver eyes went wide as the big man hit her in the midriff with his shoulder. The impact made the air shudder as though two huge boulders had smashed together. The giant woman flew back, crashed through a tinker's cart, and collapsed the building behind it. 

The moderator's voice dark and final spoke in their minds and in the air. **Team clash, E-6. Team Falor defeats Frielos. Sindra neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Behind them, Drucilla began to glow. Her perfect doll-face had an angry set and her silver eyes burned like flames. Wren felt lines of force all around them bend toward the huge D'klace. 

"Oh no, this is going to hurt!" 

"Tag!" Algernon appeared out of no-where behind the woman. A black radiance shimmered around him, his arms, legs and chest seemed to thicken and a blue glow filled his eyes. His fist crackled like lightning as he drove it into the small of the Drucilla's back. 

Wren thought Tal had hit Sindra hard. Algernon raised it to a new level. He disrupted the spell Drucilla was casting and sent her catapulting down the street knocking cart-sized divots out of the cobbles. 

How could anything that even looked human hit that hard? Seeing the half-dozen smoking pockmarks down the street, she had to wonder how a woman as soft and attractive looking as Drucilla could knock chunks out of cobblestones and still have a single bone intact. Wren could only shake her head in wonderment as the big D'klace clawed back to her feet only instants after being slammed with such incredible force. What in Hades were those two made of? She'd been touched by them, it sure felt like flesh and blood. No wonder Mishaka hadn't been able to hurt them. 

**Team clash, E-6. Team Falor defeats Frielos. Drucilla neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** There was a short pause and the tone of moderator's deep voice turned dry. **Apologies to the players, we have a mid-game rules shift. Elder proxies have been admitted to the milieu. Handicapping is now in effect. Higher level shields, sensory indicators, and magicks have been dampened. Full contact approved for clashes with elder proxies.** 

Sindra exploded out of the side of the building, collapsing what remained of the good wall. She glared at Tal who was openly grinning at her. "Mother! You did that on purpose!" 

The moderator's voice turned to a glass crunching rasp. **Your point being?** 

"You can't do that!" Sindra screamed. 

**Moderation advisory. Fifty bonus points to the first team to score a full contact defeat on proxy Sindra Frielos. Medium level magic and enhancements have now been disabled for elder proxies.** 

Tal clapped his hands together, a feral grin on his face. "Here kitty kitty kitty..." 

Fists still glowing, Algernon advanced on her. "Bring on the fresh meat." 

"Oh no you don't!" Sindra yelled, dodging Algernon's lunge. She whirled and pushed him past. She pulled a dark sword from its sheath with a shriek. The weapon disappeared from her grasp. 

**Unlimited class weaponry has been disallowed for elder proxies.** The dark metallic uniform on her body sparkled and was replaced with what looked like common chainmail. **So has class twelve force armor.** 

"Yahhh! Mother!" 

**Proxy Sindra Frielos is advised to start playing--unless she wishes further handicapping. If she attempts to escape the game grid, the moderator will be there to PERSONALLY to escort her back into play. The award for a full contact defeat of Sindra Frielos has been increased to 100 points.** 

Desiray grinned and pulled the cloak from around them. "That should keep those two busy." She grabbed Wren around the waist and streaked toward the alley where the hammer that initially stunned Sindra came from. 

Bertram stood in the shadow of the building slipping a hammer into the ring on his belt and strapping it down. Desiray let Wren drop and flew directly into his arms. The blonde man pulled her close in hug. 

"Thanks for the save, Partner!" Desiray laughed. 

"Why of course, Darling," Bertram responded, kissing her on the cheek. "I wasn't going to let that ogress touch your pretty face. Beat you like a rug? I think not." He cringed as a loud crack shook the air, and they caught a glimpse of Algernon bouncing past the mouth of the alley. "Aie, that can't have been pleasant." 

"Looks like those two bullies have recovered enough to stop being punching bags," Desiray said. "We better blow out of here." She took Bertram's hand and led them out of the alley in a different direction. 

"What strategy now, my Dear?" Bertram asked as they ran. 

"Damned if I know," the white-haired woman admitted. They had to force their way through a crowd of on-lookers all peering down the alley, trying to get a glimpse of the fight taking place on the next street. Eyes wide, they seemed to recognize Bertram and immediately stepped back with gasps and apologies. "With a hundred points being offered for punching in Sindra's head, you can bet everyone's going to give it a try. Those are easy points compared to some of those nightmare item hits that Brin arranged. I'm going to stomp on his foot next time I see him. The hits this season are next to impossible!" 

Wren laughed. "I didn't think it was that hard." 

"Oh, shut up," Desiray growled. "Show off." 

