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      “Good lady Allyns, is that the way to show deference to your king?” Ealon asked, reaching out a hand. Though noble by birth, and entitled to the epithet, being addressed as lady in her present condition made the girl giggle. “Come here, and pay your proper respects.” The giggle turned into a leer, and she climbed onto the couch and began to unlace Ealon’s tunic. He closed his eyes, enjoying the way her long blonde and perfumed hair tickled his face. “There’s room for you as well, my lady Dafene,” Ealon added. His other guest, with freckled face and pale blue eyes surrounded by a tangle of red curls, had her hands climbing up inside his tunic, working his shirt up and off with her forearms. He obligingly lifted his arms and both girls tugged the shirt off over his head with a triumphant laugh. Then they sank against him, kissing and caressing him. He wrapped his arms around them, but his hands felt no entryway into their layered underclothes. He had to make do with stroking their backs and squeezing their buttocks.

      It was good to feel so relaxed, to put the cares of administration and rule aside. If he’d been at the castle, he would have been continually pestered and beseeched. Another Scrum fight had destroyed someone’s house. Scrum squatters were ruining someone’s fields. Another restless Scrum had stolen a lord’s daughter.

      But then, he had begun to notice something. For the most part the Scrum kept to the outskirts of the city, which Ealon had assumed was by choice. It wasn’t till he was forced to conference with their leaders that he began noticing their looks of uneasiness and distrust when approaching the Caer. The bay seemed to unsettle them, or perhaps it was the proximity to the vast ocean beyond. It would appear they were afraid of water, or at least great bodies of water. Then again, considering their lack of cleanliness, perhaps meager bodies of water as well.

      He had acted swiftly upon this. The succeeding days were, whenever possible, spent as he was now, on a ship a half-league from the coastline. It made sense that a people raised in the desert might be unnerved by a great expanse of water. But he enjoyed knowing the Scrum had a weakness, and he especially enjoyed exploiting it for his personal pleasure. In fact, one might say he was tickled by it.

      “Does the ship have to keep moving so much?” Dafene cooed into his ear. “I’m getting woozy.”

      “Don’t think about it,” Ealon replied. “Focus on pleasing your king.” She returned to kissing his neck and he gave both girls another squeeze of encouragement.

      “Come now, my lovely blossoms,” Ealon said, slapping their posteriors. “How am I supposed to choose a queen when I am with women of such equal beauty?” Their eyes glowed at such talk—as would their fathers’, Ealon was sure, if they had heard it. Why else would such men be so frivolous with their daughters? “Your faces are so lovely, but it is likely I will need to see more of you before I can make a decision.” Allyns, voicing another hungry giggle, was first to respond, rising on her knees and beginning to unlace her undergarments. Noble ladies wear too many underthings, Ealon thought to himself. He’d never had to suffer these needless waits with the chambermaids of the castle. But these rich pieces had to cover themselves in such finery, layers and layers of it, like a gift. Perhaps that was the point. Wearing extra garments prolonged the chase, lengthened the expectation. In that regard, he could almost concede to its appeal, frustrating as it was.

      His thoughts were scattered as Dafene slunk further down the couch and began loosening Ealon’s trousers. Although they were surrounded by screens of gauzy curtains, there was nothing but sky above them and Ealon looked up into the solid blue, felt the warmth of the sun his face, and smiled.

      The reverie was short-lived, though, for Ealon grew aware of a rumbling humming noise which grew in volume. He struggled to sit up, listening closer. An immense object passed overhead, covering them in a shadow, filling the air with the roar of æthercraft. Ealon scrambled to his feet, sending cushions flying, pushing Allyns aside, practically kicking Dafene out of the way. Tightening the cord of his trousers, he passed through the curtains and stood out in the open on the deck. The æthercraft was the largest he’d ever seen, with eight landing struts rather than four, and what looked like giant cargo doors lining the sides. The skies had been quiet once the dwarfs stopped all interplanetary travel to Hearth—another problem he was left to deal with—but this was not another commercial ship. It looked like it might be designed for transporting troops. He might have feared he was being invaded, if he hadn’t known there was not another race in the system that had a ship that large. Regardless who sent it, it was heading toward the castle.

      He turned aft to the bridge, waving his arms to catch the attention of the crew. They saw his signal and a great gout of black smoke erupted from the stacks. The great paddle wheels on either side of the steamship began to spin, churning the water and sending them back to land.

      Once the ship had berthed, Ealon commandeered a horse and buggy to take them back to the castle. He heard his name called out, but Ealon could not tell if his people were panicked or were demanding more from him. He was used to ignoring him. The carriage took the service road up to the castle, the narrow lane meant for deliveries from the harbor. Once inside the Caer, he abandoned his companions without a word and headed to the throne room, specifically the offices behind it, below the royal chambers. Ealon’s ministers were so agitated he had trouble communicating with them, but it seemed everyone was distressed nowadays. He demanded to see Liaga, but before the summoner arrived Ealon received word that the craft had landed in the fields outside of town. At least the craft landed out in the open, Ealon thought. There was no need to worry about it damaging the castle or crushing people’s houses.

      His ministers feared an attack or an invasion, and they beseeched him to order what army remained to strike up defenses. But Ealon ignored them, striding through the flurry of their babbling. He rushed to the stables, grabbed a horse, and hurried to the outskirts of town. The arrival of the ship reminded him too much of the first appearance of the Lizard King, when an æthercraft had settled right in the Caer’s courtyard. He fully expected to find this new ship under Lord Abraxis’ command. He could see it at a distance, painted white but under a skeleton of copper pipes and tubing. The immense doorways were rimmed in red and the doors themselves, troublingly, were open. As he grew closer, Ealon saw a massive crowd of Scrum milling around the ship. Closer still, he became aware that these Scrum were not emerging from the ship, but were in fact climbing short ramps to enter the ship. The thought of another Scrum invasion had worried him, but what he saw gripped his heart with fear. He reared his horse to a stop. They are leaving, he realized. They are being taken from me.

      “Yesss,” a voice hissed, unexpectedly close.

      Ealon started, seeing Abraxis so close alongside him.

      “The Scrum fight well,” Abraxis said. “They will make dutiful servantsss for the Dark Lord.”

      “But they’re my army,” Ealon protested. “You can’t take them.”

      “The Dark Lord needs them elsssewhere,” Abraxis hissed.

      “No! They belong to me. I woke them.”

      “They belong to Samael,” Abraxis snarled. “As do you. What is yours is hisss. Do you question the will of the Dark Lord? Do you think you know his mind?”

      “No,” Ealon said, finding himself almost whimpering. “No, of course not. But you promised me an army.”

      “You were promisssed the kingship. Which you have attained. If you need an army to remain king of your own people, then you mussst be an unworthy king.”

      “But…do you have to take so many?” Ealon asked. “Can’t you leave me some? It looks like you’re rounding up all of them.”

      “Yesss. I can leave you sssome.”

      “Thank you, Lord Abraxis. Thank you. How many will you leave?”

      “I will give you ten. The other thousands I require for other plans.”

      “Ten? Just ten?”

      “Would you like more females? I know you are partial to the females.”

      “No!—I mean, it’s not that! At all! It’s just that I need more. You can’t do⁠—”

      “No. The Scrum have given you your victory. You need them no longer,” Abraxis said sternly. “They are needed for more important undertakings.”

      “But…”

      “I follow the will of Samael,” Abraxis declared. “If you are unable or unwilling, you can easily be replaccced.”

      Ealon looked despondently at the Scrum milling around the immense craft. When he glanced back, the Lizard King had gone. A chill spread through the young king. It was the awareness that without his great army, he would be truly alone in the world. Alone and quite unprotected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Eoche boarded his ship he was met with expected deference by its crew. They had not been expecting him, and he only had his small retinue with him, but he was pleased to see that nothing was amiss. The Green Elves guarding the æthercraft averted their eyes and bowed when he drew near, as was right and proper.

      He stepped up onto the bridge and was surprised to see the captain was not there. The CO snapped to attention, however, upon sight of him.

      “Cereni, at ease,” Eoche said. “Where is Captain Denithir?”

      “In town, your majesty,” she said, eyes straight ahead, facing slightly away from him.

      “And what is he doing there?”

      “Supplies and parts run…so he said, sire.”

      Her words had a strange edge to them. “Do you have reason to think otherwise?”

      “No…although I suspect he has also gone in search of…exotic liquors.”

      “Has he?”

      “I can’t say for sure, sire.”

      “Is your communications officer still on duty? Or has he also gone in search of alien intoxicants?”

      “He is off duty, sire. Sleeping, I think.”

      “Wake him. I must needs speak to my sister on Isherwood. Now.”

      “Yes, your majesty.” She gave a curtsy and a quick nod to one of the security guards. He rushed from the bridge, presumably to wake the sleeping officer.

      “I’ll be in my suite,” Eoche said. “Please tell your communications officer to notify me when the connection is secure and my sister is ready to speak.”

      “Of course, your majesty.”

      Eoche glided past her, down the few stairs and onto the service deck. The ship was one that Eoche had always taken great pride in. On the outside, it shimmered silver-blue in the sunlight, a sleek beakèd wing capable of piercing the deepest space. Inside, its white poly panels glowed with a light blue luminosity. Its displays and controls were a pleasing arrangement of black glass and silver levers. Everywhere the eye looked, there were neat, clean lines, a working expression of the very best of elven aesthetics.

      Eoche pressed his thumb to the black diamond identification plate just outside the door to his suite. The door slid open with a whisper and he went in. It slid shut behind him again, and for a few moments he stood immobile. His mind cast back to the time his wife Miradyll was living, just before Indiél had been born. They had lain together in this bed as they traversed the heavens on their way to the wedding of the Black Elves’ prince. King now, if he still lived. The silence coming from the Black Elves’ planet of late was disturbing—and disturbingly congruent with what Eoche had been told at the Council.

      The thought of it snapped him out of his reverie. He sat down wearily on the side of the bed. He sighed. It was exhausting always playing strong. More and more he longed for the solitude of his own rooms, where he could lay aside his stonelike pretense of invincible nobility. It was a mask that was growing heavier as he grew older.

      He heard a pinging sound. A nervous voice spoke into the silence of his rooms. “Uh…your majesty, I have your sister the Princess Silla on your communication portal.”

      “Is this a secure connection?”

      “It is, your majesty.”

      Eoche nodded and rose, crossing to a tidy desk placed against one wall. Set into that wall was a flat black pane of glass about two feet square. It flickered, and although it had a bluish hue to it, when the picture resolved, he could plainly see that it was his sister Silla.

      He sat in the chair. “Good afternoon, my dear,” he said.

      “It’s the middle of the night here,” she said, a little irritation in her voice. “Why have you disturbed me?”

      “I have news from this…council. And I seek your counsel.”

      “How is my niece?”

      “Willful, spiteful, and rude. What else should one expect?”

      “Is she aboard?”

      “No…we’ll head back later, I expect. I have promised them, however, that I will give them my answer first. That is why I ordered this connection.”

      “Go on.”

      “I have told you nothing of this meeting. Perhaps that was wrong of me. Nevertheless, I thought little of it, until Indiél ran off with its heralds. I supposed I came here as much to retrieve her as to answer their request.”

