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      Airless and zero-g, the umbilicus snaked out from the Cornflower’s starboard airlock. A steel scaffold protruded from the open end, a cage holding the molecular scalpel that would slice into the hull of the Fearless.

      Major Wright pulled himself closer to the ship, hand over hand along grips lining the interior wall of the umbilicus. The crew responsible for attaching the scaffold to the BA’s former flagship were taking their sweet time about it, and he wanted to know why.

      The Fearless hung silent and enigmatic in space, adrift in the Asteroid Belt. In the five weeks it had taken them to reach her, she hadn’t answered a hail, run her engines, or betrayed any other sign of life. None of her airlocks were responding to security override codes, so they had no choice except to force entry.

      “Corporal Marks,” Wright said, “is there a problem? You should be through that hatch by now.”

      “No, no problem, sir!” she replied.

      Her tone was way too cheery and confident. Something was bothering her.

      The corporal was one of eight Marines assigned to the task of gaining entry to the ship. All looked nearly identical in their EVA suits, their pulse rifles slung across their backs, but he spotted her as she turned to face him.

      Marks would be accompanying him into the ship along with others. He was to conduct a preliminary search to discover the state of things in the interior. Aside from lots of dead Space Fleet personnel, he had no idea what he might find. The last thing he needed was a jumpy Marine.

      He grabbed a strut and came to a halt.

      No one else was looking his way. That wasn’t so strange. They had to concentrate on what they were doing. But their movements seemed slow and reluctant. Whatever was bothering Marks, the rest of the team felt the same.

      “Marks,” he said, “leave that a minute and come here.”

      She pressed the magnetized square on her power tool to a pipe and propelled herself in his direction. Catching onto one of the bars used to manipulate the scalpel, she stopped in front of Wright.

      Through the tint of her visor, he was surprised to see fear in her eyes.

      This was the Marine who had courageously helped him blast into the mountain in West BI to find Arthur. She had also ventured out with him under fire to rescue Ellis, who had been immobilized.

      He switched his comm system to one-to-one.

      “What is it, Marks? What’s going on? Whatever it is, you can tell me. You won’t get into trouble.”

      She broke eye contact. “It’s just…Shit, I feel dumb saying it.”

      “Come on, spit it out. We don’t have forever. The EAC would love to get their hands on the Fearless, even in her current state. They could be on their way right now.”

      Wright heard her swallow and then say, still looking away from him, “It’s just, some of the others are worried about what might be inside.”

      He guessed she was also one of the ‘others’.

      “S-some people have been calling it a ghost ship.”

      “A ghost…?”

      Dammit.

      He’d heard it all: Gremlins causing system failures; mysterious alien predators living on moons with no atmosphere; and zombie hostiles rising from the dead.

      Now it was ghost ships.

      You could train Marines to keep on fighting against hopeless odds, to put their lives on the line every day, but you couldn’t train them out of being superstitious.

      “Okay,” he said, “everyone on the Fearless probably died when the black cloud took her, or if they didn’t die then, they blued soon after. We’re going to find dead people, for sure. It isn’t going to be pleasant. If it’s any consolation, as long as you keep your visor down, you won’t smell them. But ghosts? Come on.”

      His skepticism didn’t appear to have any effect on the corporal, who continued to look at him with dread behind her eyes.

      “I’ve never seen a ghost,” he said. “Have you?”

      “No-o.”

      “Anyone in your family ever seen one?” he asked. “They’re miners, right?”

      “Last I heard. I blocked them after they signed up with the Antarctic Project. I don’t remember any of them saying they saw a ghost—”

      “There you go.”

      “But they did used to talk about brownies that would take revenge if you accidentally broke into one of their caves.”

      Wright suppressed a sigh. “All right, look at it this way: If there are ghosts on the Fearless, they’re BA ghosts. They’re going to be friendly, not try to hurt us. They’ll probably stay out of the way, in fact, to make it easier for us to give their bodies a decent burial. Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      “I guess so,” replied Marks, not sounding at all reassured.

      “Good. Get back to work. If I don’t report to the brigadier soon that we’re beginning the search, she’ll come out herself from the Valiant to see what’s happening. We don’t want that, do we?”

      Though the larger vessel, the Cornflower’s ‘parent’ ship was only a few hundred kilometers distant, Colbourn would be mightily pissed off if she felt it necessary to make the journey.

      “No, sir,” exclaimed Marks. She thrust off with a hand and returned to the edge of the scaffold.

      The brigadier was scarier than any ghost.

