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Prologue

The old woman lay on her bed, motionless, staring up at the ceiling of the only home she'd ever known. She was born in this room. She would die there too.

She'd laid her withered hands upon the Stone one last time the day before, feeling the surge of warm, familiar energy as it coursed through her frail body. Her mind beheld an array of familiar images: the past, present and future of her people, a history she helped shape. As the feeling of unity with Arantha began to subside, she felt suffused with a tremendous sense of inner peace. Her work finished, she would soon be welcomed into Arantha's waiting arms.

For her people, the road ahead would be difficult. Their isolated way of life, the path Arantha put them on centuries ago, would end. The chain of events she'd set in motion with her final order would see to that. And it would be up to her daughter Kelia, as her successor, to discover a new path for them. New enemies would arise, as would new allies. She saw them all, time and time again, in her mind's eye: the dark twins, the northern mage, the painted woman from the Above.

One last, lingering doubt crept through the old woman's mind. She'd prepared Kelia for her role as Protectress her entire life, and though Kelia didn't possess her mother's level of foresight, her elemental abilities were unequaled. She was a strong leader, well-respected, and wise beyond her years. But would it be enough?

It has to be, she thought with a regretful sigh. To fail would mean oblivion for my people, and for all of Elystra.

Her vision darkened, a curtain of blackness that stole her sight one inch at a time. Her breath became ragged, and she felt her heart beat for the final time.

As her spirit left her body, her final thought was a silent prayer:

Arantha, watch over them.







Chapter One

Richard's dead.

Maeve blinked back tears as the Talon powered through Earth's atmosphere. They'd evaded the Jegg's ground-based weapons, but that was merely the first line of defense.

Once they hit open space, their problems increased exponentially. She didn't have to look at the sensors to confirm the Jegg ships were following them. The Talon was the first Earth ship to be airborne in five years. Even though the hull was black and silver, it may as well have been pink and yellow with a huge bull's-eye painted on it.

For eighteen months, they'd planned this mission. With the help of his contacts in the Underground, Richard not only restored a junked Space Corps cargo ship but somehow combined a Jegg quantigraphic rift drive with a Terran supralight engine. Two completely different technologies, and he miraculously got them to speak the same language. This brilliant engineer, the man she fell in love and had a son with, was the key factor in the Underground's last-ditch effort to find a way to escape the alien conquerors who had subjugated the human race.

They'd celebrated last night, the ten of them: Maeve, Richard, their fourteen-year-old son Davin, Richard's protégé Gaspar, and the entire team that toiled in utmost secrecy to get this bucket off the ground. The mood was ebullient, as it seemed their mission would finally commence.

Mission! Maeve snorted as the ship burst through the stratosphere and out into open space. A Hail Mary is what it is. We're hanging our last hope on the word of a shimmering alien being and praying there's a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

Brushing strands of her purple, shoulder-length hair away from her face, she cast a sidelong glance at the copilot's chair. Seeing its emptiness, a tear escaped her violet eyes.

Richard's dead.

My husband is dead.

So are Manny, Kacy, Calvin, Ji-Yan, Suri, and Mahesh.

She chided herself. Now was not the time for these thoughts. They threw her adrenaline rush out of whack and disrupted the concentration she badly needed right now. There were still three lives to save, including her own. Fighting down her emotions, she called upon the piloting skills she spent fifteen years in the Space Corps sharpening.

Jegg fighters were nearly impossible to detect unless they were right in front of you, one of the reasons the Terran Defense Forces had been so helpless against them. Gaspar increased the sensors' capabilities just enough for them to know fighters were in pursuit. Judging from the number of explosions detonating near the ship, causing it to rock back and forth like a kayak on white-water rapids, there had to be at least three of them.

Regaining her focus, Maeve banked sharply to the right and fired the sublight thrusters, making a beeline for the Asteroid Belt. Once they cleared that, and the Jegg dampening field that effectively rendered supralight technology inoperable, they could engage their makeshift QRD and be out of the Terran system in the blink of an eye.

The pursuing Jegg fighters increased their speed. They were gaining.

Maeve flipped a switch on her panel. “Gaspar!” she shouted. “I don't think they're gonna let us go without a fight!”

“Oh, ya think?” came a frazzled voice from the other end of the intercom.

“Any ideas?” Maeve asked. She pushed the steering column forward a few inches, and the Talon increased its speed. The vibrations intensified, as if the ship was about to fly apart at the seams.

“Hold on a sec,” Gaspar said, pausing briefly. “I've got four canisters of D34Z ready to jettison. Let me know when to detonate. Maybe we can take a few of 'em out.”

She checked the sensors, which indicated five Jegg fighters in hot pursuit. “Stand by!”

The Belt loomed in front of them, millions of rocks that had floated in space between Mars and Jupiter for eons. A few more seconds, and they could lose themselves within it. Or die a fiery death.

Davin burst through the cockpit door, threw himself into the copilot's chair, and fastened his safety belt. “Anytime you want to get us out of here, Mom …” Sweat and grime caked his freckled face and curly red hair, but his eyes shone with fierce determination.

She returned her gaze to the viewport, gripping her controls even tighter. “Don't start, kiddo, we're in some deep-level shite here. Where've you been?”

“Helping Gaspar load the canisters into the airlock. Let's blow this pop stand and go, okay?”

“Roger that,” she said as another explosion rocked the ship. Into the intercom, she yelled, “G! Eject the first three canisters … now!”

The sound of a metal hatch clanging open echoed through the ship, followed by a whoosh of compressed air as three large, yellow containers shot from the airlock, one after the other. She followed their trajectories on the scanner, watching as the Jegg fighters pressed in.

“Detonate on my mark!”

Seconds ticked off as the enemy ships drew ever closer.

“Mark!”

A huge explosion violently rocked the Talon again. A control panel behind Davin sparked and began to smoke. He unhooked himself, leaped out of the chair, grabbed a fire extinguisher, and sprayed the panel with fire-suppressing foam.

Maeve checked her scanner again. Where before there were five faint blips following them, there were now only three, and one was falling behind, obviously crippled.

She allowed herself a smile. “Three down! Well done, G!”

“Major?” came Gaspar's voice, laced with desperation. “We have a big problem!”

“What now?”

“The quantigraphic rift drive is offline! That last explosion blew the containment field!”

Oh, shite. Not good. “Can you restore it?”

“Assuming the manifold stabilizer isn't fried, yes.”

Maeve gulped. “Be careful, G.”

“You got it. Give me two minutes.”

“No promises.” Maeve executed a barrel-roll, evading the maelstrom of rocks that seemed to fill nearly every square inch of the window. The two remaining Jegg fighters were still right behind them, firing in a continuous barrage.

Just then, a crazy idea came to her. “Dav, is that fourth canister ready to go?”

Davin, back in his chair, checked the panel in front of him. “Locked and loaded.”

“Perfect!” She pulled back on the controls, banking upward and narrowly missing a huge, jagged asteroid. It was impossible, but Maeve swore she felt the wind of it going by.