      “And what have you learned?”

      “The Dark Lord has returned.”

      “Yes, I have heard rumblings,” Silla confessed.

      “I fear the Illendrafil have already met their end at the tip of his beak,” Eoche sighed, using the traditional name for the Black Elves. “Have you heard any word?”

      “No. There is much worry for them among the order members. For as much as they eschew the company of other elves, their order and ours do communicate.”

      “And what of that communication?”

      “There has been none for many weeks now.”

      “So perhaps it is true. Perhaps it was not simply some trickery on the part of Osia Summoner. Perhaps the Black Elves have met their end in the Dark Field.”

      “Can the Eldilla be far behind, then?” Silla asked, using the traditional name for the Gray Elves.

      “That is my fear as well. This council gathered representatives of all bright beings to consult on the problem. It was, in its way, a war council.”

      “Is there any hope?” Silla’s face was grim.

      “A slight hope. The summoner Osia wishes to return the Red Horn to the universe from whence it came.”

      Silla’s mouth dropped open. A few moments later she closed it. She swallowed. She looked away. “I remember when I first met Arrunwolfe. I remember when he first entrusted the Horn to me. Had I only known then what power it held. Did you know the head oya wanted to throw it onto the dust pile? I only saved it by suggesting she use it to keep the parchment on her desk from skittering in the breeze.”

      “That…was a long time ago,” Eoche said. “Many feet have marched past since that time.”

      “’Tis true,” she looked back at the screen. “You know what will happen if the summoner’s plan succeeds?” She did not wait for him to answer. Instead, she continued, “All magic will come to an end, on this and every other world. Interstellar travel will once more become merely the provenance of legend. And our order will cease to have any purpose. All the summoners on the worlds of men and dwarfs, too, will become nothing but ordinary mortals.”

      “The dwarfs have rejected the plan,” Eoche informed her. “On the grounds of sheer economic inconvenience. The Eldilla, too, have walked away.”

      “And you, my brother? What say you?”

      “I wanted to talk to you first.”

      “It is a drastic solution,” she said. “So drastic, I do not believe our order would support it.”

      “But what do you think, sister? It is your own opinion I care for now.”

      “What do I think?” She looked away again, her drawn features looking suddenly bereft. “I think the plan is folly…and I think rejecting it is folly. There is naught but folly everywhere we look. I think…we are all doomed.”
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        * * *

      

      Dart opened one bleary, bloodshot eye, only to see his entire field of vision filled with bear.

      “Waaahhh!” he jerked back, then went slack, moaning from the pain.

      “He’s awake,” said Brennar, putting one hand on the pilot’s neck to check his pulse. Cormoran rose from his chair and went to Dart’s side.

      “Am I frightening?” Kuma put one paw to his mouth. “I didn’t mean to be frightening.” He looked up at Ellis, and a pleased look came over his face. “I rather like the idea of being frightening.”

      “You’ll sooner grow bee’s wings and fly away,” Karhu growled from the corner, where he had planted himself—a dark cloud of fur dominating that side of the room.

      “If we are to go, we should do so with haste,” Indiél said. “After breakfast my father will be coming, looking to collect me.”

      “Quite right,” Osia said. Jaq cawed and flapped his wings behind the summoner’s head. “Yet we have several challenges before us. Mr. Silversmith, you have solved one of our problems by having the simple good grace to regain consciousness. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I was beat up, fell out of a tree, ran a marathon, and then fell on my face,” Dart said. “Why? How should I be feeling?”

      Osia took a pull on his pipe and smirked. “I think he’ll be fine. If we can get him to his æthercraft, I can summon him enough energy and focus to get us out of here safely, I believe.”

      “Yes,” Ellis said, “but how do we get him out of here? Dart, you’re an escaped convict. They’re going to discover you at any minute. Once the physic arrives, you’ll be a patient of record.”

      “Is that a real term?” Kit called from her post by the doorway. “‘Patient of record’? Or did you just make that up?”

      Ellis ignored her.

      “Risoz is an independent jurisdiction,” Cormoran noted. “If we can get off-planet, no one is going to come after us.”

      “The constables will be watching the Beaver very closely, I imagine,” Ellis said, scowling in thought.

      “But the constables will be looking for a full-sized human,” Osia said. He held a bit of bread up to Jaq, who turned his beak up at it. Osia frowned and tossed the bread to the floor. “I often make Jaq here smaller or larger as needs be. No one will be looking for a little man in a hat box.”

      “Who carries a hat box?” Kit called over her shoulder.

      “Princesses often travel with hat boxes,” Osia raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll suffocate in a hat box,” Dart moaned, “I don’t like the hat box idea.”

      “No one will look beneath a bear’s cloak,” Karhu said. “Unless they are eager for death.”

      “Well, there we are—brilliant!” Osia said, pointing his pipe stem at the brooding bear in the corner. “I’ll make you smaller and Karhu here will carry you like a babe beneath his cloak. Will that satisfy you, Mr. Silversmith?”

      “I like this plan not,” Dart said. “But I haven’t a better idea.”

      “I haven’t got a cloak,” Karhu said.

      “Here’s a blanket,” Brennar said, tossing a gray, rough woolen blanket to Ellis.

      It was, he noted, neatly folded. Ellis, not without some trepidation, approached Karhu, and held it out. The dark bear sniffed at it, then took it from Ellis, more gently than the haffolk would have expected. The bear made a knot between two ends and draped it over his throat.

      “That looks surprisingly good on you,” Ellis noted.

      “Gray is one of my colors,” Karhu agreed.

      It had not occurred to Ellis that bears might have good colors or bad colors.

      “I’m still not sure he should travel,” Brennar said. “He’s pretty beat up.”

      “Either he travels now, or we’ll not leave at all. Not together, at any rate,” Cormoran said.

      Jaq cawed and with a great flurry of wings, took flight out of the room. Osia seemed not to notice. “Get him to sit up,” he said to Brennar.

      Brennar scowled. It was clear she did not like this idea at all. But she did not protest—not aloud, anyway. She grabbed his hand and pulled, while Cormoran moved around behind him, lifting and pushing. Dart uttered a groan of protest, but a moment later was sitting upright under his own control. Osia moved closer to him, but Dart raised one hand. “I’d…rather have some privacy for this, if you don’t mind, everyone.” Osia halted, and the company exchanged surprised looks. “No man likes to be made small,” Dart said, as if it were an everyday occurrence.

      “Avert your eyes, please,” Osia ordered. All obeyed, most turning away to look at another part of the room.

      “If it please you sometime, Mr. Osia,” Kuma said, “I should like to be a bit larger.”

      Osia ignored him. A few moments later he announced, “It is done. You may look.”

      Dart was still sitting on the edge of the table, but he was the size of a rag doll. Ellis was struck by how fragile and vulnerable he suddenly looked—not to mention comical.

      “Don’t stare,” Dart flinched, not from the pain this time. “Please don’t stare.”

      Osia picked up the small pilot and ferried him across the room to Karhu, who received the small man with surprising tenderness. He cradled him in the crook of his foreleg, and the edge of the bear’s makeshift cloak covered him neatly.

      “That will do very well,” Osia said.

      “Except for the smell,” came Dart’s tiny, muffled voice.

      There was another great flapping of wings as Jaq lit upon Osia’s shoulder, a sealed note in his beak. Osia took it and quickly broke the seal. His eyes scanned the page quickly. A slight smile broke out on his lips like the morning sun. “This is some welcome news indeed.” He quickly secreted the note away in the mysterious interior of his robe. He looked up to address them, looking a good deal more hopeful than he had just moments before. “We should not, I think, leave together. Let us go in pairs. There are seventeen ways to exit the library. I suggest we make use of four of them and meet up at the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Ealon opened his eyes to the sound of someone stirring in his room. With great groans he sat up, pressing an arm to his throbbing forehead. In the shadow of his arm, his eyes tried to focus on the young housemaid who had just set down a breakfast tray.

      She glanced up and was startled to see the king watching her. “I beg forgiveness if I woke your majesty,” she said, quickly curtsying.

      “Come here,” Ealon croaked. After clearing his throat he repeated the request. Her skin was smooth, her forehead shiny with sweat, and two tendrils of yellow hair escaped her white linen cap.

      The girl stepped forward, awkwardly grabbing her left arm with her right hand. Ealon liked this since it pinched her bosom tighter. “And curtsy for me again,” Ealon said, lifting his head for a better view. “You are a pretty creature. Have you worked here long?”

      “I-I guess not,” the girl stammered. “I mean, not really, your majesty.”

      “Have you ever been on the sea?”

      “Oh no—never!” She answered with such certainty that Ealon was unsure if she was excited or frightened at the notion.

      Ealon noticed the pitcher was still near the bed and, even better, still had some wine in it. “Would you like to?” he asked, pouring himself a cup.

      “Oh, by the Scar, thankee! But I don’t think it’s my place, your majesty.”

      Ealon closed his one eye, willing the newer wine to balance out the headache from the old wine. “Of course it’s your place,” he replied, suppressing a cough. “Your king commands it.”

      “Even so, sir, I don’t think you’ll be going out this morning—your majesty, sir,” she added with another curtsy.

      “Why the blazes not?” Ealon snapped.

      The girl, at a loss, simply pointed to the window. Ealon pushed himself off the mattress, pulling a top blanket with him to cover up his lower half. He strode to the window but could already guess her meaning by the dull light entering his room. He pressed his face against the glass, craning his neck for a better view since he had to look left. The bay was the color of pewter and its restlessness was revealed in many whitecaps. “Suck a bloody Horn,” Ealon groaned, knowing he would be stuck in the castle all day.

      Just then Liaga swept into the room, arms wide as if casting a spell or uncharacteristically wishing to embrace someone. Even worse than his arrival was the fact that he caused the young housemaid to flee the room. “Excellent, your majesty. You are already awake,” Liaga declared. “Come, come, your lords await your conference.”

      “Why?”

      “It is noon on the third Tuesday, your majesty. Has his majesty forgotten?”

      It was bad enough he had to be indoors all day, and now he’d have to spend it listening to a bunch of whinging ingrates bellyache about their pathetic grievances. Ealon seriously gave thought to sending them away, but he knew it would be rash and foolish, seeing as he needed their continued tithes. Ealon sighed again. “Very well. Lead the way. Far be it for me to stand in the way of tradition.”

      Ealon quickly drew up trousers and slung on a vest. Walking barefoot, he followed Liaga and descended to the ground floor, to a meeting chamber off the throne room. Six men, draped in colorful  cloaks, were already seated at the table. Ealon recognized them, but knew only a few by name. He couldn’t help noticing that, by chance or not, the larger men were at the right side of the table, their backs to the windows, while the slighter men sat opposite. If the table were a boat, he mused, they would list to port and probably capsize. But, sadly, it was not a boat, and Ealon was not alone on the ocean.

      He assumed he should say something formal, but frankly was not in the mood for it. “My lords…” he said, collapsing into the chair at the head of the table. Liaga remained standing at a suitable distance. The lords glanced between themselves, presumably wondering if they should start.