      Wright addressed the team. “As you know, the Fearless is still maintaining an atmosphere, so we can expect some nastiness once we’re inside. You might see someone you once knew.” It was doubtful any of the corpses would be recognizable, but it wasn’t impossible. “It’s going to be hard. I want you to remember the real people who manned the ship are long gone, and what you see is only the shells they left behind. When we’ve figured out the situation, they’ll be given all the respect they deserve, but for now, I want you to focus on doing your job.”

      “Sir,” said Cole, “permission to speak.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Should we expect to encounter hostiles, sir?”

      “If anyone aboard her wanted a fight, she would have fired on us when we came within range hours ago. That answer your question?”

      “Yes, sir,” Cole replied doubtfully.

      Was the private imagining a space creature lurking on the former flagship?

      “You have your rifles just in case,” said Wright. “But think before you shoot. The ship still has pressure. I don’t want one of you blasting a hole in the hull.”

      When the scaffold was secured and the molecular scalpel was in place, the two engineers on the team guided the scalpel’s nozzle to the ship’s hull and started her up. Pre-programmed, the machine moved smoothly, slicing a vertical line through the thick skin, severing the layers like a razor passing through silk. Gases erupted from the slit, instantly condensing to ice. The scalpel turned a corner and swept along the horizontal, silent in the vacuum.

      The molecular scalpel’s progress continued until the square was complete. The emerging clouds of frozen condensate faded.  The engineers withdrew the machine, and then applied magnetized paddles to detach the excised section. The movement caused the motion-sensitive interior lights to blink on. They slid the thick slice of hull away and captured it in a net before securing it to the side of the cage.

      The airlock looked normal. Beyond the small oblong window on the far side, the passageway lights were on, which Wright found odd. He’d been expecting the ship to be in darkness, though he didn’t really know why. Unanticipated nervousness hit him. Until that moment, he’d been focused on the task ahead, but now the oddness of the scenario reared up in his mind.

      The Fearless had disappeared in the midst of battle, ‘swallowed’ by an amorphous mass of unknown astronomical matter. And now here she was, inexplicably hundreds of millions of kilometers from her original position.

      How had she come to be here? What force had transported her and then abandoned her? What had killed everyone aboard?

      “Major Wright,” said one of the engineers from inside the airlock, “the control panel appears to be working normally. Do you want to bring the team in so we can seal the breach before we open the inner hatch?”

      “Affirmative.”
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      The Marine approaching Taylan seemed familiar. He was tall and burly, and he had a look on his face that told her she better not beat him.

      Huh, tough.

      Ah!

      She remembered him. He was the guy the instructor had teamed her up with the first time she supported a training session—the guy she’d thrown on the mat and punched to keep him down.

      The burly Marine lunged. Taylan stooped, preparing to drive her shoulder in low and unbalance him, maybe even upend him as she had before. But he’d learned from his earlier encounter. He went lower, and swiped at her with a fist. If it hadn’t been for her fast reflexes, his longer reach would have caught her. She pulled her head back just in time. His knuckles swept past her nose.

      She shot out a hand and grabbed his extended wrist, quickly twisting it and stepping to the side, trying to get his arm up and behind his back. He was too strong. He resisted the twisting and kicked out at her knee.

      A shout of protest went up from the audience of new recruits. She jumped left a fraction, just enough that he didn’t make contact, while maintaining her grip on his wrist. What a jerk. The big guy could break her knee and put her out of action for weeks.

      She hauled him forward, taking advantage of his temporary imbalance, and quickly got behind him, shoving him the remaining distance to the floor. In another beat she had a knee on his back and his elbow pushed up.

      The downed Marine cursed and tried to rise, but she forced his arm higher. Even his thick muscles couldn’t protect his shoulder from the pressure. With a yell of pain and frustration, he slammed the mat with his other hand, conceding the match.

      Taylan released her hold and climbed to her feet, panting. Her opponent also rose, and she saw him hesitate. Was he planning to pull a fast one and attack her while her guard was down? She glared at him, hard-eyed.

      I dare you.

      After another moment’s hesitation, he slunk off, walked right past the gawking recruits on the mat, and barged out of the gym.

      The instructor went after him, yelling.

      She shook her head. Her partner’s behavior was unacceptable, but it was also a symptom of a wider problem that affected the BA’s military forces. Arthur’s influence had gone some way to improve matters, but the cracks were still evident.

      The instructor returned, without her demonstration partner.

      What was his problem? Everyone lost sometimes. It was nothing to be ashamed of. Her dad had beaten her more times than she knew. He’d taught her to accept defeat graciously and try to understand what had gone wrong so she could avoid making the same mistake. Maybe that was the difference. The guy was used to winning all his matches due to his size. He didn’t know how to lose.