One of the pursuing fighters wasn't so lucky. It tried to veer off at the last second, but it was too late. The asteroid clipped its starboard thruster, and it spun out of control until it crashed in a fiery conflagration on another enormous rock.

“One more down!” yelled Davin.

The last remaining fighter bore down on them, firing salvo after salvo. The Talon rocked again, and sparks poured from another control panel.

Maeve activated the intercom again. “G, we gotta go! Is the containment field back up?”

“Yeah!” came Gaspar's voice. “Thirty seconds to power up the jump!”

“Okay, here's what's gonna happen,” Maeve instructed, banking hard left again. “We eject the final canister, and detonate it at point-blank range just as we make the jump.”

“Are you crazy?” Gaspar sounded frantic. “The hull's already been weakened! You detonate that close, it'll tear right through us!”

Maeve sighed. “The Jegg's long-range scanners will think we were destroyed. It's our only hope right now.”

“Major –”

“No time, G! Prepare to eject! Twenty-second countdown till jump, mark! Get yourself to safety!”

“On my way,” he said, and the intercom cut off.

Maeve and Davin both held their breath.

The Talon twirled around another flying asteroid. They'd cleared the Belt.

“Eject!”

Another clang, followed by another whoosh.

Maeve's thumb hovered over a button that read 'QRD – Engage'.

“Detonate!” she shouted.

The screen displaying the ship's rear sensor array flashed fiery orange and red.

Half a second later, Maeve pressed the button. “Mark! Hang on, Dav!”

A whir of built-up energy filled their ears as the quantigraphic rift drive powered up. The control panel on Maeve's left erupted in a shower of sparks, and she felt an intense burning sensation on her arm.

Her mouth opened in a silent scream as an energy field enveloped the Talon.







Chapter Two

The midday sun hung high in the cerulean Elystran sky, and the view was magnificent. Kelia shrugged her kova-leather satchel off her shoulder and took a long, quenching sip from her water-skin. She'd worked up quite a thirst during the hour-long walk from her village to this spot. She stood upon a prominent outcropping of rock, overlooking the vast Praskian Desert that stretched out between the Ixtrayan Plateau and the distant Kaberian Mountains. Over her thirty-six years, she'd visited this spot many times, but never with such a profound sense of purpose as today.

This outcropping marked the western edge of the Ixtrayu's territory, which ran from Lake Barix in the southern range of the Kaberian Mountains through the large expanse of forest north of the Plateau the Ixtrayu called home. Not for the first time, Kelia smiled at the irony that this part of Elystra belonged to a tribe of women, and not a single one of the distant kingdoms, ruled for millennia by men, even knew of their existence.

Arantha has been good to us, she thought. Eight centuries, she's kept us safe and hidden.

She took a deep breath of the warm, dry air and sat down in the shade of a large huxa tree that grew a few yards from the edge of the overlook. Its trunk was thick and its bark hardened to withstand the desert climate, but it seemed to welcome her presence like an old friend. She absently moved a tress of her long, dark brown hair over her left shoulder, where it hung past her breasts. She took a moment to admire the intricate braid her aunt, Liana, had woven for her, and how beautifully it complemented her loose-fitting reddish-brown robe.

Her hand then moved to the lump of lustrous brown metal that hung from the loose leather string around her neck. The necklace had been crafted by her daughter Nyla when she was only six years old. It consisted of six wooden beads strung together, three on either side of the tiny piece of metal that hung between it. Touching its smooth surface brought forth memories of her mother, as it had been Onara's final gift to her before her death.

Even though her powers of divination paled in comparison to those of Onara, she was still able to discern much from the images that flashed through her mind during her most recent consultation. Since assuming the mantle of Protectress, she'd hoped each consultation would reveal the reason Onara had decreed a halt to the Sojourns; but every time, Arantha chose to keep that knowledge to herself. Since her mother's death, not a single Sojourn had been taken, and therefore, not a single daughter had been born to the Ixtrayu. Kelia's people pleaded with her, wanting answers she couldn't provide.

For the last thirteen years, her visions had been unremarkable—frustratingly so. That morning, however, Arantha finally showed her something new.

She saw, clear as the waters of the River Ix, an image in her mind of this exact spot. She felt the image pull at her, as if her very essence was being drawn here. She knew there was something of grave importance that Arantha wanted her to see. Liana packed a satchel with provisions for Kelia, who set off from the village within two hours of having her vision. The Council suggested she not travel unaccompanied, but Kelia insisted she go alone. What Arantha had in store for her was for her eyes and no one else's.

She opened her satchel and surveyed its contents: several pieces of riverfruit, a few strips of dried kova meat, a loaf of holm-grain bread, and two extra skins of water. Liana had even included several sachets of jingal-root tea and a small metal kettle for steeping. As an Elemental Wielder, she didn't need a fire to get water to boil; she could not only manipulate water's physical form but also its temperature. She knew she would need the tea to help her stay awake and alert, since she had no idea how long Arantha would require her to keep watch.

Kelia nestled back against the trunk of the tree. Her dark brown eyes scanned the barren wasteland that lay spread out before her, searching for anything out of the ordinary. She felt a faint tingle of excitement as she wondered what Arantha had brought her there to behold.







Chapter Three

Elzor watched the riders approach at a full gallop: five men, dressed in fine, high-quality armor. The merychs they rode were well-bred and strong, with long, flowing manes; suitable mounts for those who commanded the Agrusian army.

He cast a quick glance to his right. As always, Elzaria stood at his side. Like him, his twin sister was tall, with black hair and dark eyes that blazed with as much determination as his own. She, unlike Elzor or the six hundred soldiers that followed him, wore no armor. She wore a tight, emerald-green tunic, cinched at the waist by a thick leather belt, which hugged her slim frame. She was never shy about showing cleavage: it turned the heads of men who would invariably underestimate her.

Elzor heard the crackle of energy pass through her body as her power began to manifest, making the face beneath his short, dark beard itch, and a cold smile formed on his face. She'd come so far from the submissive, broken girl she once was.

Were he one of the many gullible fools who worshipped Arantha, he might have reasoned that finding the Stone was their destiny. Without it, he and his sister would have just been two more faceless orphans to work themselves to death in the mines of Barju.

On occasion, Elzor cursed the fates for choosing to bestow so much raw power upon his sister and not himself. Her capricious personality, coupled with her deep-seated rage, made her abilities difficult to keep secret. She spent years learning how to focus her mind, until such time as Elzor could gather enough followers to seize power for themselves.

He'd been patient, cunning and industrious. His masterplan was about to come to fruition. The power Elzaria channeled made her the most powerful weapon on Elystra.

It was now time to unleash that weapon.

As the riders drew nearer, Elzor scanned his surroundings. The road upon which they traveled, the main thoroughfare between Agrus and their former homeland of Barju, was wide and flat and accommodated most of his army, whom he'd dubbed the Elzorath. Six hundred men stood in impassive silence as the riders approached. Every man had his hand on the hilt of his sword.

This particular stretch of road curved through a thick forest of deciduous nipa trees. Most of the buildings in Agrus were made from this sturdy wood, the largest exception being the Castle Tynal. The centuries-old castle was the seat of power for Agrus's rulers, and by day's end, it would belong to him.