      It was Delprod, that obsequious mass, who spoke first. “If I may, your majesty…I think I speak for us all in praising your sure and steady hand in sweeping away all the orcs who perverted our towns and endangered our families.” The others voiced their assent. “To see them driven away, all at once, was…quite formidable.” The lords broke into applause. Ealon, who had been sitting sideways, wistfully facing the open doorway, turned and began to take interest. The lords were praising him?

      True, it was for something he hadn’t done, but it was better than hearing their constant complaints. Maybe Abraxis had done him a favor…

      “But the damage and unrest they created still remains,” said one of the older lords. Elkpiss…or something like that. Really, what did it matter?

      “And what would you have me do about it, my lord?” Ealon replied. “Call them back to clean up after themselves?” He added a sarcastic laugh, but then turned sullen. “Isn’t it enough that the orcs, the usurpers, my captors, have been sent away? What more would you have me do?”

      “The upkeep of his capital city surely falls under the province of a king,” the old lord replied.

      “And a lord is responsible for his own house and a business man for his own business,” Ealon countered.

      The old lord’s pale gray face began to pinken. “Are you proposing that your people…fend for themselves?” His fist tightened and it looked like he was fighting the urge to rap the table. “Your majesty, I find this…highly objectionable.”

      “Next?” Ealon said.

      “I have a question,” offered Baron Pennington. “I am curious,” he began, growing more sure as he continued, “why the house of Summerfield went to such great lengths to clear out all summoners—mine own among them, I’ll have you know—yet the king's own summoner stands here before us, in this room. If the words of a summoner were so dangerous that all of them had to be banned from our country, how can we trust a monarch who is in constant conference with one?”

      “Next?” Ealon said again, dismissively. But his council would not allow it. Pennington’s words had stirred something. The lords raised their voices, shouting at the king, pointing their fingers at him. “Next? Next!” Ealon continued, uncaring.

      He could hear nothing but cacophony so Ealon brought up his own topic. “I think one thing that would improve morale here,” he declared, raising his voice above the din, “is that the women of Hearth need to wear fewer undergarments. Think of all the time wasted trying to get them out of all that useless linen—time better devoted to the repopulation of Hearthen males, eh?” By now he had outlasted them. The lords fell silent and listened as their king continued speaking. “And why do our women wear pants under their skirts?—the skirt is covering enough as is, isn’t it? If we come to one decision here, let it be that women need less underclothing.” Ealon turned to look at them again. “All agreed?”

      No one responded. Likely they were unsure how serious their king was.

      “Ah, yes,” someone finally said.  It was Lord Raygalt, whom Ealon had already taken an instant dislike to. The man’s narrow, perfectly trimmed beard annoyed him—along with the large floppy feather he wore in his hat, always bobbing in unseen, nonexistent breezes. “Another edict of the king, which is neither realistic nor enforceable.”

      Thus challenged, Ealon stared at Raygalt, sending him murderous thoughts. Raygalt returned the stare, with a slight smile.

      “I’d be happy to enforce the law myself,” Ealon stated, adding his own twisted smile. “One household at a time.”

      “Not my household, my lord,” Raygalt replied.

      “Certainly, your household. I am your king.”

      “And I am a husband and father. I would not let you under my roof for such a frivolous and demeaning adventure.”

      “And I would force my way!” Ealon snapped.

      “As they say in the school yards, your majesty, you and whose army…?”

      The lords broke into uncontrollable laughter. Raygart sat back, pleased with himself. Ealon’s face went purple with rage. He leapt from his chair, but Liaga was quick to interrupt. Holding his hands up he declared the meeting ended, though no one was listening to him. He then placed his hands on Ealon’s shoulders and steered him out of the room. While the other nobles argued amongst themselves, it was only Pennington who noticed their departure. He called out as Ealon left the room, vehemently demanding his own summoner’s return.

      Liaga escorted the king back upstairs to the royal bedchamber. “Did you hear them, Liaga?” Ealon raged. “They laughed at me. They defied me and laughed at me! Tell me why I shouldn’t have them all executed!”

      “Because, your majesty, though it may pain you to hear it, you need them.”

      “What I need…apart from someone warming my bed…is my army back! I need the Scrum.” He returned to the window and looked out over the harbor and down the southern coastline. “I need to find a way to talk to Abraxis, to get his attention and talk him into releasing me more Scrum. Then those stupid oxen down there would listen to me. Then they’d know to fear me.”
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      Dawn was breaking as Ellis and the company approached the spaceport. The horizon was a brilliant painting in deep blues and bright orange. Despite all they were dealing with, Ellis received it as a gift from the oyosii. It was as if they were reminding him—There is beauty in the universe. There is goodness. This is something worth saving. He had never doubted it, but it was nice to be reminded.

      His nostrils were filled with the dust of the road as they walked. It was a pungent  aroma, reminding him of a mixture of soot and pepper and the acrid bite of aluminum.

      He glanced at Kit. He felt sad that they’d not had much time to talk of late. He hadn’t even told her of being attacked by the king’s enforcer. Would she be proud of how he’d tried to protect himself, or would she chide him for his miserable swordsmanship? It didn’t matter which, he decided, anything would sound good coming from her. He marveled at how he could be standing right next to someone and missing them so profoundly at the same time.

      Jaq met the sun with a scream that might have indicated delight—it was hard to tell with Jaq, who only seemed to have two modes of communication: silence and squawking. Ellis wondered how Osia put up with the pesky familiar, but then Ellis realized that other people had asked him the same about Kit. Osia and the bird must have a bond that others simply cannot fathom. The ways of love are inscrutable, Ellis thought.

      And yet his love for Kit seemed the most natural thing in the world. He knew she was hurting. He longed to put his arm around her, to pull her in and hold her close to him. He also knew that this would result in the sticky end of her longneedle threatening his ribs. He sighed.

      They paused at the archway leading into the spaceport, all but Kit. Without looking around, without making eye contact with anyone, she simply trudged ahead. “This way,” she said.

      The gas lamps illuminating the port were still lit, Ellis noted, and was glad of it. Despite the lightening sky, long shadows still stretched from their feet into the far distance, dusky harlequins mirroring their every step with a mocking dance of their own.

      They saw no one until they rounded the corner to their berth. Coming around a very large, gleaming elven æthercraft, they saw the Patriarchal Beaver at the end of a circle of small, lesser ships. “Shhhh!” Indiél warned them.

      Ellis stopped, frozen momentarily in place. Standing in front of their copper vessel was the very security officer Dart had hit on the head the last time they had tried sneaking out of this spaceport.

      He was standing in front of his horse and buggy, swinging a billy club around on its leather strap, every now and then catching it in his left hand. His eyes were narrow, and even in the gaslight Ellis could see that his bulbous nose was redder than the dawn.

      “Well, well, if it ain’t our two haffolk,” he said. The menace in his voice was unmistakable. “You seem to have a fondness for early-morning flights, you two do. And who are all these you’ve recruited into your miscreancy, eh?”

      Ellis wasn’t at all sure “miscreancy” was a word, but he did not correct the man. He did note that the security guard was weaving a bit, and the unmistakable aroma of gin peppered the air. Ellis was glad he was in such a large group of miscreants. The man was not likely to turn violent with so many witnesses present.

      Karhu lumbered up to the man and stood looking down at him. The security officer was not by any means small for a human, but his head barely reached the middle of the dark bear’s chest. Karhu stood a little too close to the man. He said nothing, but only continued to stare, his head suspended directly over the human’s own, their eyes now locked. It was the man who looked away first.

      Karhu spat and grumbled, “No sport in this one.”

      The officer’s lip curled up in a sneer as he took in the diversity of the company before him. Ellis could see that they confused him, especially the bears. He seemed paralyzed when he took in the regal bearing of Indiél…or it could be that he was merely lusting after her. Ellis understood that. The man cocked his head as he considered Kuma. Ellis wondered if perhaps the man had never seen a bear wearing spectacles before. And the human clearly did not know what to make of the summoner or his raven.

      Jaq cawed. The silence that followed was awkward. Ellis wondered if they ought not simply try to push past the man. Surely he would not attack them, not with Karhu dripping stinking hot bear saliva onto the top of his head.

      “I don’t believe we’ve ever had a proper introduction,” the man said, striking a conciliatory tone. “I am Security Officer Clayton—‘Bullseye,’ me friends call me. But”—he smiled, and it was not a nice smile—“You are not my friends. You are miscreants. And you’ll not be going anywhere this morning.” There was menace in his voice, but it was moderated somewhat—given that the bear still hovered overhead. “This craft has been impounded until the arrears against it are settled.”

      “Surely the arrears are levied against the captain, not against the ship,” Osia noted.

      “And where is that slimy bastard, eh?” Clayton craned his neck, expecting Dart to step out of the shadows at any moment.

      “In prison, last I heard,” Osia said with a completely straight face. Jaq cawed.

      “’Tisn’t true, about the impound,” a voice came from the direction of the ship. In the dark they hadn’t seen the engineer, Tar Gravenwood, climbing down the ladder. Ellis marveled at how quiet the dwarf had been, given the rungs were made for the long legs of humans.

      Gravenwood was wiping his hands on an oil rag, and dabbing at his forehead too. He stopped as he entered the circle of light thrown by the lamp post and glanced about. “The craft is in top shape. Repairs are made. The engines are fit and fired. Where’s the Cap’n?”

      “We hoped he would join us anon,” Osia lied. The summoner raised one eyebrow, almost comically, hoping the engineer would take the hint.

      The dwarf harrumphed and turned to the human. “You’re drunk. I could smell you from the engine room.” He turned to the rest of them. “All aboard, then.”

      The man’s eyes widened, and then settled into a hateful scowl. “Not. Until the arrears. Are paid.”

      “I shall pay the arrears,” a high musical voice called out.

      In the gaslight a tall, slender figure glided into view. Ellis gasped. Indiél cried out, “Father!”

      It was indeed Eoche, king of the Green Elves. He paused and considered his daughter for a moment, then he glided by her. Ellis had not put it together before, but he realized the sleek steel elven ship they had just passed must belong to the king. No wonder Indiél had warned them to be quiet as they walked past.

      The king seemed not so much to walk as to float, and Ellis wondered at his regal bearing. His light blue robes shimmered in the gas light, and he wore a circlet of silver leaves atop his head, crowning a severe, long face that radiated disdain for any world it beheld.

      From the moment Ellis had first met him, he knew he was a hard elf. There was a bitterness to him that curled the edges of Ellis’ soul, just from his sheer proximity. He knew that Indiél loved him, but it seemed to Ellis he must be a hard elf to love, however close one’s association might be.

      The king pulled a silver purse from his belt and opened it, pulling forth several large coins. “The amount of the arrears?” the king asked. “And pray, be true as to the amount. I will inquire afterwards as to the veracity of your sum.”

      “’T’would be sixteen guineas, threepence and six,” the man said, his eyes registering something between fear and awe.

      “This should cover it.” The king pressed several coins into the man’s palm. “And please accept a generous fee for your own trouble.”

      The man stared at the coins in his palm, incredulous.

      “Once more, beware. I will inquire to be sure the debt is settled. We’ll be leaving just after breakfast.” He turned and glided back toward his ship. He paused as he passed his daughter. He turned toward her, but Ellis was not able to read his face. It seemed as impenetrable as marble. Indiél’s face, however, was an open book. She fought to keep her eyes up, meeting his own, and there was a watery gleam to them. Her lower lip trembled, and she bit at it to quell its wayward betrayal.