      “Session’s over,” said the instructor. “Dismissed.”

      She jogged to the showers. If she was lucky, she might be able to find Arthur and spend some time with him. Ever since he’d learned English, she’d been getting him to tell her about his life and the world he’d lived in. Though Wright still refused to accept the man was the Arthur, King of Britain, the former name for the Britannic Isles, she didn’t need any more convincing. No one could make up the number and range of things he’d told her over the weeks, and no one could maintain the facade so effectively for so long.

      What she didn’t understand was how he was still alive. Arthur’s existence was impossible. But he couldn’t explain it either, so she’d given up on trying to figure it out.

      After putting on her clothes, she left the changing room and headed for his cabin.

      When she arrived, he wasn’t home.

      She had no way of reaching him. He had no comm implant. The docs hadn’t wanted to put him through the operation as they were still trying to figure out how the hell he was alive. He also didn’t carry a comm button. The devices freaked him out. He could watch vids, but disembodied voices coming out of nowhere made him turn pale and tremble. It was just one of the many aspects of his new life he would take time to get used to. He’d only just begun to accept the Valiant floated in the sky.

      Where could he be?

      She walked down the passageway, trying to think of likely places.

      First, she went to the mess. Arthur loved eating and would eat anything and everything he was offered. But there was no sign of him there. Her next destination was the entertainment lounges. He wasn’t in any of them, but then she remembered he’d complained about the noise and lights. Along from the entertainment lounges was the main fitness center. Her hopes rose as she walked inside and surveyed the exercise machines. Arthur came here quite often to work out, though he didn’t seem to have to do as much as regular people to put on muscle.

      He wasn’t in the fitness center.

      Bummed, she left.

      Where else?

      Taylan wandered the Valiant for another half an hour before she finally found Arthur in the sick bay, of all places. It had been the last place she’d looked, and then only because she was bored. She hadn’t thought he could actually be there. He was probably the healthiest person on the ship.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?!” she asked as she spotted him sitting outside the medics’ office. Even if it hadn’t been for his size, the torcs he wore around his neck and bicep made him stand out.

      “Hi,” he replied, “it’s good to see you too.”

      His English had improved a lot over the weeks since he’d undergone the speed learning program, and he’d developed quite the talent for sarcasm.

      “Sorry, I was just surprised to see you in the sick bay. Did you hurt yourself? Are you ill?”

      “Neither. I’m not here for me.”

      “Oh.” She looked around the room, thinking she must have missed the patient, but the place was empty.

      Then the door to the medics’ office opened.

      A doctor emerged, carrying Boots.

      “I’m here for him,” said Arthur.

      The doc placed the cat in his arms. “I’ve checked him over, and there’s nothing to worry about. I guess he must have thrown up a hairball. It’s pretty common for cats.”

      “That’s a relief. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Examining cats makes a change from treating war wounds. Hello, Corporal Ellis,” added the doc. “How’s your back?”

      “I get a twinge now and then, but it’s pretty good.”

      “You hurt your back?” asked Arthur.

      “Yeah, but it’s fine now.”

      “The option to exchange the artificial replacements we used for natural ones grown from your stem cells is still open,” said the doc. “Now might be a good time, before shit really goes down. You should ask permission.”

      “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

      The doctor shrugged. “Up to you.” She returned to her office.

      “What did she mean, before shit really goes down?” asked Arthur. “What shit are we expecting?”

      “Uh, you don’t know?” Taylan hadn’t been aware he was so out of the loop. She hadn’t said much to him about BA stuff, preferring to listen to stories of ancient West BI. “Come and get a coffee with me. We need to talk.”

      “Sure.” He stood up. Despite the fact that nowadays he wore ship-printed civvies and his red-gold hair and beard were clipped short, he still managed to retain the appearance of an Iron Age warlord. He towered over most everyone else on the ship and his chest and shoulders were proportionate to his height.

      Boots climbed from his arms onto his shoulder before leaping the considerable distance to the floor and running out of the sick bay.

      “I guess he doesn’t like coffee,” said Taylan.
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      “I like this drink,” Arthur said as they sat down in the mess with their mugs of coffee, “but I prefer ale.”

      “Most of the ship agrees with you,” Taylan replied, “but drinking alcohol is against regulations.”

      “It is?! Why?”

      “Because it makes you drunk. And when Marines get drunk, bad things happen. Sometimes we’re allowed a few beers for a special occasion, but mostly we can’t drink unless we’re on surface leave.”

      A twinge of sadness hit her. The prospect of surface leave in the near future was currently a dim and distant hope.

      Arthur gave a snort of surprise. “Every day I learn something new. In my world, everyone drinks ale from the moment they’re weaned. Though the beer children drink is very weak.”