With a chorus of merychs' whinnies and the clip-clop of their hooves, the riders slowed to a halt. Elzor waited for them to dismount, but they did not.

He stared up at their leader, whose high-quality machinite armor bore the Agrusian emblem of two crossed swords. The commander's long, fair hair spilled down from his head, his jaw as square as his shoulders were broad. Elzor waited for the man to speak, but received only a contemptuous glower.

Another useless tactic. One would think that marching an invading army, in broad daylight, straight to his country's borders, would convince him that I'm immune to intimidation. What an arrogant braga.

“Shall I destroy them?” Elzaria whispered.

“Not yet, dear sister. Patience.”

She did not object. She merely cracked her knuckles in anticipation.

Finally, the commander spoke in a deep, booming voice. “When my scouts informed me earlier this morning that an army bearing no country's standard approached our borders, I was certain it was a mistake. Now that I have laid eyes upon this gross violation of our boundaries, I can see I was correct: this godless rabble has no business calling itself an army.”

Elzaria's lips curled into a snarl, the quietest of hisses escaping her lips. Elzor put a steadying hand on her arm as his eyes turned back to the Agrusian commander. “Bold words indeed,” he said, “for a man whose death is but one gesture away.” He raised his hand, and the front line of soldiers edged their swords several inches out of their scabbards.

The man's face hardened at the threat. “I am Nebri, High Commander of the Agrusian army. I have fought, and defeated, far more worthy foes than you, Elzor of Barju.”

Elzor's face broke into a humorless grin. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

Nebri gave him a dismissive smirk. “And what a reputation it is: a deserter, a coward, a captain who slaughtered his commanding officers and fled Barju like a whipped tigla.”

Right behind and to his left, Elzor heard the sound of a sword being unsheathed. He turned to see a bald, bearded, barrel-chested man glaring at Nebri while taking several lumbering steps forward. Elzor held his hand up, halting the man's forward progress. “Stay your hand, Langon,” he said firmly.

Langon stopped at the order and stood at Elzor's side. “Yes, my liege.”

The big man's words elicited a peal of mocking laughter from the commander. “'My liege'? Great Arantha, you are an arrogant fool, aren't you?”

Elzor's eyebrows knitted together. “Taunt me at your peril, Agrusian,” he shot back.

“You are a fool, Elzor. No other description fits the folly of your presence here.”

“And what folly might that be?”

Nebri gestured back in the direction from which he'd come. “At the end of this road, the entire Agrusian army is assembled. We are better trained, better armed, and outnumber your filthy gang of heathens five to one.”

He raised his voice, addressing the Elzorath. “You men! If you turn back now, King Morix gives his word that you will not be pursued. But if you dare engage us in battle, I can assure you, no quarter will be given. You will die in ignominy, your lives cast asunder by the whim of a fool.”

A few of the assembled soldiers looked at each other while others shuffled their feet in momentary indecision. But none spoke, and none made a move to depart.

“As you can see,” Elzor said with a smug grin, “my men are loyal to me. No quarter would be asked for.”

Nebri scoffed. “Then they are as foolish as you. What self-respecting soldier would follow a leader who would bring a woman,” he turned his glance toward Elzaria, “into battle with him? Who is she, Elzor? Your own personal whore?”

The surge of power that resonated from within Elzaria increased as her seething, silent anger turned into white-hot hatred. A blue corona of energy appeared around her body, crackling and sparking as the power of the Stone coursed through her.

The Agrusians saw it too. They sat in slack-jawed silence for a few moments before pulling back on the reins of their whinnying merychs.

Before the riders could retreat, Elzor and Elzaria locked eyes. Elzor returned his sister's pleading look with a whispered, “Leave two of them alive.”

She nodded and smiled, strutting forward. She raised her arms, holding her palms outward. Addressing Nebri, she spat, “I am Elzaria, and I am your death!”

Intense blue energy shot from her hands. It diverged and formed branches like a bolt of lightning, striking Nebri and two other riders in the chest. Frozen in place, their bodies shuddered and twitched as their blood boiled from within. The three men let out a collective unholy scream that Elzor hoped could be heard by the rest of the Agrusian army. Wisps of smoke curled upward from their leather armor as their skin charred and split.

The other two riders, unable to help their comrades, turned their merychs away and spurred them back the way they came, riding like the wind.

After one final blast of energy, Elzaria pulled her hands back and studied her palms. She watched as the blue light flared and vanished, leaving not even the slightest mark or burn upon the skin of her hands. Her work done, she stepped back and returned to her brother's side.

In unison, the three riders toppled from their mounts and crashed to the ground. The merychs, though terrified, had not been touched, and would probably have bolted if three Elzorath hadn't come forward to grab their reins.

Elzor nodded, admiring his sister's precision. He glanced up, his eyes locked on the two surviving riders, who were already a hundred yards away and would soon disappear around the bend in the road.

Langon spoke up. “The archers you had me deploy behind the tree-line are in position, my liege. Shall I give the order to fire?”

Elzor shook his head. “No, Langon. Let them go.”

The big man looked incredulous, but Elzor ignored him. He stepped forward and took the reins from one soldier before placing his foot in the stirrup of Nebri's merych and hauling his body into the saddle. Elzaria and Langon climbed onto the other two.

Elzor turned to face Elzaria. “I have a task for you. Have you the stamina?”

“Of course.”

“Then ride with all speed to the road that runs parallel to the Saber River. When those two fools report what happened here, Morix will send messengers to his allies in the east, calling for aid. You must intercept them before they reach the northern forest.”

“Consider it done, my liege,” she said.

“When you have completed your task, join us on the plains northeast of Talcris. Kill any who stand in your way.”

Elzaria bowed her head, and immediately kicked her merych into action. The legion of soldiers parted as she rode through their ranks.

Elzor watched her go. Two miles away, this road intersected another that bore due west. Elzaria would then follow the tree line until she reached the Saber River. He had no doubt she would succeed in her task, and even less doubt that the Agrusian army knew what lay in store for them.

On his other side, Langon gave a deep, throaty chuckle as he shifted his massive bulk on top of his equally thick-muscled steed. “I've always wanted to ride a merych into battle.”

Elzor chuckled as well. “Today is the day, my friend.”

Langon raised his meaty arm, and a hush grew over the assembled army as they awaited the order. A faint smile played on his lips as he bellowed, “Elzorath, move out!”

As one, Elzor's army began their inexorable march across the Agrusian border, on the heels of their leaders who urged their merychs into a slow canter.

Elzor smiled again. His men were capable fighters, and were more than adequately prepared for battle.

Victory was theirs for the taking … after Elzaria had her fun.

Today, two legends would be born.







Chapter Four

“Shite!” Maeve waved her soldering gun at the control panel. After five hours, the Talon still refused to budge. As she looked out the viewport, her eyes locked onto a bluish-green orb that hung, tantalizingly close, only seven light-minutes away: Castelan VI.

We can't fail now. Not when we're so close.

She took a few deep breaths and wiped the sweat from her brow. She was about to make another attempt when she heard a voice behind her.

“Mom?”