      “You have not yet given us your answer, Eoche King,” Osia said.

      Eoche did not look away from his daughter. “I will not give you any public assistance. But I will give you my blessing,” he said. Then he looked away, toward his own ship, and floated off toward the dawn light.
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        * * *

      

      Ealon paced his chambers like a caged animal. He stopped at his looking glass, rubbed a sleeve over the thin metal sheet, and appraised his appearance. He tilted his chin up, inspecting his beard. He could feel the fine hairs on his chin and around his mouth, but to his great annoyance, he could barely see them. How could he convince all the doubters—the graybeards—that he was man enough to be king when he could barely sprout hair on his face? Why was he so cursed?

      Emitting an angry snarl he turned from the mirror and resumed his restless pacing. “Where are—” he began, but at that moment he heard voices outside his door and a loud knock. “Enter!” he called, in his best commanding voice, and two of his guards entered with a young man between them.

      “This is not right,” the young man was protesting. “I’ve done nothing wrong and I…” He stopped suddenly, blinking. “What the—? Ealon? Is that you?”

      The king smiled at his friend’s befuddlement.

      “What the throbbing pus happened to your face? Are you missing an eye?”

      The smile faltered.

      Now it was time for the friend to smile. “…Are you in disguise? Dressed as some frightening hoodlum, to excite the ladies by scaring them?”

      “Many things have befallen me since we last spoke,” Ealon interrupted. “Not least of which is the power to order people to stop talking. Especially about my royal personage.”

      “Yes. Right.” Trowleton’s voice was much more subdued, now that it was clear he had said too much and was remembering his station. “I am sorry, sir. Sire. Your majesty. Sir.” But some of his agitation returned. “Ealon, is this your doing?”

      Ealon’s mischievous smile returned as well.

      “Crusted fewmets on toast, Ealon! If my parents find out⁠—”

      “Relax, Trowleton,” Ealon said to his old friend. “They’ll never know. You were picked up at a tavern, yes? Not at your home, right? …And you’re not really under arrest anyway.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      Ealon paused before answering and signaled his men to leave. Once the door was closed, Ealon spoke up. “I’m bored, Trowleton! That’s why you’re here. Everybody here wants something from me. But all I want is to have it like it was before, when we could spend whole days wandering the town and drinking pubs dry.”

      Trowleton also smiled at the memories. “So does your majesty need me to sneak you out? Are there secret passages in the depths of the castle?”

      “There are, in fact, but they’ve long ago been sealed up. And I doubt I’d hear the end of it if I went out without a guard…so we’ll have to stay here. But…” he added, pouring the deep red contents of a pitcher into two cups, “I’ve got good wine and, at last, I’ve got a familiar face to share it with.” He handed over a cup. The two friends toasted each other, and were in quick need of refills.

      “Being a king’s not all it’s cracked up to be, then?” Trowleton asked, receiving his cup again—and adding a quick “your highness, sir” in the name of propriety.

      “King!” Ealon scoffed. “This isn’t being king. I have no army, I have no quest, I’m just…” His voice trailed off. “All I hear about are complaints and demands. I should be in command of the planet, yet I feel like I’m the manager of some village shop.” He looked at his feet. “Shoes. A shoe shop.”

      “A cobbler?”

      “No,” Ealon said, irritated, “not the maker of shoes. The one who sells them.”

      “That’s the cobbler.”

      “No!”

      “What…” Trowleton protested, already slurring his words, “you think you’re going to waste two shops on selling a pair of shoes. One for the cobbler and then a whole other shop for the shoe-seller?”

      “As king,” Ealon said, rising unsteadily, raising his cup like a scepter, “I hereby declare three shops to sell a pair of shoes. One for the cobbler and one for the right shoe and one for the left shoe.”

      “And one for the seller,” Trowleton reminded him.

      “And one for the fam’ly that lives down the lane,” Ealon crowed in sing-song, triumphantly pointing at Trowleton. “Don’t forget them.”

      “What’s that come to?” Trowleton said, eyes closed while he calculated. “Five…six?…five shops for a pair of shoes? That’s a lot of overhead.“

      “They’re good shoes.”

      Trowleton smiled. “I’d expect nothing less from King Ealon.”

      Ealon winced. “You know, old pog, that could very well be the first time anyone’s called me that.”

      “Really? What do they call you?”

      “Now that you mention it, it feels like everyone here has gone out of their way to avoid addressing me or announcing me as King Ealon.” He stared angrily into his cup, before emptying it. “Just one more insult from my loyal subjects.”

      There was no response from Trowleton. Likely he didn’t know what to say. He also didn’t know how to request more, continuing to stare into his cup and swirl the lonely dregs…until he looked up with a new thought. “You know, if you think everyone hates you so much, maybe you should try winning them to your side.”

      “Like how?” Ealon asked.

      “I don’t know,” Trowleton answered after another silence.

      “You know what I want,” Ealon said, as if to himself, “is to bring back the æther service. I need a way to get off this planet.” He did not add that his real goal was to use the æthercraft to find the Lizard King and demand his Scrum army back.

      “Why don’t you?” Trowleton said. He had just started reclining in his chair, but now was sitting up straight again.

      “Bring back æther flights?”

      “Yes!” Trowleton enthused. “The dwarfs couldn’t’ve reclaimed all the ships. There have to be some humans who must’ve learned how to engineer the rum things after all this time—and there would be coal at the railroad station, right?”

      Ealon broke into a smile. The idea seemed so neat and perfect, all spelled out like that. “That…that might actually work,” he mused.

      “Restoring flights could get trade going again,” Trowleton continued. “It’ll show the other worlds you’re capable. It will…it will…”

      “No, I like it. I think it will work,” Ealon continued. He got up, refilled his friend’s cup, and began pacing the room again. “I’ve never been to the station at night. Do they have nighttime service to Midlands? Could we go there now?”

      “I’m not sure,” Trowleton replied, evidently finding it necessary to squeeze his eyes shut to think. “I don’t believe so. Besides, I’m thinking it might be best to wait till the morning.”

      “Trowleton, I’m surprised at you,” Ealon said with an air of disappointment. “Has age enfeebled you?”

      “You must remember, sire, that I had a head start before your henchman dragged me here.”

      “Fair enough. Rest here, in your king’s own chambers. But come the dawn, I’m taking you to the train station and we’ll see if we can put your plan into action.” And then, Ealon added to himself, I can see how fast I can leave this place and go get my army back.
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        * * *

      

      Once aboard, Gravenwood sealed the hatch, then turned and placed his hands on his hips. “All right, we’re in. But we’re not going anywhere without a pilot.”

      Karhu withdrew his great paw from underneath his cloak and set a tiny Alec Silversmith on the table of the mess. The dwarf’s eyes grew large and his mouth fell open.

      “What did you do to ’im?” he breathed.

      “Nothing that cannot be undone,” Osia assured him.

      “Well, then, you’d best blinkin’ undo it now!” the dwarf demanded.

      “Gladly,” Osia said. “A little space, please, Jaq.”

      Jaq cawed and with a flutter of wings, leaped to the back of a nearby chair, where he instantly began grooming the underside of one wing with his beak.

      Osia turned to Dart. “Would you prefer privacy for this little operation?”

      Dart looked up at the summoner, the tiny ends of his mustache whipping about like mouse tails. “I don’t mind people seeing me get bigger,” he said. “I just didn’t want them to see me…diminishing.”

      “Very well, then.”

      Ellis held his breath as the summoner closed his eyes and raised one arm, as if reaching for something on an unseen shelf in the middle of the room. He cocked his head as if suddenly hearing a distant tune, wanting to hear it better, to focus on it. Ellis knew, from what Osia had told him, what he was doing, though he still had no idea how it was done. He was reaching through the Scar with his mind—or perhaps with his imagination—and searching for a universe in which it was possible to make small things larger.

      Osia suddenly lifted his chin toward the ceiling, as if he were basking in the bright and beautiful light of a summer sun.

      He’s found the universe, Ellis thought. And now he’s connecting to it, drawing the power, the possibility, the potentiality from that world to this.

      And then, to Ellis’ amazement, the tiny pilot began to grow. It took about a minute, but during that time Dart’s body, slowly but perceptibly, evenly and uniformly, got larger, until he was his normal size, sitting on the edge of the table.

      Osia opened his eyes and lowered his hands. He looked very tired, and Ellis wondered just how much magic took from him whenever he did it. Does it hurt? Ellis wondered. He longed to ask, but he knew now was not the time.

      “Horn of blood,” Gravenwood swore, his eyes still riveted on his captain.

      Ellis looked around and saw that every eye was on Dart. For all the many summoners there were, it was rare to see magic actually performed. Indeed, most folk had never seen it, and Ellis himself—despite his keeping company with what was arguably the second most powerful summoner in the universe—had seen precious little of it.

      “If this was team play,“ Karhu noted, “we would call that unfair advantage.”

      Dart flexed his hands and felt at his face. “That was…unpleasant,” he said, giving Osia a warning look. “Let’s not do that again if we can help it, eh?”

      “Ill times betide woeful tides,” Osia said. “As the sailors of the sea used to say.”

      “I’ve never heard that,” Kit objected.

      “You’re not an old sailor,” Ellis pointed out.

      Dart jumped down and looked around the room, greeting them all as if he had just returned from a journey. “Well met, princesses. Well met, Prince Cormoran. Well met, bears. Thank you for the safe passage, Karhu.” He leaned in and whispered, “A bath might be in order. Your fur is a bit…ripe, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      Karhu growled, but Dart seemed not to hear. His face brightened and he headed for the cockpit. “Off to Allo Torbitatha and Summoners’ Keep, then?”

      “Not just yet,” Osia said, drawing a fold of parchment from his robe. Ellis recognized it as the note Jaq had delivered to the infirmary. “I have here an invitation.”

      Indiél and Brennar had seated themselves at the table now that the magic was over. Kit leaned against the wall and crossed her arms, her eyes looking anywhere except at the princesses. Kuma patted the floor next to him, inviting Karhu to sit. “Come on, then, you’re dominating the field.” Grudgingly, the great bear sat.

      “An invitation?” Cormoran asked. “From whom?”

      “From the queen of the Gray Elves, Palathanir, wife of Signa Fell.”

      Ellis heard a gasp and he looked over to see who had made it. Indiél had her hand at her mouth. “We call her the ice queen,” she said. “She’s utterly heartless. There is no blood in her veins.”

      “What in the world would she want with us?” Brennar asked. “Her husband has already rebuffed our proposal.”

      “I’ll grant you, the Lady Palathanir is severe,” Osia said, unfolding the letter. “But her mind is certainly her own. She does not always act in concert with her husband. And fortunately for us, she has decided not to do so now.”

      “She is going to help us, even though her husband the king does not wish it?” Indiél asked, her voice rising with incredulity.

      “Quite,” Osia said. “Listen to this: ‘I have heard from my husband’s own lips of your plans. His decision was not, I think, worthy of us. I hope you will think him less an ass than he actually is⁠—’”

      “I think I have misjudged her,” Indiél announced.

      Ellis looked over at Kit. He was glad to see the beginnings of a smile break out on her lips.