      “Kids in your time drank beer?” asked Taylan, astonished.

      “Why not? It’s safer than drinking water.”

      “Huh, well, you don’t need to worry about the water on the Valiant. It’s very clean.” She didn’t go on to explain that it had also passed through other shipmates many times. Some things, it was better he didn’t know.

      Her curiosity sparked by his reference to ‘his world’ she asked a question she’d meant to ask him for weeks. “Arthur, do you still think you’re dreaming?”

      He took a sip of coffee and put down his mug before answering, “If I am, it’s a very long dream. But perhaps dreams can seem to last a lifetime. Honestly, Taylan, I’m no longer sure. Everything I experience feels real.” He smiled. “The way I see it, I might as well behave as if this is reality.”

      “That sounds a good way of handling it, and I’m glad for another reason. You see, we need you. The people of this time, I mean. Do you know the prophecy about your return?”

      Once again, he took his time to answer. “I know something of it.” He didn’t elaborate.

      What was he holding back?

      Taylan decided not to press him. “Your story, as it was passed down to me, was that in your final battle you were mortally wounded, and you were carried from the field to an unknown place. There, you were to sleep until the people of the Britannic Isles needed you again. I’m from West BI, where we found you. My land was invaded by the EAC. I escaped to Ireland, along with my…” She paused and swallowed as memories popped into her mind. She went on, “The timing works, you see? After thousands of years of independence, the Britannic Isles fell to a foreign invader. And, within a couple of years, you were found and brought back to life.”

      Arthur was frowning and staring into his coffee.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      He looked up and smiled again, the skin around his kind eyes wrinkling. “I think my timing could have been a little better.”

      “What’s two or three years between friends?” Taylan quipped. “Seriously, though, I can’t think of any better explanation for what happened. Can you? You’re here to help solve the crisis and restore the Britannic Isles to its people. After the military coup attempt and destruction of the BA’s Parliament in exile on Jamaica, the Space Fleet was going to secede. The Britannic Alliance was falling apart. Everything was breaking into pieces—until you gave your speech in the gym. You restored Colbourn and Wright’s faith in their cause, in themselves. And you gave the Valiant’s Marines something to believe in. We didn’t manage to force the EAC off Jamaica, but when the rest of the Fleet saw what we were doing, it changed minds. Now, people have begun to pull together again.”

      “I only spoke the truth as I see it.”

      “But it was a truth we’d lost sight of. Words can be powerful when you’ve lost hope and a sense of purpose.”

      Arthur sighed. “I’m happy I helped, but it wasn’t by design. I just did what you asked me to do. As to freeing the Britannic Isles, as you call them, I’m ill equipped. I don’t understand how you fight, how your weapons work, or how to operate any of your strange machines. I don’t know who your enemies are or what strategies they use. I’m at a loss. Give me a sword, armor, and a battlefield, and I’m your man. But your world is too different and too complicated for me.”

      “I understand. Everything you say has already crossed my mind. But the prophecy was correct. That much, we know. Only the most stubborn would deny it.” Taylan thought of Wright. “On the other hand, what you say is true too. Your fighting skills aren’t so useful now.”

      “Maybe I could talk to the other knights of the Britannic Isles.”

      “That would probably help, but there’s no Camelot anymore, Arthur. Millions of men and women were on active duty in the BA military not so long ago, in all parts of the globe. I don’t know how many are contactable now. They’ll be fighting their corners in the remaining BA territories and protectorates, or they will have gone to ground, waiting to see what happens.”

      “A million knights? I can hardly imagine such a number.”

      “It doesn’t matter how many there are if we can’t reach them,” said Taylan. “I don’t know what the answer is. We’re missing something.”
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      The passageway was silent and empty. According to the figures on Wright’s HUD, the Fearless’s life support systems were functioning normally.

      He lifted his visor.

      Something his suit’s sensors would not register was the odor of death, but the air smelled normal. He expected he would be picking up the awful smell soon enough, but at least no nasty surprises seemed to be awaiting them in the immediate vicinity.

      He wasn’t expecting an EAC or AP trap out here in the Belt. Both had fled the battle scene after the Fearless’s disappearance, so it was unlikely they had anything to do with what had happened to the ship. He decided to split the team into small groups to expedite the search.

      After dividing them up, he said, “Proceed with caution. At the first sign of something suspicious, halt and comm me before going any farther. And make sure your cams stay on. Service access tunnels only. I don’t want to waste time trying to figure out how to get you out of a faulty elevator. Sergeant Elphicke, your team takes deck four.” He went on to portion out the other areas. Finally, he said, “Marks and Cole, come with me.”