Maeve turned around to see Davin, his curly vermillion hair matted and unkempt, poking his head through the cockpit door.

“What is it, Dav?” she asked, shoving her frustration aside for the moment.

He crossed the threshold, cradling a small bowl in his hands. “I brought you some soup. You haven't eaten in over eight hours.”

She tucked a strand of hair back behind her ear, let out a sigh, and put down the soldering gun before taking the bowl from her son. “What kind of soup?”

A bemused smirk appeared on his face as she lifted the spoon to her mouth. “The label just said 'soup mix', but I'm guessing tomato. I gotta warn you, though –”

Maeve took a slurp of the watery liquid and gagged. In an effort to keep the soup in her stomach where it belonged, she threw her head back and bellowed, “Saints alive!”

“… it tastes like shite,” Davin finished.

“Where'd you get this from, the reclamation tank?”

He grinned. “No, you're thinking of breakfast.”

Maeve made a face, abandoned the spoon, and took another hearty gulp directly from the bowl. “Yikes, that's bad.”

Davin pulled a canteen from his belt and handed it to her. “Here, you may want to wash it down with this.”

She grinned. “Whiskey?”

He rolled his eyes. “Water.”

“Pass. Haven't had a chance to fix the purifiers yet. The water tastes worse than this soup.”

“Not any more. I fixed 'em.” He shook the canteen in his hand, quirking an eyebrow.

She looked at her son with pride as she took the canteen and unscrewed the cap. “How'd you find the parts?”

“Um …” A guilty look crossed his face, as if he'd just been caught sneaking back in to the house after curfew.

“You know what? Forget I asked. I'm sure I don't wanna know.” She took a swig from the canteen, letting the surprisingly refreshing water slide down her parched throat. “Whoa. That's the cleanest water I've tasted in months. Great job, Dav.”

“Thanks.” He took the empty bowl from her and placed it on the copilot's chair. “How's your arm?”

Maeve looked down at the field dressing on the upper part of her left arm, which Davin had applied a few minutes after confirming they'd successfully escaped from the Terran system. They hadn't been followed, so she deduced the Jegg must believe them destroyed. With the quantigraphic rift drive non-operational, they were completely vulnerable.

“It's okay. Just a minor burn. I can feel the salve working. It actually itches more than it hurts.” She scratched at the surface of the bandage. “I hope my peregrine is still intact.”

Davin smirked. “I wouldn't worry. That falcon's as tough an old bird as you are.”

“Hey now,” she said with a scowl. “That's the pride of my flock you're talking about. It's the first tattoo I ever got, right after I joined the Space Corps. It means a lot to me. And I seriously doubt there's a tat artist on this planet who can give me a touch-up.”

“Yeah, yeah,” her son said as he gazed out the viewport at the nearby planet. “I … covered Gaspar up,” he said, unable to keep his voice from trembling.

Maeve cursed under her breath. Her dangerous plan to escape the Jegg was a success, and by the skin of their teeth, they'd fled to the outer reaches of the Milky Way Galaxy. The final explosion hadn't caused a hull breach, but the ship was thrown sideways so violently that Gaspar lost his balance and cracked his skull against the bulkhead. By the time they found him, there wasn't anything they could do.

Another friend gone, she thought. Another life I couldn't save.

Fighting to quell a rising tide of emotion, she endeavored to keep her voice as comforting as possible. “We'll bury him as soon as we land. Promise.”

“Okay,” he said as he continued to stare blankly out the viewport.

Maeve gazed at her son, cursing whatever higher power had forced them into this predicament. He shouldn't be here. He should be at home, starting University and chasing girls and sneaking his first beer. Not here.

Farking Jegg.

“Is that where we're going?” Davin said, gesturing at the planet.

Maeve took another sip of water. “Yep. Castelan VI.”

He sat down in the pilot's chair, stretched his arms out, and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “Looks kinda like Earth.”

“Yeah, it does.”

“I mean, there's only the one really big continent, but other than that …”

Maeve stood up and took the copilot's seat. “Castelan VI,” she said, reciting a report she committed to memory months ago. “Slightly smaller than Earth, with a comparable atmosphere and gravity. Rotates on its axis once every twenty-two-point-five hours, takes three hundred and eighty-nine Earth days to make one revolution around its sun. Total population is approximately two hundred sixty-three thousand humanoids, ninety-nine percent of whom are clustered on or near the coastal regions of the northern half of the main continent. There are some undeveloped areas farther inland that can support life, but most of the central land mass is inhospitable terrain: deserts, mountains, et cetera. There are a few other small islands, but they're far from the main continent and look to be uninhabited.”

He nodded. “Of all the places Banikar suggested, why'd Dad choose this planet to come to?”

“Several reasons. We had to choose a planet with a breathable atmosphere and far enough away from the Terran Confederation that the Jegg would ignore it. Ideally, we would have chosen a world with no humanoid life, but … well, let's just say our options were limited. Ironically, the final two choices were this world and Denebius IV. Believe me, I was not in a hurry to go back there.”

“I bet. You're sure the information is reliable?”

She gave him a grim smile. “I've asked myself that question at least a thousand times. Honestly, I have no idea. What it comes down to, unfortunately, is that we really have no choice. When a trans-dimensional being tells you that your best chance to defeat the Jegg is by finding some mysterious energy source, you shut up and listen.”

He scoffed. “If the Eth are so flippin' powerful, why couldn't they just get rid of the Jegg themselves?”

She turned to face him. “You may find this hard to believe, Dav, but they wouldn't answer that question.”

“Great. How exactly is this energy source going to help us beat the Jegg?”

“Fark if I know. I'm just supposed to fly the ship and see to the mission's safety. It was your father and his brain trust that were going to figure that part out.”

Davin sat up straight again, covering his mouth just in time to sneeze into his hands. Maeve reached under the console, grabbed a clean rag, and threw it to him. “Blow your nose, kiddo.”

He snatched the rag out of midair and blew into it. Sniffling, he leaned back in the chair again. “So, what's the plan?”

“Well,” she cast a dirty glance at the offending control panel, “once we get a little closer, I'm going to initiate another planetary scan. I'm not sure our sensors are calibrated to locate this energy source, but I'm hoping we can find a healthy quantity of it in one of the unpopulated areas. With a butt-load of luck, we can carry out this mission without having to deal with the locals.”

“Why are you worried about them?”

“Because they're primitives, that's why. Long-range scans indicate a technology level equivalent to thirteenth-century Earth. I believe the word scholars once used to describe it is 'medieval'. They've discovered metallurgy but have yet to invent firearms or any complex machinery. I think it's safe to say they know nothing of extraterrestrial beings, so they probably won't greet us with open arms.”

“Do they look like us?”

She nodded. “For all intents and purposes, they're nearly identical to homo sapiens. There are a few minor variances in terms of body chemistry, but other than that, they're no different than Terrans of fifteen hundred years ago.”

“No different?” His brow furrowed. “That's hard to believe. I mean, what are the odds that, in this great big ol' universe, two planets so far apart would produce humanoid life-forms so close to each other genetically?”