      Osia continued, “‘If the Gray Elves will not help you by light of the sun, then we shall do so by light of the moon. If you will but meet me at your earliest convenience, I will make sure your fellowship is well apportioned.’”

      “Humph. Elves,” Tar Gravenwood said, and stomped out of the mess, closing the round metal door to the engine room behind him with an echoing clank.

      “What has he got against elves?” Indiél asked.

      “He is a dwarf,” Kit shot back. Ellis was surprised to see her even speak to one of the princesses. “What do you elves have against dwarfs?”

      Indiél looked up and away, as if her feigned disinterest might deflect the barb. Brennar put a supportive hand in hers. “We’re trying to rise above all that, aren’t we, love?” she asked. Indiél did not deign to answer.

      “It’s very generous of her,” Kuma said, sitting up straighter. He adjusted his spectacles. “But I fear what may happen to her if her husband finds out about her…her…”

      “Betrayal?” Cormoran offered. “Deception? Treachery? Subterfuge?”

      “As familiar as you obviously are with the lexicon of treason, Prince Cormoran, this is hardly the same,” Osia corrected him. “The relationship between the king and queen of the Gray Elves is famously contentious, but they have not been married these many hundreds of years without a certain…shall we say…union of spirits.”

      “What do you mean?” Indiél asked. “I don’t follow you.”

      “I think I do,” Cormoran said. “I think you mean that the right hand must be seen to be open so that the left hand can make a fist.”

      “It’s just like your father, love,” Brennar pointed at Indiél, “giving us his blessing but not any actual help.”

      “Why are elves so cagey, anyway?” Kit asked.

      “Signa Fell is playing a dangerous political game,” Cormoran explained. “His nobles will not by any means agree to our plan—for the same reasons the dwarfs did not, I imagine. And it must be the same for your father, princess.” He nodded at Indiél. “But Fell knows it is the right thing to do, and so will assist us in secret.”

      Ellis snapped his fingers, catching on. “Because it is his ‘rebellious wife’ doing the helping, not him! I mean, should anyone find out and ask.”

      “Complete deniability,” Cormoran nodded his agreement. “This is a marriage not to be crossed.”

      “No indeed.” Osia’s eyes were shining. He held the parchment where it would get the best light again and read, “‘I hope you will accept the hospitality of the little sister.’”

      “The little sister?” Dart scowled. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Osia said, folding the parchment and again returning it to his robes. He took out his pipe and settled into a place on the floor. Jaq hopped down to the floor beside him and began to peck at it, though Ellis could see no grain or bugs or indeed anything else that might interest the bird.

      “The little sister…” Cormoran scowled.

      “Elderwood is the planet of the Gray Elves,” Dart said. “As I recall, that planet has two moons. One larger…and one smaller.”

      “The little sister!” Cormoran smiled.

      “The little sister,” Dart agreed. The two men seemed to really see each other for the first time. It felt like a sacral moment, but it quickly turned awkward. “I’ll, uh…go make the preparations,” Dart said, and turned toward the cockpit.

      “I’ve been to Elderwood, but never to its moons,” Indiél said, her voice low with awe.

      “I don’t believe it will be the moon that will make an impression,” Osia said, lighting his pipe with a match. “It is the queen’s gravity that has a stronger pull.”
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        * * *

      

      Daevis Ennisbrook was not a man who drank in the morning. Yet when he discovered that the tavern master had fortified his tea with gin, he did not complain. Instead, he raised his cup to him from across the room, where the man was fussing over guests hungrily breaking their fast. Then the tavern master winked at him. Ennisbrook scowled. Neither was he a man who suffered other men to wink at him.

      But this was not the time or place for thoughts of petty, vengeful bloodshed. The morning light was a bit too glorious, and he soon put the tavern master out of mind. He finished his toast, wiped the last bit of jam from his cheek, and drained the fortified tea. Then he stood and went out to greet the sun.

      The small town that had attached itself to the Library at Risoz was a busy enterprise. Carriages and lorries passed each other at every point along the main thoroughfare, and shopkeepers as far as he could see were arranging their wares in front of their stores, setting out chairs and little tables, or sweeping the threshold in preparation for the day’s clientele.

      He needed a blips-and-squawks office, but so far as he knew, there was no other settlement of bright beings on the planetoid. He couldn’t look for a shop or a train station. The most likely place for the blips-and-squawks would be the ætherport. He turned left and made his way along the clapboard walkways lining the streets.

      He came to it faster than he expected. He had anticipated it being in the main ætherport administration building—and perhaps there was one there, too. But here was a shop with light blue stylized script over the door that said, Blips & Squawks • Candles and Sundries • Lowest Prices in Town. He paused, then went in. A middle-aged woman stood behind a high counter, sorting hard candy wrapped in waxed paper by color. She glanced up and stared at Ennisbrook, a little too long. Then she fluttered at bit.

      “Oh, my, my, my. I never get the handsome ones in here. It must be my lucky day!”

      Ennisbrook ignored her inappropriate outburst. He removed his black leather gloves and set them on the counter. The woman stared at his chain of office, then looked up once more at his face. “Oh. My. Handsome and important. Here. Have a mouth-lolly.” She put a piece of candy in front of him.

      He looked at it, began to protest, then rolled his eyes and put the candy in his pocket. “I am here to send a message via the blips-and-squawks.”

      “Of course, sir. Here’s a form.” She reached beneath the counter and withdrew a piece of printed parchment, setting it on the counter.

      It was a standard blips-and-squawks form, like any he had seen on Hearth. She placed a quill and ink pot at his disposal. “Thank you,” he said. Within moments he had written his message out. Then he removed a folded piece of paper from his purse and placed it on top of the parchment. “This is a classified transmission. Here are the code protocols. I assume your operator is certified?”

      “Oh, indeed.” She turned and called over her shoulder. “Liam!” She turned back and smiled, taking the form and the protocols from him. She glanced at the message. “That’ll be three and—” her face fell. “Horn’s saliva, this is for the high king of Hearth?” She looked up at him and narrowed one eye. “Is this a joke?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking?” he asked, and he moved his right hand aside to make the hilt of his rapier visible.

      She noticed and gulped. “You do not, sir.” She turned to the back again. “Liiiiiaaaaam!”

      A moment later, a gangly lad with spectacles came through the door yawning and scratching at his belly. “Can’t a man have an apple in the loo without being yelled at?”

      “This man needs to send a coded message to the high king of Hearth.”

      The young man looked at the parchments, then up at Ennisbrook, then back at the parchments. “Is this a joke?”

      Quicker than sight, Ennisbrook drew his rapier, spun it, and slapped it on the countertop. Both employees jumped. “I am not joking,” he said through gritted teeth. He was glad of the gin now, and would have had more if it were at hand. It eased the suffering of fools.

      “Uh…all right, then. W-w-wait here.” He disappeared into the back.

      The woman fumbled at the frilled collar of her print dress nervously, glancing at Ennisbrook every few seconds.

      He drummed his fingers on the counter.

      “You didn’t eat your mouth-lolly,” she pointed out.

      “I don’t plan to eat it,” he said.

      “Ever?” she asked.

      “Ever.”

      Her eyes moved back and forth. “Well then, give it back.” After a moment, she added, “Please.”

      He withdrew the candy and with deliberate, slow motions, placed it within reach of her on the counter. She snatched it back and placed it in one of the piles before her. “They come all mixed up,” she said. “I hate that. Like-with-like, I say. Reds separate from greens. Don’t you agree?”

      He drummed his fingers. How bad would I feel about killing her? he wondered to himself. Not bad, he decided. Not bad at all. And at home on Hearth, he might have. Just because it was Tuesday. But this was a different jurisdiction, where his chain of office afforded him little more than awe in those that even noticed.

      After a few minutes, the young man came back, his face white. He did not look at Ennisbrook, but kept his eyes firmly on the countertop. “We have had an answer, sir.”

      Ennisbrook had been sending news of his encounter with Cormoran. No details, of course, that would be too humiliating. But Ealon needed to know that Cormoran was indeed still living and that his objective was unfulfilled.

      The king would not be happy.

      It was with no little dread that he unfolded the parchment. It said, “EITHER RETURN WITH HIS HEAD OR SURRENDER YOURS STOP”

      Ennisbrook sighed. He was not surprised by the answer, but he was disappointed. He was hoping to do just what he and Cormoran had discussed—go home and try to manage Ealon’s mad descent into societal chaos.

      He crushed the note into his palm. He might have lied to Ealon, but how long would that have lasted? Cormoran was not in hiding, just off-planet. He was a handsome and popular prince. Cormoran-sightings were widely reported. No, he must complete his mission. But he must do it smartly.

      “That will be three-and-six, please,” the woman said tentatively.

      He counted out the change and put it on the counter. Then he reached over and snatched up one of the mouth-lollies and stuffed it in his pocket.
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      Ealon woke with a heavy throbbing in his head. Despite the pain, it had a pleasurable familiarity, as did the sight of his friend Trowleton, lying nearby in a similar state.  “Psst. Trowlers,” Ealon said. “It’s morning.”

      Trowleton muttered something indistinct, running his hand over the rug and trying to draw more of it to him.

      “Get up,” Ealon continued. “We’ve got things to do.”

      Trowleton had at least rolled forward, pressing his face into the rug. Ealon couldn’t tell if Trowleton’s grunt was acquiescence or an angry curse.  Ealon sat up, but did so slowly and gingerly, giving his brain time to catch up with his body. He carefully got to his feet and began inspecting the cups and goblets for more wine. Remarkably, they seemed to have emptied every container in his chambers. He needed to call for his attendants, but knew better than to yell. Instead, he crossed to the door, opened it, and spoke to the guards outside. He sent one off to find a valet and he mentioned to the other their desire to go out into the town. In response the guard went pale and he could only stammer his protests.

      “It—it’s not safe, your majesty, sir. The…the captain of the guard must be told, and we’ll need more time to arrange a security detail…”

      “Nonsense,” Ealon countered. “Just escort us to the train station, that’s all.”

      “No, sir, it wouldn’t be right, your majesty, sir. We need to protect your majesty, your majesty.”

      Ealon closed his eye, gently pressing his fingertips to his forehead. It would be so much easier, he knew, to enlist one of his orcs. They would easily intimidate anyone posing a threat to his person. But he was also aware that the presence of the Scrum had caused so much enmity that they themselves would become a target. At this moment he was not interested in upsetting the citizenry—he just wanted to get across town.

      “It’s not official state business,” he groaned. “I’m not entertaining some ambassador. I simply want to talk to someone at the train station. If you won’t escort us, we’ll go in a carriage. Would that be sufficient for you?”

      “I still need to inform the captain of the guard…”

      “I assure you that won’t be necessary,” Ealon said, wondering why he needed to justify himself to this man. Even so he recognized the guard was doing his job as best he could, and Ealon knew he must keep his anger in check when dealing with his own people. “It’s just a simple outing.”

      The first guard was returning. The valet behind him bore a large platter. Ealon recognized plates of ham and glasses of brightly colored juice. He did not espy any bottles of wine. The first guard resumed his position outside the door. Ealon stepped aside to let the valet in. The young man set the platter on a table. He stood with an expectant smile, but it faltered when Ealon ignored the bountiful breakfast. “Get up already, Trowlers. I’m not waiting for you.”

