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Well met upon a good page...



Within these pages, I’ve discovered an oxymoron: we are your worshipping gods. For though we don the mantle of world-builders and wordsmiths, these lives – which now seem countless in number – are our prayers to you, our faith expressed in tales that are not real in the hope and belief that it will help you shape a very real world with very real challenges. Behind those quests, you’re going to find real successes, real failures, real confusion, and real innovation. 

But here to help you do some of that heavy lifting are our children, born of our minds and hearts. You see, through their eyes and experiences you might just see yourself or someone you would not being... someone you wouldn’t mind sharing time with or maybe even exceeding their station in life.

This is the last volume of the SylverMoon Chronicles... but it is far from the last set of stories the Confederacy of the Quill will offer. We’re at countless lives... and we’re just getting started. Thank you for finding time and space in your life for these lives our ours. May you find life and love in the sharing.




Amen!






And remember, we would love to hear from you!

You can find us at Confederacy of the Quill Online
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You have journeyed this way before. The path is worn, and you ride with those you know and trust. There is a comfort in familiarity, and a degree of safety that is not found in the unknown. But though you may know your traveling companions – know their history – each new day brings the chance that what you encounter may be something completely unexpected.



Join us here as we revisit worlds we know... stories that have reached us before – some in every offering of the SylverMoon... but do we ever truly know what is to come?



Not in these pages!
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(Fantasy Serial)

by Reiter

The traditions were kept. Even as the skies rained down their verdict regarding the passing of Gwathyn Neasstar, each entity in the Line of BlooD stood with their hoods down, the raindrops mixing with their tears. They would not be following the body and the group of mourners to the base of the Elvin Tree. They would not witness the vines of the purple-rooted tree reach up from the earth and take possession of the body that some in the line had called Master, but all called Father.

Jharsen had been named a member of the family and BlooD many Star-Cycles ago, but he refused to stand ahead of Tharra, his wife and Gwathyn’s daughter. She stood next to Moroshar, her brother, who, for once, did not appreciate the order of their birth. On this DoaH, he hated being the First Born. On this day, he would have preferred to have been someone else’s son, bidding farewell to someone else’s father, and he closed his eyes. The tears rushed down his cheeks and he started to tremble... his knees started to shake, and the Ashari KnighT suddenly did not care if he could remain standing; again, keeping with tradition.

“Ho, emanates of darkness!” Efam cried out, drawing his swords. “I am Efam of Junn-Gladeer, Brother to and Protector of Jharsen Lokbane, and Sword Dancer blessed to wield the blades and skill passed to me by Gwathyn Neasstar! Behold!”

Lowering into a fighting stance, but maintaining his place in line, Efam closed his eyes, focusing his mind on his center and his threshold. Without moving from his place in line – and without striking the people standing next to him – Efam engaged in a kata. He sang an ode to Gwathyn as he danced; a song Moroshar knew well as it had been a favorite of the former Master of Scarlet Keep. He would sing it to his children when they were sick, unhappy, or just befuddled by life. 

It was a song of courage, perseverance, and fortitude, and Efam had not reached the chorus when four other voices joined in with his... including a KnighT whose legs regained their strength. The traditions were kept as they sang Gwathyn through the ceremony, finishing only when they could see the attendants returning from the trees. Efam, panting for air, sheathed his swords and stood straight up.

Each member of the mourning party approached Moroshar, taking hold of his arms or embracing him outright, pledging their place in regards to the house of which he was now the master. Though no one who knew the first thing about Gwathyn had no legitimate reason to be surprised, the appearance of Lynneas – and his sister, Tralzolteeka – caused gasps as they walked up to Moroshar. The Ashari God of MajiK did not embrace Moroshar but stood in front of him, taking only a moment to make sure three sets of eyes were looking at his divine presence.

“He still flies,” Lynneas proclaimed, the sound of his voice triggering a wave of astonished gasps. “... just not over these meadows. Many of your Star-Folds back, a request was made of our pantheon. 