She chuckled under her breath. “You're asking the wrong lass, Dav. Metaphysics and the great cosmic dice game are way above my pay-grade. And besides, we've got much more important things to worry about right now, don't we?”

He didn't answer her. He just stared into space.

She looked at her son with affection. How is he holding it together so well after all that's happened? He's just a kid, and he's dealing with it better than I am.

She stood up, moved over to stand next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It'll be okay.”

“If you say so.”

With a sigh, she moved back over to the panel, sat down, and grabbed the soldering gun again. “Come on,” she said, “let's get some juice into this rust-bucket's guts, all right?”

“Sure,” he said. He didn't move, though. He just continued to stare, unblinking, at the nearby planet.

Maeve set to work again. She had no desire to interrupt her son's thoughts, which she knew were as heavy as her own. We've lost so much, and the only ones left to pull humanity's collective arse out of the fire are an ex-Space Corps pilot and her teenage son.

Saints, don't let this be a fool's errand.







Chapter Five

Kelia stretched her legs, working the cramps out as she walked in circles around the small fire she'd built from a few dead branches of the huxa tree that had been her only companion during her vigil. The nights during the dry season were still quite warm, but a burning fire at least gave her something to concentrate on while she kept watch.

Since her arrival, she'd not slept at all. She couldn't risk falling asleep and missing what Arantha had brought her there to see.

She glanced once again across the darkened desert that stretched like a giant black carpet in front of her. There was no movement, no sound but the chirping of insects; not even a breath of wind.

As Arantha's vessel, Kelia assumed the energy she received from her last consultation would be enough to sustain her for the duration of her visit to this place. After nearly three days, however, her constant measures to remain awake and alert left her both physically and mentally drained. She'd used various meditative techniques to keep her senses acute, but she found herself unable to maintain that level of concentration now; her evening meal, several hours ago, represented the last of her food.

Kelia did not think, when she first set out from her village, that Arantha would test her resolve so. Her initial excitement had been replaced by a frustration greater than she'd ever felt before. She was hungry, thirsty, and so, so tired. And she needed a bath. Badly.

As she continued to pace, she weighed her options. The last thing she wanted to do was disappoint Arantha, but her abilities—and her patience—were stretched beyond their limits. If she made it through to sunrise without collapsing, she would return to the village with nothing meaningful to show for her prolonged absence.

Her leather shoes made no noise upon the rock as she paced, idly chanting rhymes from her childhood. She considered amusing herself by using her Wielding to shape the flames within the fire to her whim, but dismissed this notion quickly. She was far too exhausted to waste energy like that.

* * *

Hours passed. Sunset was already a distant memory, and Kelia began to wonder if her sanity had fled with the daylight.

A distant roaring sound caught her attention. She whipped around, looking left and then right, wondering if she was hearing the call of some great animal. However, that was impossible, for the sound continued unabated, and it was steadily growing in volume. With a start, she realized the sound wasn't coming from the desert, but from above her.

Adrenaline gave her weakened body new vigor as she cast her glance skyward. Seconds passed, and the roar grew louder and louder. She searched the heavens, praying for the sign she so desperately sought.

Then, out of nowhere, a spot of light appeared. It was tiny and dim at first, but grew in size and intensity as it streaked across the heavens, leaving a trail of incandescence in its wake.

Kelia's heart beat frantically in her chest as the … object, for she had no other word to describe it, sank lower and lower in the sky, eventually vanishing as it neared the horizon. It must have come down somewhere in the Kaberian Mountains. She continued to watch for several minutes, but the light did not reappear.

What did I just witness? Great Arantha … have you returned to Elystra after all this time?

She felt her sudden rush of adrenaline fade, and fatigue threatened once again to overwhelm her. Fighting it down, she gathered up her satchel and walked at a brisk pace away from the outcropping, back to the village.

* * *

When Kelia strode through the doorway of her home, she wasn't surprised to find Liana still awake, even though it was the middle of the night. Countless times, she'd caught her aunt, seated in the room's most comfortable chair, wide and wooden and covered with lyrax pelts, poring over one of the scrolls Kelia forgot to roll up and put back in its proper cranny in the wall of her study. A small fire crackled in the circular fire-pit in the center of the room.

Liana stood up as Kelia entered, and a welcoming smile formed on her round, wise face. In a loud whisper, she said, “Nima! I'm so glad you've returned!”

Kelia smiled back, happy to be addressed as “niece” instead of “Protectress,” which only happened in the privacy of her own home. “Not as glad as I am to be back, ama,” she returned, giving her aunt the same familial greeting.

Liana strode forward and enveloped her niece in a warm hug. Almost immediately, she stepped back and scrunched up her face, which looked rather comical under her short white hair. “Though I must admit, you've smelled better.”

Kelia removed her outer robe and hung it on a hardened clay protrusion near the door, a sign to the Ixtrayu assigned to laundry duty that it was ready for cleaning. “You try sitting in the same spot for three straight days and see how you smell,” she retorted. “How's Nyla?”

“Keep your voice down,” Liana whispered, using her head to gesture at one of the home’s three bedrooms. “She’s only just drifted off to sleep.”

“Sorry.” Kelia stumbled forward and sat down in one of the other chairs next to the fire-pit. Leaning forward, she held her hands over the glowing embers of what remained of the fire. Warmth spread through her body, and she was grateful to be indoors, in familiar surroundings again.

“You've been gone a long time,” Liana said hesitantly. She rolled up the scroll she was reading and laid it on the ground at the foot of her chair. “We were wondering if something happened to you.”

“Something did.”

Liana drew in a sharp breath. “Does that mean you saw what Arantha wanted you to see?”

Kelia remained silent as she leaned back in her chair, tightly gripping the armrests while continuing to stare at the remnants of the fire.

Dozens of myths were told to the daughters of the Ixtrayu for centuries: tales of a godlike being that descended from the Above. This being's name, according to legend, was Arantha, and through her intervention, a group of female slaves rose up against their captors and built a thriving community. No man had set foot in Ixtrayu territory since the village was built.

Arantha's wishes were often vague and cryptic, but she'd never led Kelia, or any of her predecessors, astray. Still, to actually see the distant light appear before her was … exhilarating. And more than a little intimidating.

“Yes.” Kelia whispered, her eyes still fixed on the fire. Liana drew in another sharp breath.

They sat in silence for a few tense moments. Liana idly drummed her fingers on the arms of her chair. “Are you really going to make me ask?” she finally said.

Kelia knew Liana would not be satisfied with a simple, vague description. “I don't know what it was. I do have a theory, but I'm not sure how the Council will react to it.”

“Nima,” Liana said soothingly, “Arantha led you to that spot, and fulfilled your vision. She would not have done this were it not for our benefit. Why are you so worried?”

“I don't know. Maybe I was hoping that after so many years of guesswork, Arantha would provide me with some clarity.” Kelia shifted in her seat and rubbed her leaden eyelids. “It feels like … like we're traversing a raging river so shrouded in darkness we can't see the other side. The only way we can make our way across is by blindly groping around with our feet for the next stepping stone. All it will take is one false step on my part, and our people will be swept away to their doom.”