      Trowleton growled again, using an elbow to prop himself up. “My right side has gone completely numb. What cheap swill do you serve in this establishment?”

      “I would assume your condition has more to do with your insistence on sleeping on a stone floor. Come on, get up. We’re going on an adventure.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes, of course. What we talked about last night. We’re going to see the man at the train station.”

      “Is that a euphemism?” Trowleton asked, at last on his feet.  Once up, though, he saw he would need to sit back down to get his boots on.

      Once they were finally ready, Ealon went to the door and told the second guard they were ready to depart. The guard informed him that a carriage was waiting outside the stables and that he would escort them. “Of course, good sir knight,” Ealon said as he and Trowleton followed, figuring he should make the best of the situation. “And what name does our protector go by?”

      “My name is Rejin, your majesty.”

      “Wrench? What kind of name is Wrench? What a horrid name; it won’t do at all. As king’s guard you should have something more formidable sounding. We shall call you…Precipitous.”

      “Cantankerous,” Trowleton offered, trying to keep up as they descended the stairs.

      “Hieronymus,” Ealon declared triumphantly. “But what say you, Hieronymus?” he added in a lower tone, having reached the sunlit stableyards. “If you were so concerned about concealing my presence in town, why have you outfitted me with a royal coach?”

      “I’m afraid I cannot say, your majesty,” Rejin replied uncomfortably.

      Ealon took a moment to steady his nerves. And then, with a sigh, he climbed inside. Trowleton entered on the other side and Rejin climbed up to sit next to the driver. “They look like brothers,” the driver commented, but Rejin apparently knew better than to respond, and Ealon didn’t care enough to. He’d heard it said so much, from barmen and wenches and opponents, that he’d grown used to ignoring it.

      They heard the coachman encourage the horse and the carriage lurched forward. Ealon reclined, a hand covering his face. Trowleton moved the drapes aside and looked out. Ealon, eye still closed, could tell what was happening from the sound. Trowleton was hoping someone might recognize him in such a conveyance.

      The coach, having cleared the castle, was certainly recognizable as it passed through the city. Trowleton peeked out the window, and Ealon sighed as his friend snapped closed the wooden shutters and sank back onto the cushioned seat. It was likely Trowleton seen the looks of anger and hatred the coach engendered. By now Ealon had learned not to bother looking out. He had seen it enough times to be well aware he was not loved, even in his own city. In an earlier time he might have been outraged. More recently, he might not have cared. But lately it had begun to sadden him. One might even say, he thought to himself, my feelings are hurt.

      A sharp report from without made Trowleton jump. “Was that a stone?” he asked. “Are the horses kicking up stones?”

      “Possible, but unlikely,” Ealon replied, his face still covered.  Two and then three more reports sounded in quick succession. The coach continued through the city, rounding the southern harbor and then turning west. At last the coach slowed to a stop. They could hear the guard clambering down from his seat, and then he opened the door for Ealon. The side of the coach was covered in stains, where foodstuffs had spattered against it. Ealon ignored it but Trowleton looked unnerved. Ealon was more interested in the train station. Oddly, he had never seen it before. Train technology had been developed not long after ætherflight was introduced, using the same principle as a coal-burning engine but without the application of magic; yet it had never really caught on. It was more popular on the dwarf planets, but even then it was mainly used to transport minerals and ores. Ealon’s father had been persuaded to introduce a rail system throughout Estenlan, but it had never advanced beyond the lone test track between Trogan and the Midland.

      The station was a nondescript structure, not much more than a long, raised, and covered platform. The roof was wide, creating an awning all around it. The train had already left, but Ealon was impressed enough by the railroad tracks, made of parallel spans of sturdy iron and slats of wood like a ladder’s rungs. The wood was lined up so precisely that watching the track recede into the distance made him dizzy. A door burst open, and a man with a thick mustache rushed out to them. He wore a dirty tunic, which he hastily tried to cover with a dark coat. “Your majesty, and others, I-I’m sorry I can provide no better greeting. I was not made aware of…”

      “It is no matter, I assure you,” Ealon said, waving a hand aside.

      “—But I’m Loughton, the stationmaster here.”

      “Yes. A pleasure,” Ealon said. “We won’t keep you. I have but a simple question for you, my good man.”

      “Yes, your majesty? How can I help you?”

      “Your trains, they run on coal, do they not?”

      “Yes, your majesty. Yes, they do.”

      “And if your king were in need of extra coal? Could this be provided, without affecting your operations?”

      “Oh, your majesty. You…this puts me on the spot. I’m loath to say no, but, really, there’s naught much I could do. Our allotment of coal was just cast-off from the ætherports as is, and they’re gone, so we… Well… If your majesty is in need of coal, I’d try the ætherports.  I know the dwarfs have recalled all the ships, but I doubt they’ve cleared out all the coal.”

      Ealon nodded. This did indeed make sense. So much so he wished it would’ve occurred to him last night when Trowleton had raised the subject.

      “And if you do find some, your majesty,” the stationmaster continued, “beg pardon if I may be overstepping my bounds, it would be appreciated if access would be allowed us as well, to continue our dependable service, in your name, sir.”

      “I’ll pass along your request to my council,” Ealon said. “Come, Trowlers. We have another stop to make.” Ealon kept his shades open this time. As they got closer to the town, he pounded his fist on the ceiling and the coach slowed. When it had stopped, Ealon opened the door himself and stepped out. Trowleton did as well, scurrying around the rear of the coach to join Ealon.

      “There,” Ealon said, pointing. “We wish to go there.”

      “No, your majesty,” Richin objected. “I’m afraid I can’t allow it.”

      “It’s the Golden Foam. There’s no danger. I’ve been there dozens of times. They know me.”

      “Even so, it could still be dangerous.”

      “Nonsense,” Ealon said, shaking his head. “Don’t make me order you, Hieronymus. Don’t make your constant mothering into a treasonable offense.”

      “Very well, sire,” Rejin said, sighing and stepping aside. He cast a wary glance at the driver, who resignedly guided the coach out of the street. Ealon grinned when he stepped inside and saw how empty the place was. It was too early for there to be any reason for worry. He was even more pleased when the barman showed no sign of recognizing him. Ealon inquired if they had wine and settled for beer. He and Trowleton sat together. Rejin sat nearby, drinking nothing, keeping watch.

      “So are you going to break into an ætherport?” Trowleton asked.

      “Doubtful. I assume I can command it to be opened.”

      “When? Later?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I’ll wait for tomorrow, when my headache is gone.”

      “But then you’ll be suffering from tonight’s drinking.”

      “Too true, my friend,” Ealon said, raising his mug to Trowleton. “Too true.” He took a quaff and wiped his lip. “I have to admit, it’s good having you around. I feel I can really relax and be myself around you.”

      “Thank you, Ease. Your majesty, I mean.”

      “You know, I should make you my official counselor. Or maybe a replacement summoner. How are you at conjuring things with your mind?”

      “Well, your majesty, I once thought so hard I gave myself a headache.”

      “Done!” Ealon cheered, slamming his mug like a gavel against the table, sloshing ale all over the wood. “You’re hired!”
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      Ennisbrook stood in the middle of the busy street and scanned the sky. It didn’t take long before he saw an æthercraft landing. He turned toward it and began walking. Oblivious to the people he passed, his brow furrowed as he considered what to do next.

      Cormoran had entreated him to go back to Hearth and manage Ealon. The elder prince was not wrong. Ealon was out of control. But Ennisbrook very much doubted he would be able to provide much—if any—corrective measures before running afoul of the mad young king and ending up as a head on the end of a pike. Then there was the fact that he had received a direct order from his king to fulfill his mission and not return until he had. If he returned to Hearth without Cormoran’s head in a bag, he would also end up with his head on the end of a pike.

      Ennisbrook stopped and blinked. I am a powerful man, he thought to himself. I am an important man. I am even a clever man. So why is it I cannot think of a scenario where my head does not end up on the end of a pike?

      His job here on Risoz was done, that much was plain. Cormoran had gone missing this morning, along with Osia and many of the other council attendees, which caused a bit of a stir at the library once the first bell had rung and almost no one had turned up for breakfast. If he were going to kill Cormoran, he very much doubted he would do it here. All roads seemed to lead to the ætherport, but he had no idea where he would book passage to. To Hearth? Certain death. To where, then? Cormoran had said he was headed for Summoners’ Keep, on the tiny planetoid of Allo Torbitatha, orbiting the same sun as Hearth. If he had any hope of fulfilling his mission, he must do it there.

      “Please sir, will you buy me a biscuit? I’m very hungry, sir.”

      Suddenly the compact universe of Ennisbrook’s thoughts broke open and he was once more aware that he was standing on a wooden walkway with shops to his right and the street to his left. A lad of about nine or ten pulled at his sleeve and pointed to a sundries shop. The child wore rough and patched clothing, and had a smear of mud on his cheek. His hair was stringy and greasy, and his teeth bunched together in an unsightly way.

      “Please, sir, just a pack of biscuits? I can see you are a kind man.”

      Ennisbrook was about to say, Then you are as blind as you are filthy, but he stopped himself. “Prey on someone else,” he said and pushed past the child. The boy ran to keep up with him. “But please, sir, you don’t understand. My father is dead and my mum is sick and I haven’t eaten in days.”

      “Then you have a problem,” Ennisbrook said, without looking at the child. “I fail to see how it is mine.”

      “Surely you would not let a child starve, sir?”

      Ennisbrook was growing impatient. He stopped and placed his hands on his hips. “You do not fool me, boy. I know exactly what you are and what you are doing.”

      “You do, sir?” The boy was all innocence and surprise.

      “If I go over to that shop and purchase a box of biscuits for you, then the moment I turn my back, that box goes back onto the shelf, just as it has every time you have played upon the sentimentality of a stranger. At the end of the day, you’ll collect your pay from the shopkeeper for your part in his little ruse until tomorrow, when you can sell that same box of biscuits ten or twenty more times. Have I taken the measure of your beam, then?”

      He could tell he had. The boy looked at the ground, but his eyes were wide, as if casting about for a reasonable tale with which to defend himself and finding nothing.

      Ennisbrook turned on his heel and continued toward the ætherport. He closed his eyes briefly in impatient irritation when he heard the scurrying of the lad’s legs once more catching up to him. “Where are you from, mister?” the lad asked.

      “I am from Hearth,” Ennisbrook answered, but instantly regretted it. There was no sense in encouraging the boy.

      “Hearth! I’ve heard lovely things about Hearth.”

      “They’re all lies,” Ennisbrook said. “It is a festering mound of rotting dead, ruled by the mad. Be glad you are not there.”

      “Where are you going? It looks like you’re going to the ætherport. Are you headed to the ætherport? Because I can show you the way.”

      Between gritted teeth Ennisbrook said, “I can find my own way, thank you.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble at all, sir. I don’t have anything to do today. And it’s a lovely day, don’t you think? There’s a shortcut just through there.” The boy pointed to an alley just up ahead.

      Ennisbrook did not know if it really was a shortcut, or if the urchin’s confederates were lying in wait for their daily diet of thieving and battery. And he knew as sure as the aching of old men’s feet, that if he arrived at the ætherport and this boy was still with him, the boy would demand payment for “showing him the way.” He would not have it.