“It should be known,” Lynneas noted, “such requests are often refused. However, this one was put to us not long after Tralzolteeka was found and rescued from a place whose name cannot be spoken, lest a portal to that darke realm be made and its filth once more allowed to roam the mortal realms. That rescue was carried out by your father, through no request save the calling he heard in his heart.

“Over the MooNs, he has asked that many of his possessions be kept in storage by us. Sadly, that is a pact we may keep no longer. Behold!”

Motioning to a point in the fields behind them, everyone turned to see the cache of Gwathyn Neasstar.

“By the gods!” Moroshar whispered.

“By your father,” Lynneas corrected.

“Look!” one Ashari man cried out, pointing at the heap of precious metals, stones, and various other constructs. “Is that the Crown of Whitethorne?!”

“He said he did not know where it was,” Tharra whispered.

“Glorious sire,” Jharsen said, bowing deeply to Lynneas. “Though my mentor and master gave you these things to keep... did he know where you were keeping them?” 

Lynneas smiled knowingly and nodded. “By request, he did not. And it is quite obvious why he was so proud of his sons.”

Moroshar and Jharsen look at one another, the latter looking to see if there was any insult received in the words of the deity. The Ashari KnighT glared at Jharsen and nodded. “Both of his sons endeavored to give him ample reason,” he declared. “Though my brother continues to exceed me, his love of this family is never in question.” With watering eyes, Jharsen bowed deeply to Moroshar, fully expecting to see that Lynneas had removed himself from these proceedings. To see his sister still there, however, was completely unexpected.

“Your Ladyship?” Jharsen said, taking only one step toward the divine creature.

“I carry this rod meant for you, Jharsen Lokbane,” the Goddess of Desire spoke in a soft, scratchy voice. “It is the sceptre that controls the Crown of Whitethorne. Gwathyn wanted you to receive it.”

“Efam, if you would be so kind,” Jharsen said after his eyes had flared wide in wonder. 

“It would be an honor!” 

The moment it was away from her hands, Tralzolteeka started to fade. She smiled up at Efam, giving him a wink. “Patience, singing blade... the world you seek will soon be coming for you.”

Efam spun around, his eyes locking on Jharsen’s as a curious smile formed on the SorceroR’s face. But nothing was said as Moroshar suddenly released his battle cry, keeping attendants from completing their approach to the mound of collected wares belonging to his father.

“You have no right to that crown!” one of the attendants cried. “It is the crown of the Sal-Ban Ashari throne!”

“Scarlet Keep has stood long and strong without a king!” Moroshar declared. “You, however, will be neither should you lay hand on the holdings of my father. Hold your place... hold your life!”

“The Neasstar Family is indeed strong, loyal KnighT,” Ottrae Brelwynn noted, placing his hand on the pommel of his sword. “But you are so few against so many.”

“Do me the kindness of defining which stands where!” Varzanthi requested, snapping her fingers. Instead of being attended by seven members of her Royal Guard, the DragoN Queen was now flanked by a pair of DragoNs on either side. “This Queen stands with her master, and though his name is Lokbane, his position in and of this family is well known to me. Only charred heaps of trouble will mark this field when we are done with it.” Her long, white hair tossed and flipped in the sudden wind that marked the opening of her threshold.

“Your Majesty?” Jharsen quickly called to his former student.

“My master,” she returned without taking her eyes off the Ashari man who had dared to threaten Moroshar.

“Ottrae Brelwynn is a loving son of Ashari BlooD. It would be a great sadness to me and his people should he be lost this DoaH.”

“Perhaps it is good then we’re already dressed for a funeral,” Varzanthi replied as Fiarna walked up to her side, taking a very gentle hold of the young woman’s arm. She tried to lead Varzanthi away from the point of contention, but soon found the Queen was not going to be moved. “Fortune smiles upon you, Lord Ashari. Let Fate guide thee. I and my kind will only mimic what we observe.”