"So, she has not persuaded you to share in your find," Bertram asked Wren. 

"No. My price is too rich for her blood." 

"That price being?" 

"Mishaka's head on a pole, and the whereabouts of my family." 

The paladin raised an eyebrow. "An admirable sentiment. It is, as you say--a trifle--pricey." 

"I don't know, that price gets pretty attractive once you think about it." A breathy female voice said from above and behind them. 

Bertram and Desiray spun. 

Wren whipped out the Krill dagger and drew back to throw. She oriented and found the two figures. She started to throw and recognized two things, first that it was Cassandra and Arabella hovering in the air as though standing on a platform, second that both of them had ward energies wrapped all around them. 

"No, wait--!" 

Desiray and Bertram had already released their weapons. Wren dived aside as the paladin's hammer and the guild mistress' dagger struck the web of filaments hovering in front of the two players. The instant the items struck, a blast of sound and force erupted outward in a fountain of color and scalding air that knocked both of them staggering backward. 

Wren rolled to her feet and focused on Cassandra. 

Desiray flailed in front of her and clutched at her face. "Damn you, Cassandra!" She growled. "I can't see!" 

"That's the idea, Darling. It's only temporary of course--it is just a game after all." 

Bertram staggered to one side and clutched the wall for support. "A foul strike nonetheless, Milady!" 

Dressed in the same city camouflage as the others, Cassandra had her dark hair tied back and wore some kind of thick, clear, crystal strapped across her space black eyes. To Wren's special vision, the gold mage was shielded everywhere by the ward except for two tiny windows around her outstretched hands, probably so she could cast spells through the barrier. 

She could hit a target that size with her eyes closed. 

Adjusting her stance, she aimed to bring the dagger across the mage's shoulder that was in her line of sight. She had yet to throw this Krill dagger of Desiray's but she could feel its balance. 

"Cassandra," Arabella warned. "Watch out, Blondie wasn't affected." 

"Get her, Wren!" Desiray yelled. "Take a stripe out of her butt!" 

Cassandra waved a hand at Arabella. "She can't hit us." 

Wren threw. Khairhavkul left her hand with a shriek that sounded like a herald arrow whirring across a battlefield. 

"Spit!" Arabella lunged and knocked Cassandra aside, interposing the large gold band on her arm. The spinning blade knocked a hunk out of the metal with a clang that sounded like a hammer striking an anvil, and veered away. 

"Aieeeeyowch!" Arabella danced in the air, shaking her arm. "Don't you frelling ever listen!" 

Wren bet if the Krill dagger was anything like Dorian's blade it would work in a similar fashion. "Khairhavkul." She whispered, imagining the blade resting in her palm. Sparks spun around her hand and in a flash, the blade reappeared. She nodded, spoke Vectra's name and snapped her fingers. The other weapon appeared in the opposite hand. While Arabella was dancing around and Cassandra was disoriented, she might as well try again. 

"What happened!? Did you get her!?" Desiray called. 

"Not yet..." She drew back to throw. 

Cassandra made a sweeping gesture just as Wren snapped her arm forward to release. Force pressed in around her with a rasping sound and sparks jumped and danced down her skin. Even before Wren released the dagger, it felt like someone had grabbed her shoulders and spun her. The weapon flew out of her hand in nearly the opposite direction, exploding into a building wall. 

Her feet left the ground. "Whoa! Hey!" Her stomach lurched as the surroundings whirled around her like she'd become a child's top. "Whoa! Wh--oa! Wwwhoa! Cassandra!" 

"Little snip," she heard the mage rasp. "Try and hit me now." 

Her surroundings were nothing but a chaotic blur and a rush of air. Her insides knotted up, and blood thundered in her temples. "Stop! Stop! Stop! I'm going to be-e-ee-ee si-ii-ick!" 

"Better back up, Arabella," Cassandra remarked. "I think she's going to blow." 

The other woman laughed. 

"Damn it, Cassandra!" Desiray yelled. There was a sharp cracking sound and a hurt gasp. "Owww!" 

"Mind the ward, Desiray." 

"A-aa-ah!" Wren groaned. Her vision flashed red and green. Her head felt ready to explode. "Ple-ee-ee-ease!" 

"Concede, Wren!" 

"Ma-ah-ah-derator! I fre-el-ling conce-ee-ee-de!" 

**Team clash, E-5.** There was an uncharacteristic pause in the moderator's speech and she could almost feel the distant woman grinning. **Team Felspar defeats Tarrantil--** The voice paused again, like someone drawing a breath and trying not to laugh. **Proxy Idun-daughter neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged. Ten bonus points awarded for highlight worthy play.** 

"All right, Cassandra!" Arabella cheered. 