      “We’re searching deck six, sir?” asked Cole. It was the only deck Wright hadn’t assigned, and the site of the Fearless’s bridge, where they might be able to access the ship’s log.

      “Affirmative. I want to start at the bridge and work forward.” He led them toward an aft maintenance hatch.

      A blueprint of the Fearless was an overlay on his HUD, and dots signified the search teams. They were crawling steadily along the ship’s lines. His comm remained quiet.

      As they passed by an elevator, it dinged. Marks jumped.

      “Hey,’ Wright admonished. “Cool it, Marine.”

      “Sorry, sir,” she replied, though her eyes remained wide as she stared at the elevator doors.

      They opened, but it was empty.

      She visibly relaxed.

      The doors closed, and the elevator descended. Wright felt Marks tensing at his side. No doubt she was wondering if ghosts were operating it.

      A few minutes later, they climbed out of the service hatch into an empty passage on deck six.

      “Where is everyone?” Cole asked. “They just disappeared?”

      Wright didn’t reply, thinking the disappearance of the Fearless’s occupants would be a better alternative than what he expected to find. A ship’s infrastructure and systems might survive being flung millions of kilometers, but the people aboard would not. It was only a matter of time before his team or another would stumble upon the smears that were all that remained of anything organic.

      He stepped toward the nearest door, which led to the bridge. At the time of the battle, the former admiral, Yorkson, and many of the ship’s officers would have been here.

      Partly expecting the door to not open, he approached it slowly.

      As he reached it, it slid back.

      The wide, semi-circular room spread out before them.

      Empty.

      Cole was peering over Wright’s shoulder.

      “Nothing here, sir,” he said, sounding relieved.

      The bridge wasn’t the kind of place people left things lying around, especially not during a battle, so it was unsurprising there were no signs of human occupation. The ranks of consoles and seats appeared as they would on any large BA starship. From long experience, Wright knew where each officer would sit: Helm, navigator, weapons officers, comms, and so on. At first glance, no damage appeared to have been inflicted, and there was no obvious explanation for the absence of people.

      Perhaps whatever had moved the Fearless across the Solar System had caused everything living aboard her to vanish?

      Wright walked to the captain’s seat, from where the admiral would have directed the BA fleet. The interface screen was dead. He tried to open it, but it didn’t respond.

      “Check the consoles,” he told Marks and Cole. “Tell me if anything’s working.”

      He went to the navigator’s station.

      Here, the screen reacted to his touch. He gave it the security override code.

      Instantly, a holo flashed up in the center of the room.

      Marks started. “Shit!”

      “Steady, Corporal,” said Wright.

      She muttered something about pissing her pants, but he ignored it.

      The holo was of the battle where the Fearless had been lost. They’d been on their way to attack the Bres, Ua Talman’s colony ship, when the AP and EAC had closed in on them.

      From the positions of the ships, he guessed the scene was about a minute from the moment the black cloud had reached out. From the perspective of the flagship, the cloud was behind, above, and to the left.

      He watched. Cole and Marks had also stopped what they were doing to witness the replay of the disaster.

      The finger reached out.

      It seemed so purposeful, like it wasn’t only a living thing, but also intelligent. It had targeted the Fearless and removed it for a reason.

      The finger touched the ship and flowed over and around it, enveloping it.

      The holo died.

      “Okay,” said Wright. “Finish checking the other consoles. Then we try the mess.”
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      The bridge yielded no clues about the fate of the Fearless’s personnel, but the mess room doors opened on a scene from a horror vid.

      They’d found some of the missing men and women, and they were alive…ish.

      Several hundred people were crammed into the space. All were heavily emaciated. Their uniforms hung from their bones, and their faces were hollowed and fleshless. Some were lying in corners, out of the way of foot traffic, many sat listlessly at tables, and a few wandered about aimlessly. The room stank of body odor, unwashed clothes, and other smells Wright didn’t want to dwell on.

      What was most remarkable was no one appeared to have registered the Marines’ arrival. No faces turned toward the door, no one said anything. In fact, aside from the sounds of movement, the mess was eerily silent.

      Something very, very strange had happened. But at least some of the ship’s personnel had survived.

      Wright comm’d the news to Colbourn immediately. As he was speaking to the brigadier, Elphicke tried to contact him. He asked Colbourn to please wait.

      “Sir,” said the sergeant, sounding shocked, “we’ve found some of the crew.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Mess hall. Deck Four.”

      “Don’t tell me, they’re alive but only just?”

      “Yes, Major. How did you know?”

      “Stand by, Sergeant.”