It did not take long for another attendant to suggest the matter be discussed in council. Varzanthi and her warriors retreated only after Ottrae turned to walk away.

Jharsen said nothing, simply taking a stone from his shoulder pouch. He tossed it toward the heap and when it touched down on the top, a flash of light covered the mass for a moment. When the light faded, only the stone remained as it fell to the ground. Jharsen held out his hand and the stone flew to his palm before being returned to the SorceroR’s Bag.

“We’re already dressed for a funeral?!” Jharsen noted as he paced. “What were you thinking?”

“That Gwathyn was about to have company in the meadows of his gods,” Varzanthi replied before downing the last of her wine. “I will never apologize for wanting to protect you. I know what I am, Master. In many ways I am only because of you.

“No!” she said sharply as Jharsen started to argue the point. “That is not a point up for discussion... and neither is my love for you... even when you don’t like it.”

“Well, that sounds peculiarly familiar,” Efam commented, feigning his sudden pondering. “Didn’t you say that to Gwa–”

“Allow me to tell you once again that your presence here is not mandatory,” Jharsen said softly.

“Then I will continue to volunteer, Master. Let it go and move on.”

Taking a moment to think things through, Jharsen nodded gently. “That might be the very course of action we must take.

“But that is minor compared to you, Your Majesty,” Jharsen said, walking over to collect Varzanthi’s hands. “You are needed with your people. You have yet to find the resolve to the plight of the DragoN, and you have wasted enough time on me.”

Pulling her hands free of Jharsen’s grip, Varzanthi took a very gentle hold of his face before kissing him lightly on the lips. “Since I cannot expect you to speak from a position of reason, I will be leaving a DragoN in Scarlet Keep. One that will be relieved every two MooNs. Travel well, Master.”

“And you, glorious Queen.”  

Jharsen watched as she and Fiarna mounted their flyers. He did not look away until they were out of sight, and once they were beyond his eyes, he nodded before turning to exit the chamber. “You might want to come and see this,” he said to Efam, making sure to close the door behind him. Efam laughed, opening the door and chasing after his master. He chuckled as he ran, but it would be some time before he would make that sound again.

Walking boldly into the council chambers, Jharsen reminded everyone of the law of possession, and despite what anyone thought of his mentor, the Rod of Whitethorne was his, meaning the Crown also belonged to the SorceroR. He then opened the floor to anyone who wished to challenge him, alerting everyone to the fact that he would be choosing a DragoN as his champion. Hearing no takers, Jharsen declared himself King of the Ashari. Walking slowly toward Moroshar, he nodded at the KnighT before kneeling in front of his wife.

“As King, I do hereby name my successor as I abdicate my throne. Tharra Neasstar, I name you as Queen of the Sal-Ban Ashari, and I ask for Lynneas to render his opinion!” A column of bronze electric light shone down on the female Ashari as wind blew through her hair, causing her body to glow for a moment. “I think that makes it law! Your Majesty.”

Only when their eyes met did Tharra actually move to accept the rod.

“Long live the Queen!” one of the attendants yelled.

“Queen Tharra!” another cried.

“It has a ring to it,” Jharsen admitted, slowly coming up from his knee.

“You’re leaving!” Tharra whispered.

“We both know I must. You already have a DragoN to contend with. Let us not force your people to also contend with Terran BlooD so close to the throne. At least, not yet.”

“Not yet?”

“If you are Queen, our son is a Prince,” Jharsen winked. “Now, I leave you to make what you will of the council. Tonight we shall feast and celebrate your ascension. And then we will discuss the matter of my departure.”

“Then know that I am Tharra Lokbane, Queen of the Sal-Ban Ashari!” the woman announced. “Named by the Bane of WarloKs and anointed by the Light of Lynneas. Take your leave, my husband, and prepare our chambers. For on this night you will embrace a Queen! I expect a royal performance.”