Wren stopped spinning with a jerk, and dropped to the ground. She might have stopped turning, but the world continued to pirouette and dance in a stomach churning blur. She staggered backward flailing for balance, knifed forward to correct, stumbled sideways and careened into the building. Wren clutched the bricks for support and slid down to the ground. "I--hate--magic--users." 

"All right, Wren, you're on our team now." 

"Come near me, and I'll bite you," she growled. "Lords, my head." 

"Cassandra," Desiray snapped. "I still can't see!" 

"Concede and I'll release the spell. Otherwise, you'll have to figure out how to lift it yourself. The spell obeys the rules. It can be lifted without magic--but you have to figure it out. That might take a while." 

"The rest of the game, eh, milady?" Bertram chimed in with a growl. 

"Could be. Guess it depends on how brilliant you think you are. Decide fast, there are others after Wren, I'm not hanging around to fight them." 

"Are you sure she's worth getting chased around the rest of the game?" Arabella grumbled brushing back her red hair. 

"Of course, you can never have too many free points. She's good for easy defeats on anyone not watching for a long range shot. Tal and Algernon found that out. Check the replay--phenomenal. I don't know why Dorian's team didn't get highlight points for that double takedown." 

Arabella snorted. "Because our impartial moderator, Aarlen, hates her guts, that's why. I don't think she likes Dominique much better." 

"A valid observation," Cassandra agreed. "You two conceding or not? I feel players on the way." 

Desiray growled. 

"We have to," Bertram determined. He raised his voice. "Moderator, team Tarrantil concedes for spell countering." 

"Bertram!" 

** Team clash, E-5. Felspar defeats Tarrantil. Desiray neutralized. Bertram neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

"Good choice," Cassandra said with a grin. "See, Arabella, I told you it would be worth it. Thirty points." 

"I'm still going to bite you when my head stops spinning," Wren warned. "I hope you're ready to deal with the Sen'Gen chasing me around." 

"Sen'Gen--chasing you?" 

"Cassandra, lift the blasted spell!" Desiray demanded. 

The gold mage snapped her fingers. "It will take a little while to fully clear. That gives us time to leave." 

"Cassandra, be careful. Wren's not kidding, and Sindra and Drucilla are mighty cranked up. We hurt them bad and they're ticked." 

"You two--hurt them. I obviously missed something marvelous. Oh well, Wren, tell me on the way." Wren felt that firm pressure close on her limbs and raise her into the air. 

"I haven't bitten you yet," she growled. 

"I'm certain you'll get your chance," Cassandra answered with a grin. 

 


 

 

 

It's action plus insanity while wielding magic weapons at full strength that can crush rock and split steel. That's why it's a spectator sport...

--T'Gor

 

Chapter 8

Pass Interference

 

As they floated away from Desiray and Bertram, Wren wanted to do a lot worse than bite Cassandra. Not only was she dizzy, she felt humiliated. She knew the air would get let out of her ego eventually--but couldn't it have been someone besides Cassandra? Vera humbled her every day during training, but she didn't mind because the G'yaki turned cook was so self-effacing. She still held something of a grudge against the gold mage. Cassandra had forced her to fight Hethanon. She and Desiray came within hairs of dying in that encounter. 

Cassandra took them down the street at the speed of a fast run. She kept them well over four paces up, but people scattered out of their path anyway. Fingers were pointed at the gold woman and it was apparent that she was a recognized and feared figure in Ivaneth. The woman didn't make any overt acknowledgement but continued on, dodging around turns and ducking between buildings. After a good distance, she turned into the shadows of an alley between two large four story buildings and brought them up to hover beneath an overhang. 

"What's the plan?" Arabella asked Cassandra. 

"Look for opportunities. Either that or persuade Wren to let us have that gem." 

"Slim chance of that," Wren grumbled. 

They all winced at a crashing sound that echoed through the buildings about a hundred paces away. 

"Damn, they must still be trying to get Sindra and Drucilla," Arabella said, shaking her head. "They're all crazy. I want to stay as far away from those two as possible." 

"What do you mean?" Cassandra stared at Arabella. "You make music with them. Why would you be afraid of them?" 

"Don't be silly, Cassandra. Sharing some tunes is a little different than matching swords. They're--well--lethal. They're fine when they're happy, but lords help anyone or anything stupid enough to get them angry. Only Luthice is crazy enough to butt heads with those two." 

"Well--Luthice and me," Wren said, raising a hand. "Sure you want me on your team? I'm certain they'd be glad to thrash both of you to get to me." 

Arabella's blue eyes widened and she brushed back her flaming red hair. "What in Hades did you do?" 