Kelia bit her lip, fidgeting in her chair. “Never in all my life have I felt so handicapped by my stilted divinatory ability. How am I supposed to explain what is beyond my power to understand?”

Liana didn't even blink. “By trusting Arantha, and those who know you and love you.”

“It's that simple?”

“As far as I'm concerned, it is. So tell me … what was it?”

Before Kelia could respond, a mighty yawn forced its way through her mouth. She felt fatigue overwhelm her again, so she stood and stretched her back before she circled the fire pit and knelt down by her aunt's chair, placing her cheek on Liana's bony arm. Liana responded by gently rubbing the top of her niece's head with her other hand.

After a few deep breaths, Kelia met the older woman's gaze again. “Something has come to Elystra, ama. Something not of our world.”

Liana's brow crinkled into a frown. “You don't mean … from the Above?”

“That's exactly what I mean.”

Her aunt gasped, her brown eyes widening. “Oh my.”

Kelia's knees started to cramp, so she rose to her feet again. She shuffled over to a small pile of kindling in the corner of the room, grabbed a few sticks and threw them on the fire. They stubbornly refused to ignite, so Kelia closed her eyes and made a slight motion with her hand. The kindling burst into flames, returning the fire to its former glory and warming the room. Satisfied, she resumed her seat in the chair nearest the fire pit.

“What are you going to tell the Council?” Liana asked, her soft voice combining with the crackle of the fire.

“I haven't decided yet.”

“But you just said … it came from the Above. If Arantha has returned –”

“It would be a great and wondrous thing,” Kelia interjected. “The Ixtrayu have served her faithfully from the beginning. Her return, in whatever form she may take, would renew our faith for centuries to come.”

Kelia pointed at the scroll at Liana's feet. “Ever since I learned how to read, I've been studying our tribe's history. Arantha has always shown us our path. How we tread that path, however, she has always left to us. Our ancestors followed her blindly, but we are a more enlightened people now. I cannot just assume it was her return that I saw tonight, even if it was she who allowed me to see it. It could very well be Arantha … or it could be something malevolent. Something that threatens the Ixtrayu, perhaps all of Elystra.”

Kelia's leg began to twitch, and she had to hold it steady with her hand. “But if it is Arantha, I have to ask myself: why didn't my mother, whose gift of foresight was far superior to my own, see this coming? And if she did, why would she not speak of it, or at least document it?”

“Perhaps she couldn't,” Liana replied. “She must have believed keeping tonight's events a secret was Arantha's will.”

“That's quite a secret to take to the Great Veil with you.” Kelia stared into the flames, as if hoping to glean some additional wisdom from them.

“Don't fret, dear niece.” Liana gestured at the rolled-up scroll she'd been reading. “You may not have your mother's talent for divination, but your ability to control the elements puts hers to shame.”

“Maybe so, but right now I'd trade all of that ability for a fraction of hers. I fear the Council will expect more answers than I can provide, especially Susarra. She grows more difficult every time I refuse her request to have the Sojourns resume.”

Liana rose to her feet. “I wouldn't worry about her. She may honk louder than most, but she won't challenge your authority.” She moved off toward a room adjacent to Kelia's bedroom. “I'm going to sleep. Try to get some yourself. You look like you need it.”

“I will. Sleep soundly, ama.”

“Sleep soundly,” she echoed and disappeared through the thin layer of kova hide that curtained the entrance to her room.

With a slight wave of her hand, Kelia subdued the fire until, once again, it was reduced to a few smoldering embers. Yawning, she walked over to the entrance to Nyla's bedroom, peeking through the curtains. Fast asleep on the pile of lyrax pelts in the far corner lay her thirteen-year-old daughter, her dark hair spilling over her cherubic face.

Kelia allowed herself a slight smile, inwardly hoping Nyla's calm repose would remain when she woke in the morning. The odds were better that Onara would return from the Great Veil. Being rebellious and disobedient was part of adolescence, and not even the daughter of a Protectress was immune to the fickleness of youth.

She took a deep, cleansing breath and crossed the threshold into her own bedroom. Too weary to even change into her sleep-robes, Kelia collapsed onto her bed and fell into a blissfully dreamless sleep.







Chapter Six

Elzor stood on the balcony adjacent to the throne room of the Castle Tynal. Many fires still burned in the city of Talcris, providing more than enough light for him to see the results of the day's work. In the distance, he heard the sounds of several skirmishes still being fought as his soldiers disposed of the last few pockets of resistance that seemed determined to defend their lost cause to the bitter end. Not that it mattered much. His men weren't taking prisoners anyway. The best enemy was always a dead one.

It had taken Elzor many years to achieve this victory, so he allowed himself a moment of contentment. He caressed the soft material of the royal cloak draped across his shoulders, and his smile morphed into a broad grin as he beheld a few drops of blood marring its otherwise clean surface. Only hours ago, he had the satisfaction of tearing this cloak off the beaten, broken body of King Morix, the former ruler of the region. His one regret about the encounter was that Morix hadn't been conscious to witness Elzor drawing a blade across the throat of his stupid gurn of a queen. The former monarch now languished in his own dungeon, manacled to his wife's corpse.

A shuffle of footsteps from behind Elzor tore him away from the scene of his conquest. Turning back, he reentered the throne room.

The place was opulent, with many ornate pieces of artwork and tapestries adorning the walls, which bore a plethora of torches held in place by equally lavish sconces. One wall was dominated by a picture of the now-deceased Queen, which Elzor made a mental note to have removed and burned as soon as possible. His mood improved again when he saw Elzaria and Langon awaiting him.

General Langon was a brute of a man, giant in stature and as thick and tough as a century-old huxa tree. His rough, bearded face bore so many scars that Elzor had stopped imagining what he looked like before they became comrades-in-arms. He stood, stock-still, oblivious to the gash on his upper right arm where an Agrusian soldier had wounded him. Much of his thick kova-leather jerkin was stained with blood as well. Elzor was certain that came from many deceased members of Morix's army.

Elzor sat down on the elaborately-decorated wrought-metal throne and faced them. “Report,” he said, his voice reverberating around the room.

“Our victory is nearly complete, my liege,” said Elzaria, bowing her head as she addressed her brother. “By nightfall, the last remnants of the Agrusian army will either be dead or have fled for the northern forests.”

“Excellent.” Elzor straightened himself up on the throne. “Any sign of our prize?”

“No, my liege,” she replied. “I've had twenty men conduct a thorough search of the castle grounds. They've turned up nothing. However, we have discovered a secret level below the dungeons. We were not aware of this before.”

“I trust you've searched it as well.”

“Of course. There is a massive door at the far end of a corridor. It appears to be built right into the castle's foundation. It bears no keyhole, and it has confounded my every attempt to open it using my Wielding.” She scoffed. “Trust the Agrusians to hide the Stone in the one place that is impervious to my power.”

“No matter.” Elzor waved his hand dismissively. “Whatever's closed can always be opened. Let Morix spend a few more days with his beloved wife, and he'll tell me what I need to know.”

“You've taken his realm, and murdered his queen,” Langon said. “What makes you think he'll tell you anything?”