Jharsen lifted the hood of his cloak to veil how his wife had made him blush and marched out of the chamber at the same speed he had entered.

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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The memory of his wife’s embrace was still on Jharsen’s mind two MooNs later as he and Efam rode up over one of the rolling hills. The pleasant smile remained on his face, but for a different reason, as he heard his Guardian gasp in awe.

“That cannot be!” Efam whispered.

“But it is,” Jharsen said calmly. “Welcome home, my friend.” The slight grin broke into a bright smile, watching Efam urge his horse down the hill to the walls of Junn-Gladeer. 

The white stone gleamed in the light of the DoaH Star, and the Sword Dancer was astonished and delighted in the same instance as he threw his leg over the neck of his mount and dropped to the ground. Running up to the wall, Efam placed his hand against the stone. He was surprised to find it warm and almost soft to the touch.

“Pralbus Stone,” he whispered in disbelief.

“The finest the Gwearlyn could fashion, given the dimension of the construct,” Jharsen explained, gathering the reins of Efam’s horse. “Though I do not think they have been tested yet.”

“Master, how did you manage this?!”

“You give me too much credit,” Jharsen chuckled. “I merely made suggestions, arranged for a few introductions. The rest was achieved by the people of the city.”

“The township should still be at least half a PahT’s ride away,” Efam guessed.

“The well is about that distance from the main gate. Come, my friend. Your home does not spin about, but I think you’ll approve of the accommodations nonetheless.

Efam looked very much like a child allowed out of the house for the first time as he turned his head about, not wanting to miss a single thing. He smiled brightly at the sight of the well just outside of a tavern called Gammald’s. The workings of the bone pump hardly squeaked as cool water poured into the bucket. Taking a sip of the water, Efam closed his eyes to the taste of the sweet, cool water, shaking his head in disbelief.

“You there!” a city guardsman shouted as he started to make his way toward the two men.  “That well is solely for the citizens of this Freehold. The facilities for visitors are near the gates!”

“Then I suppose it is a good thing we’re both citizens,” Jharsen said calmly, pulling back the hood of his cloak. 

“Lord Jharsen!” the man gasped before bowing deeply. “My apologies, Master!”

“For doing your job? Nonsense. But thank you for keeping a watchful eye.”

“It is an honor to serve,” the guard said before bowing again.

“Hetilda’s Catch?!” Efam said, reading the nameplate on the side of the well.

“I wanted to be nostalgic without being too intense,” Jharsen explained. “So, do you like it?” he asked, motioning to the well and the tavern. “This is your place, after all.”

“Mine?!”

“You’re very much a people person. I thought above a tavern would be an ideal place for you to live.”

“And your place?”

“I took the lot I grew up on,” Jharsen explained. “... as well as three lots on all sides of that one. I farm Smoke Root now... three different varieties... and I mean to live in the small manor at the center of the grounds. When you’re settled in, come out and visit. We can talk about your visitation with Tralzolteeka. It would make for a most interesting breakfast conversation.”

Efam stood with his eyes closed, his hand blindly catching the tossed reins. He kept his eyes closed, hearing his master slowly ride down the road. “How was I stupid enough to think I had managed a divine rendezvous without him knowing? Oh, Efam, you remain his student no matter how old you are.”

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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Walking his horse onto the property, Efam’s brow lifted to see a group of people making their way off the grounds, muttering unpleasant opinions of the recently returned owner. “He said a ‘small manor’,” Efam said softly, looking at the castle. Relatively speaking, it was a conservative construct, and Efam smiled at how smoke came from the chimney of the tower. More smoke came from the front of the castle as the large doors opened. Jharsen came out, coughing, and waving his hands in front of his face.

“Shall we form a bucket brigade?” Efam inquired.

“Hmmm? Oh, no... there’s no need for that,” he scoffed. “The reaction’s going to smoke. Just didn’t think it was going to be so much. Seems I have forgotten the basics of alchemy.”