"Ummm, let's see, punched Sindra through a wall. Made Drucilla almost impale her sister, and knocked both of them through about a dozen warehouse crates." 

"You--did that?" Arabella breathed. "You must have a death wish." 

"I take it Desiray helped you," Cassandra remarked. "You look remarkably unscathed for someone who went at it with those two." 

"We combined our resources, yes. We also didn't antagonize them without first being threatened. Aarlen was chasing me around with Sen'Gen and decided to send the twins after me to speed the process up." 

"I missed something again. If you mixed it up with them, why aren't you two prisoners? They obviously didn't go down." 

"Desiray negotiated with Aarlen to put it off until the end of the game. Sindra and Drucilla were still hacked about the fight and followed us. Aarlen warned them off, but they pressed on after Desiray goaded them. That's when Aarlen called open season on Sindra." 

"Desiray negotiated?" Cassandra said, black eyes wide. "Now, there's a first. She really must have been scared." 

"Hey, look those two in the eye and see if you aren't scared too!" Wren snapped. 

"Oh, I guess they're scary enough," the gold mage murmured. "What interests me, is how you managed to fight them." 

"Desiray and I did a shape-union. It gave us more power--a lot more actually." 

Cassandra narrowed her eyes. "That's what grandmother was hinting at." 

"Cassandra, I hate to interrupt your sagely muse, but we have a game on, and if we just hang up here hovering, we're going to get spotted and thumped. Especially, if those two big silver-eyed witches are looking for her." Arabella indicated Wren with her thumb. "You and I have not trained enough to go clashes with them." 

"Well, I just held up to see if we could persuade Wren to gift us with her gem. I heard she wants Mishaka smacked, I think I'd help with that for a game win." 

Wren snorted. "Oh yeah, the way you helped against Hethanon? I can do without that kind of assistance, thank you. In case you forgot, Jharon is dead because of that bitch." 

"I remember," Cassandra replied. "Perhaps your memory is short, but I pulled you two out of there." 

"Right. After we got stomped. Your timing stunk." 

Cassandra put hands on hips. "I had no idea you harbored so much ill will toward me over that misadventure." 

Wren let out a breath and pushed a hand through her hair. She glanced around. Hanging in the air made her nervous, especially when there wasn't any visible means of support. "Dying does that to me." 

"Funny, you don't look dead." 

"Cassandra, I had the good sense to know I should stay away from that bastard. You pushed me into it, and cranked me up with that fight-happy dagger. That poison was a slow painful way to die. The girl that went into the Brethren guild disintegrated on the table in Jharon's temple. It's only because I have a savant's tao that you could put me in a new body. So, pardon me, if I harbor a little resentment over that misadventure." 

"Oh," Cassandra frowned. "You know about that." 

"Sure. I know I'm not as bright as everyone else around that house, but I catch on eventually." 

Arabella looked at Cassandra askance. "You did that to her? Sent this baby to fight an avatar?" 

"Hey, who's a baby?" Wren bristled. 

"Guilty, I suppose," Cassandra admitted. "I gave her a star-wand to fight with. It just wasn't enough." 

"Well, fancy that," Arabella shook her head. "I don't blame you, Wren. I'd want to crack her skull too." 

"Hey, thanks, Partner," Cassandra snapped. 

The red-haired woman shook her head. "Don't you hate it when mages get all high and mighty, and try to run your life?" 

"I sure do," Wren agreed. Maybe this Arabella wasn't so bad after all. 

"They're always sneaking around trying to make you think down is up, and left is right, feeding you drekked up information to keep you in the dark." 

"Yeah!" Wren growled, thinking about Dorian. "It's really frelled!" 

"Are you two done dumping on magic-users!" Cassandra growled. "Or do I have to let you fall on your pointy little heads?" 

Arabella looked down seeming to remember they were twenty paces up. Her cheeks colored. "Oh, sorry, got a little carried away." She grinned at Wren, with a mischievous twinkle in her blue eyes. 

Arabella had a violent temper, but she was fun too, but that made her more human to Wren. 

"So, is that a 'no', Wren? There's always a chance that I learned from my mistake last time. Maybe I might even go in with you from the start this time. We mages may be really 'frelled' at times," she shot a dark look at Arabella. "But we can be really handy to have around." She pointed at the ground. "Like when you need to fly." 

Wren looked down. "You think you could fight Mishaka?" 

Cassandra narrowed black eyes. "Well, I wouldn't stand and let her pummel me with magic, no. I know how Beia beat her and could duplicate that assault if it became necessary. Besides, you're not limited to me--there's a good chance I could persuade my husband to come along. I'm fairly certain he could take care of things." 