      Not caring who was around, who would see, or what anyone might say, he snatched up the boy by the collar and bashed him into the outer wall of one of the shops. Suspended in the Enforcer’s fist about two feet above the ground, the child kicked and wailed, his eyes showing real fear for the first time.

      Ennisbrook leaned in so the child could feel the heat of his breath. “The last time a boy annoyed me, he ended up spilling his guts upon the soil, courtesy of my dagger. Let me be clear with you, since you appear to be hard of hearing. I will not buy you a biscuit. I will not pay you to guide me to the ætherport or anywhere else. You will find another mark or this will be the last day you pinch a purse from a fat, oblivious idiot. Do we understand one another?”

      The child nodded, still squirming. Ennisbrook dropped the child to the ground. The boy took off running the moment he regained his feet. Ennisbrook looked around and discovered he had attracted a semi-circle of half a dozen horrified spectators. He placed his hand on the hilt of his rapier. “Does anyone else care to test my patience?”

      The tiny crowd instantly dissipated. Ennisbrook, his brow dark as a summer storm, resumed his course to the ætherport.
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        * * *

      

      The passage to the little sister proceeded without incident, but was thick with the snoring of bears, audible even over the rattling of the Patriarchal Beaver. Eventually, the combination of the shaking ship and the steady rumbling of the bears’ obstructed breathing lulled most of them into a fitful slumber, Ellis included. And as there weren’t proper beds, most laid down on the floor with the bears, although Cormoran attempted to doze in one of the chairs, with limited success.

      Thus it was that when Dart ordered them to prepare for landing, most were at least partially rested. The mess smelled strongly of body odor and bear and was in sore need of an airing out. Hair jutted out at odd angles from having been slept on in novel ways, the princesses manifesting the most comical examples. Kit had simply tied her straight, raven-black hair behind her head, and when she shook it out, she looked fresh and ready for anything. Ellis noted that she enjoyed the princesses’ cosmetological distress, though she was restrained enough not to say anything.

      The bears roused themselves with a great smacking of lips, stretching accompanied by roars, and a stumbling lope that made no one feel safe in the cramped cabin.

      The æthercraft was lurching violently from side to side. Ellis realized the landing had begun, and wondered what kind of weather could cause such turbulence. “Strap in!” Dart’s voice carried above the rattling din. Ellis already had, and all but the bears had also complied.

      Ellis shut his eyes and gripped the sides of his chair with straining knuckles as the shuddering increased. And then it simply…stopped. With a great whine and a bump, the æthercraft set down its landing pods upon the soil of the lesser moon of Elderwood, the planet of the Gray Elves.

      It appeared to be morning when Ellis climbed out onto the ladder. His limbs seemed stiff and achy  as he descended. The rungs, intended for the long stride of humans, seemed more difficult than usual to manage. Ellis wondered if perhaps he was simply sore from sleeping on the floor. He leaped the last little bit to the ground.

      He stretched as he looked around. The morning sun shimmered on the horizon, a wavering, shimmering kind of light, so variable that Ellis wondered if perhaps he was seeing it reflected off water. But no, it seemed to simply be a distortion caused by the atmosphere of the moon. The air did seem thicker than what he was used to. For all of that, however, it was certainly a welcome relief from the stale, rancid air of the æthercraft. A gentle breeze felt pleasantly cool on his cheek, and Ellis breathed in deeply. He was almost instantly dizzy.

      And then Osia was beside him, Jaq pacing from one shoulder to the next. The summoner placed a steadying hand on his back and said, “Do not breathe too deeply or too quickly. The air here is richer than you are used to, and it will go to your head.”

      Ellis nodded, but then realized how difficult it was to breath normally when you were thinking about it.

      As the others descended, they gathered in a huddle, experiencing this new world for themselves. Ellis ventured beyond the ship and the clearing they’d landed in toward a stand of trees.

      These were not ordinary trees, nor of any species Ellis had ever seen before. Their trunks were wide and stocky, their branches going out as much as up, creating a solid, grounded effect that Ellis found comforting and moving. They seemed majestic trees to him, somehow noble and ancient. Their bark was the color of ash, and its leaves were a silver green, radiating an argent verdancy that seemed to glow, supplementing the early morning light with a luminescence all its own. Their shape looked familiar. After a moment, Ellis remembered where he’d seen it. They were the same as the leaves wrought in silver on Eoche’s crown. But while those leaves had been small, these were grand, broad, extravagant. Standing beneath them, Ellis felt more in the presence of royalty than he ever had before the monarchs of men, dwarfs, or even elves. Those might be called sovereign, but he somehow intuitively knew that these trees were the very source of sovereignty. He didn’t understand how that could possibly be so, but it felt true to him, deep in the sticky treacle of his bones.

      A canopy of rocks limned the grove, and Ellis realized they had put down in a valley, surrounded not by sloping mountains, but by angular, jutting stone edifices, observing the grove like sentinels.

      Ellis’ nostrils twitched as he acclimatized to the thick air. He smelled flowers—hints of rose and lavender. But there were earthy tones to the fragrance as well, dark loam, moss and pine, and a wisp of peppery, distant woodsmoke.

      He heard a footfall behind him. Turning, he saw Indiél about a stone’s throw away, gazing up at the trees. “Illiana,” she breathed. “It is a tree sacred to the Eldilla—the Gray Elves. I have read much about it. And once, when I was accompanying father on a diplomatic visit, I was privileged to experience a miln.” She bent and picked up a handful of fallen leaves. Their luminosity spent, these were a dry, dim grey-green, yet she held them to her nose and breathed deeply. Then, dropping all but one, she crushed it in her hand and held it up to Ellis’ nose.

      His eyebrows leaped in surprise, but he leaned in and sniffed at her hand just the same. Here was the source of the lavender smell, but it was deeper, more acrid, yet not unpleasantly so. Ellis felt suddenly intoxicated, and he reached out his hand. Indiél caught it, steadying him. “Easy,” she said. “It will pass quickly.”

      Ellis was glad of her hand supporting him, as the ground beneath his feet had seemed to go suddenly soft and rolling, as if he were standing on the surface of a stormy sea. He lost all awareness of the trees above or the sky or indeed Indiél herself. But then, like a cloud dragging its wispy shroud from the face of the sun, the bright light of day returned and Ellis found himself once more in the grove of illiana.

      “That…was…extraordinary,” he said.

      “Go easy on it,” the princess said. “And be sure you are sitting down if you decide to breathe from another leaf.”

      “Thank you,” Ellis said, although whether he was expressing gratitude for the experience or the advice, even he wasn’t certain. Both, perhaps.

      Just then they heard a shout, and both began to walk back toward the others. “Behold,” Osia said, just as they were  in earshot. “The court of the Grey Queen.” He knelt. No one else moved, however. “Kneel, you fools!” he hissed.

      Awkwardly, Dart and Kit dropped to their knees. Ellis followed but a moment later. The bears looked at one another, since kneeling did not come naturally to their kind. “Let us sit,” Kuma suggested. And they did, lowering their great behinds to the ground and making a circle with their hind legs.

      “Protocol suggests that we, being royalty, should stand but avert our eyes,” Brennar announced. Indiél and Cormoran seemed to agree.

      “Very well, you risk your own heads, then,” Osia whispered, though loudly.

      “Perhaps we should kneel?” Cormoran wondered.

      But then it was too late. The first of the banners of the house of Eldilla broke through the trees, and they heard the sound of horses whinnying.

      Brennar took Indiél’s hand. Indiél shook it off, preferring to stand alone before the great queen of her father’s rival and sometime friend. Brennar looked up at her, her broad dwarfen brows furrowing with indignation.

      The queen’s bannerman stepped from the screen of forest foliage into the quiet clearing, the banner held high and proud. Behind him came the beadle, dressed in the light blue favored by elves, with a royal blue octagonal cap upon his head. He held his staff at a slight diagonal angle, as if to warn all comers to pay attention—this was a time for neither standing up nor lying down. His gray cloak billowed behind him.

      Next to emerge were two elven warriors, dressed for light battle in black leather armor with silver fittings, their dark skin almost making it seem as if the armor was a natural part of their bodies. Their hands were on the hilts of their swords, and their faces were impassive and stern.

      The beadle and bannerman took their places at the far side of the clearing, while the queen’s guard stood at attention on either side of them at about twenty paces, and about eight paces forward. Ellis was fascinated with the court ritual, and predicted that the queen would take her place in the center of these four.

      Next, however, came not the queen, but her maids. Even these were not gay, but neither were they stern. They were, it seemed to Ellis, simply regal. Ladies-in-waiting, he knew, were nobles themselves, privileged to serve the queen. He could not imagine that any common maid would be able to carry herself so. He watched with growing awe as the ladies-in-waiting arranged themselves within the circle of court. One of them met his eye and smiled.

      Did she just wink at me? Ellis wondered. No, he decided it could not be true.

      Just then he saw movement out of the corner of his eye and, looking to his left, he gasped, for emerging from the trees was a figure who could only be the queen herself, Palathanir Fell. Ellis’ eyes grew wide, for at first it seemed that the queen was naked. But then Ellis realized that it was only an illusion, for in reality she was wearing a black leather suit that clung closely to her body at all points, as if it were a second skin, and a near match to the color of her face.

      She was tall, even for an elf. Her ears seemed longer than that of most elves, and Ellis wondered if perhaps they had been cut in order to accentuate the effect. It was certainly striking. She was striking. Her cheekbones were severe, creating a fierce, angular effect that did not lessen her great beauty, but made it a terrible beauty.  On her head was a circlet of illiana leaves, much like Indiél’s father wore. Her legs seemed unnaturally long, and she strode toward them with a slightly exaggerated motion, each step beginning with a slight kick into the air.

      Ellis felt his heart twist. He could not stop looking at her. Her alienness seemed to him aggressively attractive. He wanted nothing more than for her to gaze upon him with the same irrational love with which he beheld her. Her very terribleness made his longing even more acute.

      Ellis saw Indiél giggle out of the corner of his eye, and then he saw Osia’s head turn toward her, his face wroth with warning. Ellis felt himself shrink a bit from the gravity of the conflict, the transgression, and the regal pomp. All of it made him extremely uncomfortable, and yet he would not have missed it for anything.

      Instead of going directly to the middle of the circle, as he had predicted, Ellis watched with a mix of excitement and dread as she headed directly for them. More to the point, she was headed directly for Kit, who was the nearest to her in their line of off-world supplicants.

      The Gray Queen paused and condescended to look upon the haffolk maid. Ellis could not help but peek up at her visage, but was immediately sorry he did. He saw her sniff. He knew that look.

      But to Ellis’ great surprise, Kit did not take offense. Instead, she drew her long needle and placed it on the ground in front of her. Without looking up, Kit touched her forehead to the dust and said, “My sword is at your service, your majesty. Do with me as you will!”

      Ellis’ eyebrows rose. He had never known anyone as resistant to authority as Kit, yet here she was, swearing fealty to a monarch she had never met before.

      A tiny smile curled at the edge of the Gray Queen’s lips. She was not sniffing now. “I accept your service,” she said.