“A talent I am sure you will reacquire quickly, Master.” Efam then turned and looked at the people leaving. “Disenfranchised employees?”

“Unsuccessful spies and low-talent thieves,” Jharsen explained as he made his way around the castle. “It would seem that there are certain bodies of authority and influence in this Freehold who think they should be aware of my interests and actions. But it would also seem that I am not alone in my disharmonious adjustment to Junn-Gladeer,” Jharsen said, pointing at Efam’s left arm. “Is that bandaging under your sleeve?”

“Indeed it is. I was challenged for my ownership of Gammald’s. Apparently, the owner of the tavern has a one-quarter holding in the crystal mines!” 

“Twenty-seven percent actually,” Jharsen corrected. “And this challenger scored an arm hit?!”

“No, this came from their cohort and their poisoned dart.” He shook his head ‘no’ the moment concern registered on Jharsen’s face. “Slow acting and not quite as potent as breathing the air in MoGo. I was able to finish the challenge and catch the cohort before I really needed the antidote. Made for an interesting evening, though.”

“I am sure it did,” Jharsen said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I arranged for our meal to be served on the back lot.”

“Not at all, Master.”

“While we are waiting for the food to be brought out...”

“My discussion with the Goddess of Desire,” Efam guessed.

“I need to know if you asked anything of her,” Jharsen said quickly.

“She inquired if there was anything she could do for me,” Efam shared. “I thanked her for the interest, but there wasn’t anything she could get for me that I could not get for myself.”

“Aahhh, so you took the approach of the naïve,” Jharsen nodded, taking his seat on the patio. 

“It seemed to be the expected response,” Efam replied, sitting across from his friend. “Master, what have we wandered into?”

“The concerns of the powerful, I’m afraid. You see, we’re still quite mortal. Yet we’ve managed to arrest the decline of the DragoN and one of my students is now the Queen of them. Oft times these are the sorts of feats performed by those seeking or wishing to be awarded entity status.”

“And they are not too keen on that happening,” Efam concluded.

“So it would seem. That is why I needed to know if you had asked anything of Tralzolteeka. Lynneas may have a very soft spot for the Ashari and the Neasstar Family specifically. You should know, my friend, the Goddess of Desire is not a figure mentioned much in the writings of the Ashari. Where there is notation, it is regards to the outcome of those asking a boon of her station and how they are often ‘destroyed by their own desires’.”

“Good to know. But, do you, Master? Harbor inclinations of being immortal?”

“Efam, I have enough of a time managing my very mortal life,” Jharsen replied. “I look forward to growing old and engaging the Next Adventure.”

“And I will be at your side for as long as I am allowed!”

“Your wording is not lost on me, my friend,” Jharsen said under his breath as one of the servants came running up to the table. “And it appears it was a very good thing you were punctual this Star-Rise.

“Yes, B’Tadl,” Jharsen acknowledged the youth that had been sent to his table. “What is it?”

“Riders, my lord,” the young boy said in-between his gulps for air. “They claim to be on a quest, sire... and they have need of a SorceroR.”

“And suddenly, I wish I was a DreamCasteR, Jharsen muttered, bringing Efam to laughter. “Bring them to the patio, B’Tadl. And thank you for bringing this so quickly to me.”

Seven strangers were brought to the patio, four of them stopping just shy of the platform. Of the three that came forward, it was a woman who led the group, bowing at Jharsen. She removed the covering from in front of her face, revealing a very comely creature.

“Good Star-Rise to you, Master Lokbane,” she began.

“Good Star-Rise to us all.”

“We hope our arrival is not too great an intrusion.”

“That remains to be seen. Come to the quick of it and let the matter be settled.”

“As you wish it,” she said, keeping her kneeling stance but lifting her head. “We seek the Lovakian Foundry, Master.”

“Yes, that would be the quick of it,” Jharsen commented after a moment. “Might I inquire as to why you need to find this legendary place?”