Wren stared at the gold woman. "You really want to win this game don't you?" 

The mage sniffed. "As a matter of fact--yes." 

"We could start right after the game--within a couple tendays?" 

Cassandra drew a breath, glancing around. "That would be acceptable. I would agree to that." 

Wren held out her hand. "All right, Cassandra, you have yourself a game." 

The mage's dark eyes widened. "Really?" 

"Just because I don't like you, doesn't mean I can't trust you--you never lied to me... only bullied me around." 

The woman frowned. "Thanks--I think." 

"The gem is stashed way back in B-6, so I don't have to tell you it'll be tough to get." 

"Damn it," Cassandra murmured. "Sneaking all that way this late in the game is almost impossible. Too many people on the streets. Guess we do a screamer. Where in B-6? What building?" 

"It's an old unused temple with a cracked tower, there's big green hedge on the east wall." 

"That's very ironic choice of a hiding place, Wren," the mage said with a shake of her head. 

Nodding, Arabella smiled and pushed a hand through her red hair. 

"What?" 

"Well, before the paladins and lords smashed that place and killed everyone inside." Cassandra shook a finger at Wren. "That was a temple of Hecate. That's why it's still abandoned. Good clerics won't build on the defiled ground and the street people think it's cursed." 

Wren gasped. "The frell you say! Gick!" Her insides twisted. Irony be damned. To think she'd been crawling around in one of that hated witch's precincts without even knowing it. "Let's get it out of there then." 

"Directly," Cassandra agreed. "Wards down. Invisibility up." The mage spun her staff over her head. Around them a sparks danced around a spherical around them, then the light faded. The three of them wavered in the air as the woman made passes over herself with the staff. With each swing she became progressively harder to see. She went from solid to a faded image, then to a figure of shimmering glass, and on the third swing finally disappearing from view. 

"Dorian's way seems faster," Wren remarked. "Your method definitely has more style though." 

"Why--thank you!" A voice answered from empty air. The sincerity and enthusiasm in Cassandra's tone made Wren realize she'd inadvertently paid a high compliment. 

The mage was chortling as she repeated the process on Arabella. Wren pulled her calf sheath off her leg and strapped it on her left arm. She summoned Dorian's dagger Vectra and slid it into place. If they were going to mix it up with other players, she needed to be quick on the pull. She wished she hadn't needed to leave Desiray's dagger back at the alley. It had been a beautiful weapon. 

"You really shouldn't encourage her," the red-haired woman said as she went from blurry to glass-like. "She needs a cart to carry her ego as it is." Wren heard a crack. Just as she faded from view, Arabella jerked putting a hand to the back of her head. "Ow!" 

"Low bridge," Cassandra remarked. "Ignore her feeble attempts at humor, Wren. You go right ahead and compliment me any time you want." 

Wren rolled her eyes. Mages, great big children with way too much power. In another moment, she was rendered transparent. 

"A word of warning ladies," Wren said. "I might be good for points, but I have only one returning dagger--the one Dorian loaned me. The rest of my throwing daggers are scattered all over the city. One dagger, one throw--if you want more--you have to provide the weapons." 

"Maybe you should take up the bow," Arabella mumbled. "I have a spare." Wren felt the air shift near her, and the hilt of a dagger was shoved into her hand. "His name is Quicklick. He's good to thirty paces then starts tailing left." 

"Quicklick?" Wren chuckled. "I won't ask. Just think his name and imagine him in my hand, right?" 

"Standard dagger of flight," Arabella agreed. 

"Standard?" Wren rumbled. "Since when are magical returning daggers standard?" 

"Since there were mages who saw the utility of weapon that doesn't get lost," Cassandra said. "Here's my back-up, Azimuth." Another weapon was shoved into her other hand. 

Wren frowned as she realized something. "Can you two see me?" 

"Sure," Arabella answered. "If we couldn't, we'd frell each other up half the time." 

"I don't see either--" She felt a sharp rap of knuckles on the top of her head. "Ow! Why'd you do that?" she growled. 

"Just blink three times and look," Cassandra ordered. "Bloody savant. Always have to tweak my spells so they work right on you." 

She did as she was told. Herself, Cassandra and Arabella became perfectly visible again except every few heartbeats they shimmered like a reflection in a pond. She rubbed her head. "Did you have to put a dent in my skull?" 

Cassandra shrugged. "You're just like my hard-headed kids, Wren. Sometimes you simply need a little sense knocked into you." 

She snorted. "The difference is I'm not one of your stone-for-bone children. That hurt. Keep your hard knuckles to yourself in the future, please." 

The mage rolled her eyes and three of them rose higher in the sky above the avenue. "Okay ladies, this is going to be really fast and a little rough." 