      What? Ellis asked, gooseflesh breaking out in his panic.

      “And I assign you to the service to these, your friends.”

      Whew, Ellis breathed out his relief. He could not imagine going on alone, not without her. She was his rock, his protector, his only source of unconditional support.

      “If what I have been told is aright, you are no more sorely needed than right here, with them,” she continued.

      Kit gave a stiff curtsy at this, seemingly satisfied.

      “Osia Glenfallen. Do you still have the hands of a smith? Or have you relinquished your calluses for the soft life of a summoner?”

      Osia raised one eyebrow, but did not dare correct her or contradict her. Instead, he said simply, “It is a great privilege to be once more in your presence, your majesty.”

      “Quite so,” the queen said, and she seemed amused with herself as she said it.

      She continued down the line to Ellis. Ellis studiously examined the ground while her eyes were on him. He knew it would be an offense to look a monarch in the eye. But he also did not want to see her disdain at being in the presence of haffolk—or d’race, as she probably said in private. He felt sweat break out under his tunic, running in a little rivulet down his spine. Next she moved to Brennar, to whom she also said nothing. She must have known Brennar was royalty, Ellis mused, as she did not object to her standing. Ellis dared a glance up, and saw the queen’s nose tilt into the air as she passed the dwarf princess. Before Indiél, however, she stopped. “Does your father know you’re here?”

      “My father does, your majesty,” Indiél said, her face darkening with offense. “And I am here with his blessing.”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed as she studied the Silnadin princess. Then she glanced back at Brennar, then back at Indiél, then back at Brennar. Ellis held his breath. He had his own reasons to object to the romance between the princesses, most of them to do with Kit. He hadn’t considered that the princesses may have to contend with racial conflict from their own. It seemed obvious now that he thought of it. No elf royal could be pleased about such an affair, not only because of it being two females, but because of the deep and mutual disdain between elves and dwarfs. “We will hold counsel, you and I, princess,” she said to Indiél. “Alone.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Indiél said, seeming to deflate slightly.

      The queen once more stepped to her left and paused this time before Cormoran. To Ellis’ great surprise, she gave a slight bow. “The high king among humans,” she said. “You honor us with your presence.”

      Ellis knew Cormoran was a formidable man and a prince, but the Gray Queen’s deference surprised him, and he looked at Cormoran with new eyes. “Not quite high king, I fear,” Cormoran corrected her. Ellis stiffened, but she did not seem to take offense. “And not if my brother has anything to do with it.”

      “You are most welcome among us. I regret to say that the lodgings are…rough.”

      “I’ve camped in many a field, your majesty,” Cormoran assured her. “If your grass is as soft as that of Hearth, I’ll be held in comfort.”

      Her eyebrows lifted and Ellis saw a slight smile on her lips. “I see now why my courtiers say you deserve to be king.”

      It was Cormoran’s turn to be surprised. “Because I can sleep out-of-doors?”

      “Because you do not complain of it. And you do not think yourself above it. Our royalty is only borrowed from nature. It is never beneath us.”

      Cormoran cocked his head, but said nothing. He nodded slightly as she moved on.

      She next stopped before Dart. “There is something about you. What is your name?”

      Unlike the royals, Dart was kneeling. “Dart, your majesty.”

      “Your real name? Do not trifle with me.”

      “Silversmith. Alec Silversmith.”

      She glanced back and forth between Cormoran and Dart. “You two must have many entertaining discussions.”

      Dart glanced up at Cormoran, who shrugged.

      The Gray Queen next moved to the bears. She paused. “We have not entertained the wyyr in this place before. I trust you will respect our rules and will not feast upon my servants?”

      Kuma and Karhu exchanged a glance, but then looked back at the queen. Karhu looked angry and opened his mouth, but Kuma interrupted. “I assure your majesty that we have no such intention. We do not eat bright beings, no no no. But if you have some crisps, we will be very happy.”

      “We have no ‘crisps,’” the queen said, as if the word disgusted her.

      “Oh,” Kuma looked down at his paws. “Well, whatever you have will be lovely. And if you don’t have…that will be lovely too. I mean…we won’t eat your servants, whether you feed us or not.”

      “Play by your own—" Karhu began, but Kuma hit him in the stomach, then pretended he hadn’t.

      The queen did not look amused, but only lifted one eyebrow.

      “There is another?” She looked toward the æthercraft.

      “Oh, you must mean my engineer, Tar Gravenwood, your majesty,” Dart said. “He stays with the æthercraft.”

      “He will join us for our feast. At twilight, in the clearing to the north. My servants will show you the place. In the meantime, there is a hunting lodge a short walk from here. You will find rooms, all of you, although some will need to share a room, since you are so many.” She looked directly at Indiél. “Not you—you will stay with us in the summer palace.” She did not deign to look at Brennar.

      She did look at Dart. “Make me a list of all you require to fully stock your vessel.” She turned to Osia. “And you, summoner, you must make me a list of all that you require for your quest, and I shall see that you have it.”

      Osia ducked his head in thanks.

      “Until then…rest. The enemy is moving. You cannot pause here for long.” And with that, she turned and recessed from the clearing.
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        * * *

      

      Taff Oakenwild fairly ran into King Belorin’s private chambers. The king glanced up from the ledger he was studying and squinted through his spectacles, his long beard still tied up in a hairnet from lunch. “Oakenwild, what’s got into you? You’ll round a corner and flatten a maid.” He waved his hand dismissively and looked down at his ledger again. “Although I suppose you’ve flattened maids before, eh?” He chuckled at his joke.

      Oakenwild ignored the tease. Instead, he thrust a scrap of parchment onto the desk, on top of the ledger, directly under the king’s nose. “Blips-and-squawks…from Princess Brennar.”

      The king snatched at the scrap and unfolded it, his every nerve twitching with anticipation. The fact was, he’d gotten very little sleep since his daughter had gone to Risoz. He had heard rumors of Chancellor Applethorne’s report to High King Banniffe of Ältremark, carried by spies from that court to his own. It had not gone well, and to his great disappointment, Brennar and the chancellor had chosen different sides in the controversy. That had made things…difficult. He had been hoping for a united dwarfen strategy. Now he must choose between abandoning the counsel of his daughter or formally obeying the high king while secretly subverting him. It was not a position he cherished.

      He adjusted his spectacles and squinted at the paper.

      
        
        FROM PBRENNAR

        TO KBELORIN

        COUNCIL DISSOLVED STOP NO CONSENSUS STOP IF WE CANNOT ACT WITH THEM WE MUST ACT WITHOUT THEM STOP LIBRARY LOVELY STOP

      

      

      “Did you read this, Taff?” Belorin asked.

      “Begging your majesty’s pardon, I did.” Oakenwild looked a little sheepish. “But if you were not in, I would read all your mail, so it did not seem wildly⁠—”

      Belorin waved off his explanation. “Quite right, old man. What do you make of it?”

      Oakenwild took his seat at his smaller desk adjacent the king’s own. “Well, the first part is congruent with what I have heard from Ältremark.”

      “Yes, the same with me.” Belorin nodded. “But what puzzles me is the second half. ‘If we cannot act with them we must act without them.’ That’s ominous.”

      “What I have heard, your majesty, is that Chancellor Applethorne alleged that the council wanted to do away with magic, hoping that they might thereby do away with Saklas.” Oakenwild used the ancient dwarfish name for the Dark Lord.

      “But to do away with magic…” Belorin waved his hands, thinking aloud. “…our entire economy would collapse.”

      “Precisely,” Oakenwild gave him a grave nod, as if making a point.

      It took Belorin a moment to get it. “Ah…I am beginning to see. It may be the only way to get rid of the Dark Lord, but Applethorne would rather take his chances with Saklas than see his coffers take a hit.”

      “That is what I suspect as well.”

      “Greedy bastard.”

      “Indeed, sire.”

      “My daughter was not taken in,” Belorin said, a note of pride entering his voice.

      “No, sire.”

      “Still…it is a great price. I do not blame Applethorne. I doubt very much that Banniffe would have made a different choice, had he been there. The dwarf plugs his anus with a jewel at bedtime.”

      Oakenwild looked disturbed at this declaration. “Truly, sire?”

      “No not truly, you gullible old toad.” Belorin untied the hair net from his beard. He needed to think, and he did that best when he could stroke his whiskers. “What can she mean? If she intends to act without them—meaning Applethorne and Braniffe, I assume⁠—”

      “And perhaps others,” Oakenwild interrupted. “We don’t know what the elves or humans had to say.” He cocked his head. “Did you know there were haffolk present?”

      Belorin scowled. “Haffolk? Are you sure? Whyever for?”

      “The very haffolk, I hear, that lost the Fängelsten.”

      Belorin blinked in stupefied incredulity.

      “And there were bears. Werebears, of course. Not dim bears—that would be silly…and dangerous.”

      “Werebears?” Belorin shook his head. “I thought this was a serious council, not a carnival show.”

      “In the summoner’s defense, werebears and haffolk are bright beings. It is only proper that they be present.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Belorin said. “But werebears and haffolk have no standing. They are not respectable creatures.”

      “I do not disagree with his majesty.” Oakenwild offered a shallow bow from his seat.

      “What in wounded space did I send my daughter into? And what is she up to?”

      There was no answer to be had for that, and for a time, king and secretary sat together in silence. The only sound was the quiet popping and settling of wood on the fire. Belorin’s nostrils flared at the smell of the wood smoke. It smelled like comfort, and that was a good thing, for he was very discomforted indeed.

      Just then a messenger arrived, hand slapping at the rock just outside the open doorway. Belorin could hear the sound of the dwarf’s panting all the way from his desk. “Come,” he called.

      A dwarf dressed as a scribe entered. His shirtsleeves were held halfway up his forearms by a black silk shirt garter, and on his head was a clear, dark green visor. His beard was brilliant red, the end of it tucked into his gray trousers, after the style of office workers. He staggered into the room, bowed deeply to Belorin, and handed a scrap of parchment to Oakenwild. Then he backed away, and still breathing hard, darted again into the hallway.

      The secretary and his king exchanged a dread glance. Then Oakenwild unfolded the paper. His eyes grew large as they scanned the note.

      “What? Spindle the gods through the throat, Taff, what does it say?”

      Oakenwild’s voice was low and even as he read. It was also entirely devoid of emotion. “To Belorin King. From Abraxis, Viceroy of All That Is.”

      “Ye gods,” Belorin breathed.

      “The Black Elves did not swear fealty to the great god Saklas. Stop. He has eaten them⁠—”

      “By the great Horn of blood.”

      “—Stop. The Dark Field approaches. Stop. Choose now whether you will live or die. Stop. Swear your fealty in person at Ältremark a fortnight hence. Stop.”

      Belorin let out a low moan and began to massage the bald spot on the top of his head.

      Oakenwild allowed his soveriegn the solace of his private ratiocinations. Finally, however, he asked, “What will you do, sire?”

      “Ältremark is between Yngremark and the planet of the Black Elves at present, so we have some time.”

      “Yes, your majesty? Will you go to Ältremark? Will you swear fealty to Saklas?”

      “Oh, I will go to Ältremark, but only so that I can with my own lips tell the Dark Lord’s handmaid to go back to whatever sorry universe he came from.”
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