“It has been given to us that the Foundry is a place of unquestionable power,” the woman shared.

“Wouldn’t be much of a legendary location if all it could do was make feathering for meager arrows,” Jharsen commented before drinking more of his tea. “And true or not, your response makes for a poor answer. That is, unless you came to play foolish games. In which case, explain away. But do not think me being disrespectful when my friend and I eat our breakfast during your explanation. Efam.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” the Sword Dancer said, getting up from his seat to meet the servants bringing the plates out of the castle. Giving the wait staff a head nod, he returned to the table, placing Jharsen’s platter down first. “Smells like game bird and fish this Star-Rise.”

“That it does,” Jharsen smiled, taking his napkin from the table and placing it in his lap.

The two men began to eat, discussing how well the meal had been prepared, as their guests, who had come up from their knees, just stood there.

“Master, I can assure you that our need is great,” the woman said after a few moments.

Jharsen looked up from his meal and wiped his mouth. “I suppose then, if your assurance is all that is required, you can simply assure your way to a resolved campaign.” With his eyes locked on the woman’s, a moment of silence passed before the man shrugged. “I suppose not then.”

The woman huffed before stepping forward, one of her party whispering for her not to do what he feared she might. But the dark-haired woman stepped forward anyway, taking off her backpack and pulling a black wooden box from it, placing it on the edge of the table. She lifted the lid and stepped back.

“So that you might come to know the measure of my assurance.”

Efam took up the small box and looked inside. His head turned slowly in the woman’s direction as he handed the box to his master. “Funny how you said that like we were supposed to give you credit for your integrity.”

Jharsen received the box with a chuckle and looked inside at the contents. As soon as his eyes drew focus on the contents, however, the smile fell away from his face. “We might be so inclined to do that very thing, my friend. If this is what I believe it to be.” 

Taking hold of his napkin, Jharsen waved his free hand over the box. A purple stone, covered in blood-red markings, slowly ascended from inside, floating up to the SorceroR’s napkin-lined grasp.

“You mean it’s more than an oddly-colored rock?” Efam questioned.

“So much easier to demonstrate than to explain,” Jharsen said, taking hold of the stone. Jharsen looked up at the woman before saying, “Trust me.” After she nodded in agreement, Jharsen threw his napkin to the ground. He placed the stone in the center of his palm and slowly closed his grasp around it.

Closing his eyes, the SorceroR lowered his head and softly spoke. “I call for a soft drizzle of five drops around that napkin.”

Efam’s humor-toned facial expressions were wiped away when light escaped from in-between his master’s fingers. He then looked at the ground to see raindrops fall, almost in a perfect star-pattern, around the napkin. “Blades of my masters!”

“Yes,” Jharsen said, opening his eyes, quickly returning the stone to the box. “We’re going to be needing those as well, my Guardian. Unless I miss my guess, this is a Hope Stone, a device which can actually bring about the spoken desires of whoever wields it.”

“And you can wield it!” the woman exclaimed.

“You did not come here looking for a Journeyman CasteR, did you?” Jharsen put to the woman. When she shook her head ‘no’, he nodded. “And something a bit more than a novice is what you’ve found.

“And before you demonstrate the logic you have developed in our time together – a sort that I am proud to have seen blossom – no, you cannot wish for the stone to destroy itself,” Jharsen said, pointing at Efam. “Furthermore, the means by which the hopes are made real is unknown. Its actions, however, have been noted once or twice. While it rained five drops here, there is a place in this realm where the rain was taken from.” Waving his hand over the napkin, Jharsen snatched it from the air after it was made to fly for a moment. Keeping his eyes on the ground where it had laid, the SorceroR’s eyes narrowed for a moment. He then nodded and looked up at Efam. “And it was taken with such severity that it will never rain in that place again. Small price to pay though, given the area is no bigger than what the napkin could cover. But you can imagine what the outcome might be from those whose wishes are not so carefully expressed.”