      “We’ve located some more of the personnel,” Wright told Colbourn, “in a similar state. I’m guessing there are still more to find. They all seem to have migrated to the messes. There are so many of them, it’ll probably be easier to send the medics here.”

      “Yes, that makes sense,” the brigadier replied. “Is the ship secure? I want to come and see things for myself.”

      “We’re still assessing the situation, ma’am.”

      “Let me know when you’re ready.” Colbourn closed the comm.

      Now that he’d carried out his orders, pity for the poor souls gnawed at him. He approached one of the Fearless’s crew, a private. The man was slumped at a table, his head barely upright, gazing unfocused into the middle distance.

      “Hey, what’s your name?” Wright asked.

      But the man didn’t seem to even hear him. He also didn’t seem to have noticed that the person he was sitting next to was too still and turning black. Not everyone had survived.

      Wright reached over the table and grabbed the private’s shoulder. It felt like pure bone under his hand. “Name, rank, and number,” he said, hoping the formality of the request might trigger a response.

      His demand provoked no reaction, except perhaps the tiniest glimmer of consciousness deep in the man’s eyes.

      Of all the situations Wright had imagined he might encounter on the Fearless, this one had never entered his mind. The crew were alive and present, but in body only. Whatever had happened to them had affected their minds. They must have been taking on fluids or they would all be long dead by now. But they hadn’t been eating, or only very little. Brain damage seemed the likely answer. The docs would figure it out.
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      Dwyr Kala Orr lived in darkness. The heavy curtains of her bedchamber were permanently closed, and she rarely left the room. When she worked, she lit only one candle to see her books. She had ordered that every mirror in the castle be removed. If she went out, everyone had to remain in their workplace, and if she passed near them, they had to avert their gazes. Even Perran was banished from her company.

      It was not enough.

      In her rage during the BA’s invasion of her Jamaican mansion, she hadn’t realised the extent of her injuries. The soldier who fired upon her in the secret tunnel had set her robes alight. The flames had engulfed her torso, arms, and head as she fled, and even the herbal ointments of her medics had failed to prevent severe damage to her skin and face.

      The moment she’d first seen her injuries replayed again and again in her mind. She couldn’t shake the image in the mirror of her stretched, red face and neck, distorted and twisted, from her thoughts. It horrified her.

      She had been beautiful.

      Now, she was a burnt-up husk, and every day her injuries became more painful as her scars grew tighter.

      More disturbing even than her damaged appearance was the fact that someone had managed to hurt her, she, who was inviolable. The fact went against everything she’d always understood about herself. It meant Perran was in danger too. Had she misunderstood all these years? It made no sense.

      There was one way to find out, but she was reluctant to attempt it. The cost and risk might not outweigh the benefits. She could lose everything she’d worked so hard for. On the other hand, what was the alternative? Could she face living out the rest of her life hidden away or, even more unimaginable, facing the world in her altered state?

      Her books provided no other answer than the one she feared. But was she ready to go that way yet? Were things bad enough?

      There was no way back to her partnership with Ua Talman. She had burned her bridge to him when she had turned upon him, and now she’d earned his deep animosity. He had aided the Britannic Alliance in their attack upon Jamaica, his ships defending the BA destroyer as it waited in orbit above Earth. And her assault upon his colony vessels had failed. She’d lost ships from her fleet, though thankfully not the Belladonna. Her flagship remained intact and was patrolling the neutral zone beyond high Earth orbit. She’d given her commander and the other heads of her military forces free rein while she dealt with the distraction of her personal crisis.

      She could expect repercussions of her failed partnership with Ua Talman to continue. The only advantage she had was the intel Perran had brought back from his visit to the Bres.

      And she still hadn’t ended the threat from the mythical man the BA had extracted from his sealed cave in the West BI mountain. She’d been warned about him long ago, and it had taken her decades of research and investigations to find him, only to have him snatched from her just as she reached out to grasp him.

      She was also desperate to discover who had succeeded in hurting her. She had to find out how it had been possible, and, then, she wanted vengeance. When she found out the identity of her attacker, she would do everything in her power to locate and then kill them, in the most long-winded, painful way possible. Her own sufferings would be nothing in comparison with those she would inflict.

      Unfortunately, her contact within the BA had gone silent. Why, she didn’t know. It was possible the woman had died in the invasion of Jamaica. Or she was hiding for some other reason, perhaps to protect herself. The upshot was Kala’s reach into the Alliance was shortened. She needed a new source of intel.

      She walked to her chamber window and opened a curtain a little, enough to peek out. Outside, life went on. Workers passed to and fro in the courtyard. The sun lit a square of grass. She could hear the ocean surging against the castle stones. She wanted to be out there, in command, leading the EAC, not ensconced in her room.