“I can be … quite persuasive.” Elzor said with a sardonic tone.

“And if he still doesn't tell you?” Elzaria asked.

“Then I'll be even more persuasive.”

Langon nodded. “Should I see to the … other matter, my liege?”

Elzor locked eyes with his general. “Do it.”

“Yes, my liege.” Langon bowed and strode out of the room.

Elzaria remained still. “Any further commands for me, brother?”

Elzor regarded his sister, noting for the first time how haggard she looked. Not at all surprising. She'd had a productive day.

After dispatching the King's royal messengers, she joined the Elzorath on their final march to the city. She let the power within her grow to a level she never had before, releasing a blanket of blue death that killed or incapacitated half the Agrusian army on their initial charge. The second attack met with similar casualties, after which Elzaria collapsed from the strain. The Elzorath then took the fight to the remaining soldiers, claiming an easy victory.

“No, dear sister, you go rest. The queen's bedchamber is all yours. Replenish your strength, and I'll send a servant around with the best meal our new castle has to offer.”

Elzaria gave a cold, chilly smile. “You spoil me.”

“Well, if I don't, who will?” Elzor strode forward, taking her hand and kissing it in an uncharacteristic display of chivalry.

Elzaria smiled but didn't respond. She retracted her hand from Elzor's grasp, unsheathed a thick-bladed knife she had strapped to the back of her belt and flung it all the way across the throne room. It struck the portrait of the Queen right between the eyes.

Elzor watched in amusement as the knife continued to vibrate, as if excited to have hit its target so perfectly. He turned around just in time to see his sister's back as she swept out of the room.

With a swoosh of his stolen cloak, he made his way back to the balcony and placed his hands on the balustrade. The sounds of fighting had all but died out, and the city of Talcris was eerily silent.

He was about to head back inside when something curious caught his gaze. Up in the sky, far in the distance, a trail of light shot like an arrow toward the horizon.

He cocked his head, keeping his keen eyesight focused on the streak until it disappeared from view. Such sightings were rare on Elystra, but not unheard of. Whatever strange phenomena occurred in the Above didn't concern him. If any entity, god or mortal, was foolish enough to stand in his way, he would sweep them aside as easily as he had Morix's army.

Elzor drew in a deep breath as he reveled in his victory. He was master of this domain.

And many more domains would soon follow.







Chapter Seven

Deep in the heart of Mount Calabur, Mizar, High Mage of Darad, stood transfixed, his mouth opened in a paroxysm of pain.

A surge of energy, far more intense than any he'd ever experienced, pounded through him as image after image flittered across his mind's eye. The stuff of nightmares, overlapping each other in a cacophony of chaos: flashes of intense light, entire villages in flames, streets littered with the blackened, charred bodies of men, women and children. Mizar tried with all his might to block out the horrific images, but failed.

As the comfort of oblivion threatened to overwhelm him, the scene of slaughter disappeared, and another, much different image took its place. With the last of his flagging mental strength, Mizar concentrated on this latest image.

Three women stood on a darkened, unknown landscape, still as statues, while a fierce battle waged around them. Each one radiated raw power; the kind of power, he noted with stupefaction, that could only have come from Arantha. Three Wielders, each one clothed by an aura that pulsed with the energy they channeled.

Mizar tried to break through the whirling torrents in his mind, attempting to discern the faces of these three women, but as he teetered on the brink of clarity, another blast of energy coursed through his body. The image disintegrated, and blackness overtook him.

Released from Arantha's hold, Mizar's body crumpled to the ground.

* * *

“Master! Master, wake up!”

Mizar's eyes fluttered open, and he became aware that he was lying, face-down, on the stony ground. With a groan, he propped himself up on his elbows, trying to will the strength back into his limbs. It felt as if someone had stuck a white-hot poker through his brain. Even the small movement of lifting his head caused a searing flash of pain to rip through it. It was all he could do not to let unconsciousness overwhelm him again, as it had a few … minutes ago? Hours?

How much time has passed? How long have I lain here, dead to the world?

He cast a sidelong glance to the entrance of the Crystal Cavern, the hollow heart of Mount Calabur, where he had unceremoniously collapsed. He remembered crying out in agony. It obviously wasn't loud enough to alert the guards who prevented anyone from entering the chamber when Mizar consulted Arantha.

Inch by painful inch, he struggled into a sitting position, brushing dust and small pebbles from his clothes and his grayish-brown beard, and retrieving his black cloth skull-cap from the ground. He had fallen where he normally stood, on the Nexus of Arantha. Thousands of crystals, none larger than one of his fingernails, dotted an almost geometrical pattern over the walls and ceiling. Over the course of the five and a half decades of his life, he'd had hundreds of visions, but none had given him the sense of foreboding—or the overwhelmingly intense pain—he had just experienced.

He turned the other way and saw, kneeling at his side, a gangly young man dressed in a loose beige tunic. “Master! Oh, thank Arantha!” he exclaimed, relief spreading over his face. “I feared you were dead!”

Mizar clapped his palms over his ears. “Please, Sen, not so loud.”

“I'm sorry, Master,” Sen said, at a much more reasonable volume. “I'm just … thankful you're alive. You were barely breathing.”

Little by little, Mizar's sight returned to normal. His brown, deep-set eyes scanned the Cavern. All looked exactly as it had before his ordeal. “I'm all right, Sen. Thank you for your concern.”

“Can you stand?”

Mizar nodded, and with Sen's help, he was able to climb to his feet and make his way to a long wooden bench that ran along the cave's near wall. Sitting down, he glanced up at his apprentice, who continued to stare at him with concern.

Sen was tall and rail-thin, with medium-length black hair, sea blue eyes, high cheekbones and a wide mouth. Although often awkward and clumsy, he was a good, hard-working lad, and Mizar had grown rather fond of him over the previous two years. He reminded Mizar so much of himself. They were both sixteen when they discovered they could Wield. Unfortunately, after two years of training, it became clear Sen possessed only healing abilities and nothing else. Mizar, with his powers of divination and control of the elements—air, water, fire and earth—was High Mage, only the fourth in the history of Darad, which went back almost a thousand years.

A wave of dizziness shot through Mizar, and he would have toppled over had Sen not grasped him by the shoulders and pulled him back into an upright position. “What happened, Master?” Sen asked.

Mizar placed his thumbs and forefingers against his temples, trying to calm his turbulent thoughts. Within moments, the pain receded, but the lightheadedness remained. “I–I don't know. That's never happened before.” He looked at his apprentice again, his forehead wrinkling in puzzlement. “The guards just let you in?”

Sen's cheeks flushed, and he averted his eyes. “Forgive me, Master. When you didn't show up for my lesson, I assumed you had other business to attend to. I waited for you in the dining hall for midday meal, but when you didn't show up there either, I asked around, and no one had seen you since you entered the Cavern, so I figured you must still be here.” He grimaced. “The guards made me wait two more hours before I could convince them something must be wrong.”

“So I've been lying here unconscious for … eight hours?”

“I think so.”