“I can at that,” Efam replied. “It would appear that we’re going on the hunt for a foundry.”

“Indeed we are. I trust you will make the necessary arrangements whilst I see if I can fathom the location of this place.”

“Wait!” the woman barked. “You don’t know where it is?! We have been told you–”

“I once wielded a weapon that had been forged there,” Jharsen explained. “A whip that was given to me by my mentor. He mentioned the foundry on more than one occasion. 

“And before you ask,” Jharsen quickly added, lifting his hand. “You are several MooNs too late to speak with him. I will, however, see if he ever noted it in his journals.” The man walked from the table toward his castle as the lid of the box closed, floating slowly over to the woman. “The Castellan will be along shortly to make you comfortable during your wait.” 

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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The DoaH Star was nearly a PahT from breaking over the horizon and the woman stirred in her bed. Neither she nor her companions had expected to be given such grand accommodations while they waited for the noted SorceroR to find the Lovakian Foundry, but the large general room at Gammald’s would have been suitable for twelve. She and the other woman had been given a measure of privacy by the sheet applied as a curtain which cut off the last four beds from the rest of the room.

Her light brown eyes opened as she stretched. She jumped at the sight of Jharsen seated at the side of her bed.

“I never did get your name,” he said softly, a slight frown marking his face.

“Gallaya,” she said. “Gallaya Bralstone.”

“Hmmm, an interesting name,” Jharsen said, tapping his cane to the floor. Every candle and lantern was suddenly alight, and the SorceroR stood up from a rocking chair of smoke. It began to fade the moment he was away from it. “You may wish to awaken your friends, Gallaya. We have many leagues ahead of us. It is best to get started as soon as we can.”

“Us? You mean to say you’re going with us? That’s not why we came to you.”

“I appreciate your concern for my well-being. But the way to the Lovakian Foundry will not open for just anyone. Rouse your compatriots, Gallaya. We should be well on our way by the time we see the DoaH Star.”

Gallaya propped herself up on her elbows, watching the man take a most silent exit from the room. “For what it’s worth, I knew you were awake... and I doubt you fooled him either. Still, I thank you for your guard. Sheath your knife, Pritra, and help me awaken the others.”

“I don’t like this,” the Jarulian woman said, returning her favorite short blade to its scabbard. “And I certainly don’t like him.”

“We cannot have it in all ways, Pritra,” Gallaya scoffed. “We came looking for a man of legend. Just how uncomfortable do we have a right to be when he enters our room without notice?”

Tyra was almost upon them. The DoaH Star hung at its highest point in the sky. Efam had just returned from his scouting ride; the eager, young Archer-TrakMan, Kasijo, at his side. As the young Toneiron man rode up to his friends, Efam pulled up beside Jharsen.

“I am not sure what to make of all the activity in this region,” he reported. “Save to presume that there is a sizeable party looking for that stone.”

“A safe assumption to make, I’m afraid,” Jharsen added. “Given its power, I would not be surprised to find whole kingdoms bent on securing it for themselves.”

“A stone like that could throw a great many things out of balance, Master,” Efam said, looking back at the people who had sought the SorceroR’s guidance. “How did they come to have it? And why is it that you have not asked them that question?”

“Me?” Jharsen asked rhetorically, looking at his friend and Guardian. “I am merely playing my part. You should do the same.”

“If it is parts to be played, it would seem the curtain has come up on this stage,” Efam whispered, looking off to the left of the clearing the group was now riding through. He called out, “Riders to the left of us!” and all heads turned to look. Nine men on horse and a score on foot poured out of the tree line and into the wild grass. They carried no flag, but they all wore emerald green trimmed with canary yellow. Each man wore fine bracers with a stone mounted in the center.

Jharsen noted, “It would seem that King Hurdao of the Blood Valley Province wishes to make his claim upon our wares.”