      She would never find her attacker and enact her revenge as long as she spent her days ruing her ravaged visage.

      She had no choice. It was time to act and take the feared path. She would leave her room early tomorrow. She could only hope the risk would be worth the reward.
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        * * *

      

      The apothecary had to be an old man by now. Kala wasn’t even completely certain he was still alive. Since she’d granted him a lifelong place in her household, the man kept to himself, carrying out his experiments late into the night and rarely speaking to anyone. In other places where she’d lived, she’d often seen a light shining from the window of his room in the early hours of the morning, but in her current abode she wasn’t even sure where his room was.

      It was time to find him.

      The cook would know which room was the apothecary’s. The woman knew everything that went on in the castle. Kala put on a dark, woolen cloak and pulled the wide hood over her head, drawing it low so her face could not be seen. Outside, the sun was rising. The cook would be in the kitchen already, preparing breakfast, but most of the rest of the castle would be asleep.

      Kala walked down the stairs and into the quiet hallway. She crossed to the doorway at the back of the hall and descended another, narrower, staircase. As she’d predicted, the cook was already at work, bent over a large wooden table, rolling dough. A young girl was there too, on her knees, starting a fire in the stove.

      At Kala’s entrance, the cook’s gaze quickly took in her presence and then flicked to the girl. She sharply told her to go to fetch the day’s milk. When only the cook and Kala remained in the kitchen, she said, “Good morning, mistress. Is there something I can do for you?” all the while keeping her eyes firmly focused on her task.

      “I’m looking for the apothecary, Jonathan. Do you know where he is?”

      “Jon the Alchemist?”

      “Is that what he’s calling himself these days? Yes, that’s who I mean.”

      “I know his room, but he’ll be asleep. When Mary comes back I can send her to wake him up and bring him to you, ma’am.”

      “No, I’ll wake him myself.”

      “In that case…” The cook gave her directions.

      The apothecary had—predictably—chosen a room in an out-of-the-way section of the castle, where few people would have cause to go. Kala crept along the passageways until she reached the winding stairway that led to the man’s remote living space. The air seemed chillier here. She drew her cloak tighter and ascended the steps.

      A single door stood at the top.

      Rapping her knuckles on the solid wood made little sound, and there was no knocker.

      “Jon,” she called out. “Jon, wake up! It’s Kala.”

      She listened.

      Silence.

      Had he even heard her through the thick barrier?

      “Jon! Wake up! It’s me.”

      Still, nothing.

      Could she hear snoring?

      She turned the iron ring to open the door.

      Jon’s room was small and round. A bed occupied one quarter of the stone wall. On the opposite wall stood ranks of shelves lined with transparent jars containing liquids and strange, dried materials. The rest of the space was taken up with tables full of scientific equipment. The air was filled with a heavy, sickly, chemical scent, probably from the experiment that was running on one of the tables. A tiny flame was heating yellow liquid in a spherical glass. A box sat under the bed, clothes spilling from it, and on the bed itself a lump rounded out wrinkled, messy covers.

      “Jon!”

      Even at close quarters, her shout provoked no response.

      She stepped to the bedside and leaned over the sleeper. His bedclothes were pulled up to his chin, and a nightcap had been pulled down over his ears. A thin, scraggly, white beard covered his cheek, and his nose was a map of broken capillaries.

      He looked much older than she remembered him. How long had it been since she’d used his services? It had to be ten years or more.

      She grabbed his shoulder and shook. “Jon, wake up, you old goat.”

      Sleepy groans issued from the elderly man. He shrugged her hand off his shoulder and pulled the covers over his head.

      “Jon the Alchemist,” Kala said sternly. “Your Dwyr commands you to rise immediately.”

      “Ughhnnner,” Jon muttered. “Whaaaadyou…Dwyr?” A shock seemed to run through him, and he jerked awake, throwing off the covers and leaping up. Kala had to leap backward to get out of his way.

      Wearing a grubby nightshirt that hung to his knees, he stood legs akimbo and arms spread out as if to ward off an attack from an unknown direction. Stick-thin calves poked out of his nightshirt, leading to bony feet and hairy toes. He swiveled his head from side to side.

      “Wh-where is she? Where’s the Dwyr?”

      “Put on your glasses, you silly fool.”

      Jon appeared to waken up some more. “Ah, glasses. Yes.”

      Turning to the small table next to his bed, he patted it until his hand alighted on a pair of spectacles. He put them on, tucking the thin wire frames behind his ears. When he turned back and spotted Kala, he started, and then sat on the edge of his bed. “You-you gave me quite a fright.”