Mizar harrumphed. “I'm going to have to ask His Majesty to instruct his guards to be more accommodating in the future, just in case this happens again.” He closed his eyes, massaging his temple again.

“In case what happens?” Sen asked, his voice tremulous. “Master, what did you see?”

Mizar couldn't form a response as he tried to make sense of what he just underwent. Thankful that his memory was still intact, he focused on the images Arantha had thrust into his mind. He looked for details that he may have missed when he lost consciousness, but was unable to discern anything new.

He then realized he hadn't yet answered his apprentice's question. “I saw … evil. A great darkness sweeping across Elystra.”

Sen's jaw fell open. “We must tell the King.”

Mizar grasped the boy's arm. “No, Sen. Do not breathe a word of this. Not until I've had a chance to make sense of it all.”

Sen saw the seriousness on his teacher's face and lowered his head in deference. “Yes, Master.”

Having regained enough strength to stand, Mizar rose to his feet. “I regret that your lessons are going to have to be postponed for the time being, Sen. I have a task for you that is of paramount importance.”

Sen's eyebrows raised expectantly.

“Tomorrow, I will speak to King Aridor. I'm going to get his permission to access the Royal Archives.”

“Master,” Sen said, looking even more bewildered than before, “you've sent me to the Archives dozens of times. We've never needed the King's permission before. Why do we need it now?”

“You know that locked vault in the back corner that no one but the King holds the key to?”

“The Forbidden Knowledge?”

“That's right.”

Sen gulped and the blood drained from his face, looking as if Mizar had just asked him to cut off his own arm. “And what information will you be requiring?”

Mizar tightened his jaw. “All of it.”







Chapter Eight

Davin delicately laid the final fist-sized chunk of shale on top of the small cairn of rocks at the head of the newly dug grave. Standing up, he brushed the dust from his pants and joined his mother, who stood a short distance away.

The pair took in their surroundings. They'd landed the Talon in a shallow wadi between two small peaks in the mountain range that ran for hundreds of miles down the western part of the central continent, effectively bisecting the desert that stretched as far as the eyes could see on either side.

They'd made planetfall the night before. After getting the ship moving again, Maeve decided to wait until nighttime before landing, as it would cut down on the number of locals that might witness the Talon as it made its way through the atmosphere. Thankfully, the landing had been textbook, and the two of them slept straight through till morning.

They'd unpacked the portable generators, the purifiers, and the excavator. Next came the food synthesizer, which would give them their first palatable meal since leaving Earth. First, though, they had a burial to attend to.

The hard-packed dirt of the riverbed that the Talon now rested upon proved difficult to dig through. The ground near the mountain lake a quarter-mile away was much softer, so they chose a shady spot underneath a rocky overhang about ten yards from the lake's shore for Gaspar's final resting place. After only an hour of digging in the hot dry air, sweat drenched their loose-fitting clothes.

“Would you like to say a few words?” Maeve asked, her eyes fixed on the grave. “You knew Gaspar better than I did.”

Davin shifted his feet. “I'm not sure what to say.” He looked sideways at his mother. “You've been to funerals before, right?”

Maeve closed her eyes, nodding. “Far too many, unfortunately.”

“Do you remember any of that stuff Grandma and Grandpa taught you when you were little? You know, the God stuff?”

“Not much.” She sighed. “I do remember a poem my mother taught me, though.” She reached her hand over, motioning for Davin to take it, which he did. Both of them bowed their heads.

Maeve spoke in a hushed, reverent tone. “Those we love don't go away, they walk beside us every day. Unseen, unheard, but always near, still loved, still missed, and very dear.” She took another deep breath before continuing. “Lord, I know it's been a long time since we've, um, spoken …” She felt her mouth going dry.

Davin squeezed her hand. They locked eyes, and a wordless conversation passed between them.

Maeve exhaled, then continued. “Gaspar was … a fine young man. One of the finest minds you've ever produced. My son and I …” She took a step closer to Davin, who released her hand and put his arm around her shoulder. “… would not have made it here without him. Please, God, do not let Gaspar's sacrifice, and my husband's sacrifice …” A tear escaped Maeve's eye, slicing down her cheek. Davin pulled her against him. “Please don't let them have died in vain.

“I'm sure you've noticed, humanity's not doing so well right now. Our backs are against the wall, and … well, whatever you can do to guide us through our darkest hour, we'd, um … we'd really appreciate it. We also ask that you welcome the souls of Richard Cromack, Gaspar Wexler, Manuel Villegas, Calvin Stockard, Ji-Yan Lee, Kacy Weatherby, and Suri and Mahesh Patel into the kingdom of heaven.” She paused, glancing over at Davin, who gave a slight smile. “Um, that's it, I guess. Amen.”

“Amen,” Davin echoed, releasing his hold on her. “That wasn't too bad, Mom.”

Maeve wiped her face. “Saints, I'm out of practice.”

“Come on.” He used his head to gesture at the just-unpacked synthesizer. “We'll feel better after we eat. I always do.”

She couldn't fault that logic. “Lead the way.”

One final look at the grave, and they made the short walk back to the landing zone.

* * *

After sustaining themselves on nothing but emergency rations since before they left Earth, unpacking the synthesizer had been like unwrapping a Christmas present, and it chased their somber mood away. Thirty seconds after hooking it up to one of the portable generators, Davin shoved a pastrami on rye into his mouth in that way that only a teenage boy could.

Maeve chuckled as the sandwich disappeared and took a bite of her own. He'd no sooner gulped down the last bite when he pushed a button on the synthesizer's control panel. A few moments later, a side-panel slid open, revealing another sandwich. He greedily scooped it up and deposited it on his plate. It was moments like this that made Maeve glad she was the only one with the machine's pass-code, or he'd eat his weight in food on a daily basis.

“Whoa, slow down, Speedy,” Maeve chided him. “You don't wanna give yourself a stomach-ache. We've got a lot of work to do today.”

“GnarmIknowmomnom,” he said around another huge bite, washing it down with a gulp of cold water. “Sorry. I'm just … hungry.”

“Really? I never would have guessed.”

He grinned. “Any chance for a piece of cake?”

Maeve cocked an eyebrow. “I know we're on a different planet and all, Dav, but that doesn't mean it's suddenly your birthday.”

“Please, Mom? It's only three days away!”

Maeve matched her son's puppy-dog look with a stern one of her own. “Dav, come on. We're not on vacation; we're on a mission. You know that.”

“Fine,” he said tersely, tearing his eyes away and cramming the rest of his sandwich into his mouth. “So where're we gonna start digging first?”

They'd set up a dining table under a large overhang of rock, which shaded them from the heat of the midday sun. A freshwater mountain lake lay off to the left, and the Talon's gunmetal gray hull sat to the right, around the base of the smaller of the two peaks that dominated the area.

Maeve pointed to the larger peak, several hundred yards away. “Right there, I think.”

“You think?”

“Well, like I said before, I don't know anything about the nature of this energy source we're supposed to find. Geological scans have turned up nothing out of the ordinary, except …” She grabbed the computer pad from the table in front of her and tapped it.



OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THEV/U LDEn Gr.:\
- eliw ool {

3OO K ON[ PAWNS