Cassandra held her staff out horizontally in front of them and the red-haired woman took hold. Wren wrapped her fists around the iron and wood shaft. She felt her heart speed up. She knew this would be just like the high-speed ride with Dorian. 

"On a count of three. One--two--three!" 

The burst of speed was like being fired out of a catapult. Having a death grip on the staff definitely helped as they arced up into the sky the wind howling in their faces with eye-watering speed. 

"Eeee-haaa!" Arabella cheered. 

Flying with Dorian had been different. Perhaps the way that the auburn-haired mage had held onto her made it not quite so terrifying. Her chest hurt from controlling the fear. Maybe down deep she still trusted Dorian in ways she had never trusted Cassandra. Dorian never asked her to face danger alone. When the scheming woman put her at risk to test their powers, she had been in the fight with Wren. 

Clothes fluttering at a high pitch they peaked out high enough in the sky to see the harbor and the shoals that shielded it from the open ocean. The white and black dots of birds in flight looked like the rise and fall of motes caught in the rays of morning light shining through a window. 

Cassandra angled down. Wren could see that she'd picked out the temple that was their destination was making an arrow shot straight toward it. 

The jagged lines of the structure grew with dramatic speed. Wren's heart pounded and it took effort to find her voice. "East side, the tallest tower!" 

"Understood," the mage replied, narrowed dark eyes distorted by the crystal strapped to her face. 

"Drop me at the bottom," Arabella said. "I'll be decoy. Meet me at C-5 if we get in a mix up." 

The three of them swooped down into the temple courtyard and the red-haired woman let go while still several paces up. She hit the stone, rolled, and came up running, sword in hand. 

As Cassandra angled up, Wren pointed. "That big crack near the top." 

The mage whipped up to the indicated spot and Wren clambered into the opening. Eyes adjusting to the dimmer light and dusty confines, she glanced up to where she knew she'd hidden the bag. 

A jolt went through her body as she noticed the brown color of the leather wasn't visible behind the cobwebs. Skin icy, savant power snarling in her head, she scrambled up the inner wall to the spot. That wasn't possible! She'd been certain that no-one had been watching. Even if they had, the hiding place had been nearly perfect. 

Pulling away the cobwebs, she reached into the gap and her fears were confirmed. Her hand touched nothing. 

"Frell!" She yelled. "Damn it!" 

"What's the matter?" Cassandra called back, voice raised. 

The words burned in her throat. "It's--not--here!" 

"Whaaat?" Cassandra burst out. "No wait. It must be there, if someone else found it. It would have been announced." 

Wren felt kicked in the stomach. No matter what, the universe somehow managed to conspire against her. "Maybe it wasn't someone in the game who found it." 

Still hovering, the gold mage peered in through the opening, light reflecting off the crystal lenses shrouding her eyes. "Look harder," she said, voice distorted in the irregular space. "Maybe it slid or moved." 

She didn't understand. How could anyone have found it? Even the cobwebs weren't disturbed. Grinding her teeth, Wren reached deeper into the spot. Her hand found only empty space. 

"Damn! It's--gone!" Frustration and rage fueling her, she drew back her fist and slammed the wall. A flare of blue light erupted from the impact sending a hot shock up her arm. 

Cassandra flinched away from the flash. At the same time, the aged masonry cracked and shattered along the support joists. Hunks of stone all the way down the wall broke loose and fell to floor. 

Halfway down the joists was the leather bag that had somehow shifted and slid down since she had placed it. Face still hot with anger, Wren saw the bag and let out a laugh that hurt like being stabbed with needles. 

"Oh lords." 

"What!? What!?" Cassandra yelled. 

Wren dropped down and grabbed the backpack. Just to be certain she flipped it open and found the gem still swaddled in the rags she had wrapped it in to keep it safe. Stuffing it back in to the bottom of the pack, she cinched the top tight. Still tingling and breathing hard, she slipped her arms through the straps, shrugged into the pack, then climbed back to the opening. "I got it, let's go." 

"Don't scare me like that!" Cassandra snapped, frowning. 

She held out her staff and Wren took hold. As she gripped the iron bound wood, she felt the levitation magic take hold and the air seemed to become solid under her feet. 

"We have to get out of here in a hurry," the mage warned. "We've been here too long, and that little outburst of yours might have been detected." 

Cassandra angled down into the courtyard where Arabella was standing, sword raised and alert. 

Before they reached the ground, Wren heard the shriek of something hissing at them from behind. She grabbed Cassandra around the neck and spun the two of them in the air and threw with her free hand. 

"Hey! Acck!" the mage let out. 