      “Well, don’t have a heart attack,” Kala said. “I need you.”

      “Hmpf!” Jon pulled out the box of clothes from under his bed, rummaged around, and found a holey cardigan. He put it on, and then thrust his feet into fluffy slippers. He peered at her more closely. “Why are you hiding under that cloak?”

      Taking a breath, she pulled the hood down onto her shoulders.

      The old man only raised his eyebrows slightly. “If that’s the look people are going for these days, I can’t say I like it.”

      “Don’t joke,” Kala replied bitterly, drawing the hood over her head once more.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I don’t provide medical treatment these days. I’ve been concentrating on—”

      “I know you can’t help me. I didn’t come here for that.”

      “I’m sure the BA and AP have the technology to treat scarring. If you asked nicely, they would probably give you the surgery.”

      “I said, don’t joke!”

      Jon had never approved of the Earth Awareness Crusade. It had long been a bone of contention between them and was one of the reasons Kala avoided him.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked. “Have me executed? Have me burned alive?”

      The news of what she’d done with the two BA military leaders must have gotten back to him. She didn’t care. He didn’t understand and never would.

      She allowed him his taunt. He was the only person in her domain who could get away with it, with the possible exception of Perran. She would never hurt him, and he knew it.

      “I want you to prepare me another draught of the formula.”

      The querulous old man, who had been picking at the holes in his cardigan, grew still. After a pause, without looking up, he said, “No.”

      “It wasn’t a request. I’m ordering you to make it.”

      “No. I won’t do it.”

      Kala sighed. “Move over.”

      He slid along the bed, and she sat down beside him.

      “I need you to do this for me, or at least give me the recipe.”

      “Again, no. To both. No one else could make it anyway. They would only mess it up.”

      Kala sighed again, trembling. Her gaze traveled the room, taking in once more the glass instruments, bubbling liquid, and peculiar ingredients. Jon’s other room had looked much the same when she’d broken into it as a young girl, fascinated by the weird and wonderful things. Her resulting experience had been the beginning of her journey.

      The EAC hadn’t been her idea. Others had begun the organization as a reaction to the activities of the AP, when no one else had seemed to care for the sanctity of the Earth any longer. But after her experience in Jon’s room, her young eyes had been opened to the direction the Earth Awareness Crusade needed to take. It didn’t have to be only a society of nature lovers. It could be so much more. It only needed someone to show it the way, and she’d known with absolute certainty she was that person.

      The EAC was her life. It was her. And it was slipping from her grasp. She had to have another boost, another delve into the source, if she was to overcome this latest setback.

      “Jon, please.”

      “I won’t do it. It could kill you. I should never have done it again after the first time. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was too enchanted with the tales you told afterward, I suppose. But you’re older now. Less resilient. Look at you. You’re injured. You must be in pain. How can you withstand—”

      “I cannot go on without it. I simply can’t. I’m begging you, as one friend to another. You have to. You’re the one who started me on this journey. You can’t abandon me now.”

      “If I could go back in time and reverse what I did, I would. Do you know how many times I’ve regretted leaving that concoction out on my desk, for any adolescent burglar to find?” He shot her a gap-toothed grin.

      Kala relaxed. He was coming around. The apothecary had always had a soft spot for her, ever since she’d been an urchin on the streets of Berline, sharing his lunch with her and giving her his cast offs. It was no wonder that one night when the temperature fell to -15C, it had been his shop she’d picked to sneak into for warmth. She knew if he found her, he wouldn’t have her arrested.

      Neither of them could have guessed what would result when she’d sampled the experimental mixture he’d left out to cool overnight.

      She put her arm around his old shoulders, skeletal under her touch. He’d always cared more about his work than eating. “I think this will be the last time.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      “I know, but…I need answers only she can give. If I don’t have them, I won’t know how to go on and finish what I’ve started. The EAC will fall apart. All its members will lose their livelihoods, their way of life. You won’t have this cozy little place or free access to everything you need for your experiments. I’ll take full responsibility for whatever happens.”

      “I don’t care who will be held responsible. I care about you. Your practices have become more and more questionable over time. I’m not comfortable with the way things are going. I don’t want to encourage you.”

      “Perhaps I have lost my way. Perhaps I need her help to guide me back to the truth path.”

      Jon groaned. “You have a will of iron and the persuasive powers of a serpent. No matter what I say, you have a counterargument. Ah well, why put off the inevitable?”

      “Then you’ll do it?”

      “Do I have a choice? Come back in a couple of hours. I already have all the ingredients.”

      Kala wrapped her other arm around the old man and hugged him.
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