Barely a pace from them a speeding dagger collided with Wren's hastily thrown knife and both weapons veered. The spinning weapon passed through Cassandra's hair, sending parted strands flicking into the air. 

Thirty paces away, a big woman with a wild mane of dark-brown hair wearing black chainmail and polished thigh-high riding boots paused in the sky as though surprised. She blinked with brilliant gold eyes. "My my, you are good." 

Down below, the street erupted with the sound of clashing blades. A bearded man dressed in gray and wielding a two-handed sword in great spinning arcs pursued a retreating Arabella across the uneven cobbles. 

"Oh damn!" Cassandra raised her staff. 

Unfortunately, Wren was still holding onto it, so the motion swung her around. "Cass--!" 

A dagger appeared in Terra's hand and she threw. Wren released her own weapon with a gasp. The spinning steel again deflected the attack. She didn't hesitate but launched her last dagger at woman's shoulder. 

Terra didn't dodge and in an amazing burst of speed snatched the whirling dagger out of the air. "Oh yes," the woman crooned. "You are fast. You'll have to turn it up a notch or two to hit me though." 

"Oh spit! Cassaaandra..." She summoned Vectra and Azimuth to her hand. 

**Team clash, B-6. Team D'Shar defeats Felspar. Arabella neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Wren glanced back and saw the red-haired woman had been backed against the temple wall and that the man had somehow managed to get her even wielding that huge blade. 

"Now this should be fun," Terra said, lacing her fingers and gave them a crack that sounded clear to where Cassandra and Wren hovered. "Me against you two. I can't see your little blade master helping much while weighing down your staff like that. She obviously can't fly under her own power, and I'll thump you before you can even start a spell to make that happen. Yes, yes, fun indeed." She crept forward, voice low and mesmerizing. "You can't afford to simply hang around up here either. Pretty soon everyone else will come sniffing after that juicy six hundred point gem that she so masterfully pilfered." Only a dozen paces away she paused. "I say declare a no-contest and agree to a team split on the score." 

"Like Hades," Cassandra growled. "You haven't defeated me yet." She spun around, grabbed Wren by the belt, and flung her toward the temple wall. "Run!" 

The movement happened so fast Wren barely had enough warning to focus her savant power and cling to the wall. Even as her hands and feet struck the stone and the buzz of her power hummed in her mind, Wren saw Terra's partner race to a position beneath her, holding up the huge blade. Daggers in her teeth, she scrambled toward the crack in the tower. 

"Hey!" She heard yelled below. "Terra, opponent shift!" 

Clambering through the hole and across the fragile spars toward the opening at the back, Wren listened for signs of pursuit. Terra seemed too big to possibly squeeze through that opening, but with the powers she'd seen displayed by some of these people, the woman could probably make an opening big enough. 

Something loud rasped through the air and exploded outside. The tower shuddered, and objects hissed through the air. 

"Moderator!" she heard Cassandra holler. "Unbind proxy Idun-daughter!" 

**Team Felspar relinquishes control of mortal proxy Idun-daughter. Move logged.** 

"Dammit! T'Gor! Forget Cassandra, we want the girl!" 

Something made a high-pitched whine, then a low roar made the whole temple shudder. 

**Team clash, B-6. Team Felspar defeats Karlin. Terra neutralized. Scores updated. Move logged.** 

Wren dropped through the opening into the destroyed temple worship area. She hit the ground running, scrambling toward the shattered wall and the hedge at the back she'd encountered before. 

Heart hammering she dove through the hole shielding her face from the sting of sharp branches and serrated leaves. Head down she drove through the resistance and plunged into the street. She glanced back, saw no pursuit and raced north. 

Didn't she already do this once before? Where to now? Cassandra released her, but that was obviously to keep Terra's team from gaining control of her if Cassandra lost. She guessed the best thing was to go where Arabella had mentioned, C-5. Unfortunately, that was near Ranfast's emporium, and those mercenaries might still be around. 

Only quick reflexes brought her up short and caused her to dive backward, hit her hands and handspring back to her feet. Terra's bearded partner T'Gor shimmered into view, a blur of whirling two-edged glowing steel, blue-eyes narrow, and a crooked smile on his square face. He spun the blade, flipped it to the other hand and whirled toward her like a tornado. 

Wren lunged back, dove and rolled, leaped over a blade cut and summoned Azimuth and Vectra to her hands. She ducked a cut and dived at his feet, rolling and slicing. The man laughed, dancing around her swings reversing his great sword with seemingly impossible turns of the wrist and bends of his wiry body. 

In the middle of flailing at this agile opponent, bolts of light shot in from a position above him. Blade abruptly aglow, he deflected the magic aside as if he had known it was coming. 

Cassandra shimmered into view and dropped down behind him swinging her staff. Wren figured that was her opportunity to press the man while he was involved with a more powerful opponent. 

"Good! Good! Bring it to me!" he called in a deep voice, grinning the whole time. He switched the sword from hand to hand, leaping and lunging between the two of them, guarding away Cassandra's staff and Wren's dagger cuts with maddening ease. He moved as though simultaneously made of wet cloth and steel, flexing like a reed one moment and hard as iron the next. He used every part of his body, elbows, knees, feet, and shoulders, pushing, blocking, and disrupting everything that came at him. 

Wren felt the bruises all down her arms and shoulders from his body blocks. She made a mistake thinking that giant two-handed sword would be a liability up close, only to find tight-in is where he wanted both her and Cassandra. She blocked a grab, swung an elbow at his face, and leaped away as he ducked. Gambling every thing, she twisted in the air and threw both daggers. 

Still laughing and using that same maddening flexibility and speed, he spun the sword and knocked the first dagger aside, and twisted to evade the second blade. Cassandra yelped, barely dodging the first blade and deflecting the second. 

"Hey! Watch it!" 

Yelling in frustration, Wren charged straight at him, leaping as he swung the sword into her path. Her feet came down on his hands, driving the blade into the ground. Pushing off, she launched forward, bringing her knee up under his chin with a crack. 

The force rocked him backward off balance so that he fell to the ground with a grunt. She hit the ground, rolled and turned so she stood next to Cassandra. Chest heaving, she faced T'Gor who had righted himself almost instantly. Apparently, she hadn't struck hard enough to score on him. 

**Team clash, B-6. Accumulated clash time exceeded. Proxy Idun-daughter and Team Felspar versus D'Shar ends in a draw. Ten bonus points awarded for highlight worthy play. Move freeze on Terra Karlin and Arabella ends. Opponents have thirty count to clear.** 

"Damn," T'Gor muttered, shaking his head. "You're sharp girl, almost got me. What's your name?" 

"W--Wren," she managed between gasps for air. 

"Well, Wren, look for me," he grinned and winked. "I'll be looking for you." 

"T'Gor," Cassandra said, breathing hard with hands on hips. "Has anyone ever told you, you're too good natured?" 

He bowed. "Anyone ever tell you, you're too serious? This is a game remember? It's supposed to be fun." 

"That--" Cassandra gasped. "Wasn't fun. That hurt." 

The man shrugged. "Train harder! Better run girls, unless you want me to start on you again. I'm not tired, I could do this for at least an bell or so." 

"I'm done!" Wren cried. "Run!" 

She turned and sprinted up the street taking the nearest turn that would put her out of sight of the bearded man. 

She ducked into an alley and zigzagged through a few more turns. What had happened to Cassandra? Why hadn't she followed? Certainly, she hadn't been incapacitated by that exchange. T'Gor had obviously not even been going as hard as he could have. That thought alone made her tremble inside. What kind of people had she fallen in with? She had thought Beia to be a uniquely gifted (cursed?) warrior. However, Tal, Algernon, and now this new man, T'Gor, all possessed such incredible capabilities that if she were asked to tell which was the most dangerous she wouldn't be able to say. The bearded man was different from the other men in that he didn't seem to rely on strength the way Tal and Algernon did. He did it with speed, style, and reflexes. A quiet warrior that just smiled and did what he was so obviously good at. 

Well, Wren, look for me. I'll be looking for you. 

She couldn't help but shiver. As smiling and jovial as he seemed, she thanked the lords this was only a competitive game and not blood serious. Smile or not, she had no doubt he was the type that would track his prey to the ends of the realms. 

Dodging through ever thickening crowds of people, hawkers, and merchant wagons, she continued to zigzag north-east toward C-5, where Arabella had said she would meet them. The city smells had begun to stiffen with the acrid reek of animals, smoke, and burning garbage. Her arms and shoulders still ached from the pounding she'd received. She couldn't even blame T'Gor, he never struck her--she hurt her own fool self trying to get inside that defensive maze of iron hard elbows, knees, and shoulders that always managed to interpose themselves. She sighed. Come to think of it, it was the same way when she practiced with Vera. The biggest bruises usually came from getting excited and putting all her muscle behind a kick or punch that she thought would score, only have the attack meet bone. 

Practice. She needed practice to get anywhere near as good as these nightmares in human form. How long did Dorian say she'd been adventuring--five decades? She didn't think she'd live that long, much less get that much practice. All of these people were older than they looked, and amazingly powerful because of their knowledge and experience. She didn't doubt that Cassandra would be more formidable if her magic wasn't constrained. 
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