“ARRRRRGH!” cried Toh-Brem, taking his Battle Axes from their sleeves on his back. “Let him make whatever claim he wishes! Let us hope they brought gravediggers with them. They are about to have ample work to do!”

“We fly before we fight!” Jharsen shouted, pulling on the reins of his horse. He turned to the right and urged his horse into a sprint.

“Do what you wish, Toh-Brem,” Efam smiled, turning his horse. “But the means to achieve the Foundry is headed that way... and I’m riding with him!”

Jharsen rode East into the tree line and turned North again right after reaching it. He could hear the wisps of arrows passing around the party, but the range was nearly at the extreme, and the trees provided excellent cover. He heard the familiar song of steel striking wood followed by a gasp from Gallaya and a chuckle from Efam.

“Keep riding, but keep your heads down!” the Sword Dancer directed, sheathing his blade as his horse jumped over a fallen tree.

Efam and Jharsen were not riding their favored horses, but even at that they kept a stronger gait compared to most of the traveling band. Only Pritra’s horse seemed to be managing the demands put to her by her rider.

“Probably grew up running on sand,” Efam considered, “and finds this solid ground something of a delight.

“Sire, we cannot maintain this for much longer,” he alerted his master.

“We won’t have to,” Jharsen said, pointing ahead. “Fate rides with us this DoaH.”

Efam looked ahead and saw a clearing in the trees. Beyond that, there was an incline into a hill-framed pass. The walls were fairly high and made of stone. The Sword Dancer smiled and nodded. “Aye, Master. Especially when you conjure her.”

The group rode into the pass and Jharsen was the first to dismount his horse, sliding to a stop as his mount continued further into the pass. He scanned the walls of the pass, looking for any signs of passage or persons that might have been lying in wait. He moved to the eastern wall, waiting for the others to enter the pass. While Toh-Brem was elated to see that they were no longer running, the rest of Gallaya’s party looked confused at the action.

“Pritra, gather and protect the horses,” Jharsen directed. The Jarulian woman looked confused as to how the SorceroR knew her name. “Toh-Brem, scale the Western wall and secure that side of the pass. Kasijo, the same with the Eastern wall, if you please. Don’t worry, you’ll both join the fighting soon enough.”

“I will hold you to that, SorceroR!” the fair-haired man said as his first bound put him at shoulder height with the horses.

The others rode into the pass and were given their positions. Gallaya was told to guard their backs as Jharsen turned to the mouth of the pass, placing his left knee on the ground.

Backing into the pass well after his horse, Efam was the last to join the group, slapping down any arrows that he thought stood a chance of making it inside the pass.

“Odd that the arrows are suddenly more accurately sent,” Jharsen thought. “And the pieces come together.”

“You attack without word or provocation!” Efam shouted. “At this level of engagement, you will receive no better treatment than a brigand!” The Sword Dancer leaned his head to the left and an arrow passed by his right temple, lifting his hair in its passing. “Aye. So be it!”

“Kasijo,” Jharsen called out, stuffing his hand into his shoulder bag, “the rider on the gray mount, if you please.”

With his short bow already in hand, the ArcheR-TrakMan took an arrow from his quiver, quickly nocking it and letting it fly. The shaft passed through a small cloud of red dust and was suddenly ablaze, looking more like a streaking fireball than an arrow. The man who sat atop the fine gray horse screamed when the flaming arrow struck a nearby tree, causing it to explode in flames. His horse whinnied and reared up, throwing the rider to the ground before it galloped to safety.

“Close enough,” Jharsen muttered.

“If you’re going to carry that thing, make it worthwhile!” Efam snapped. “You just wasted an enchantment!”

“The man was unhorsed!” Kasijo argued.

“Aye, but he should be burning to death and the five men behind him unhorsed!”

“Throw some of that MajiK to my axes and behold their fury!” Toh-Brem challenged.

“I need you, not your axes!” Jharsen called back. “Are you of the nerve, BarbariaN?”

“Tell me what I must do!”

“Eye your opponent and leap him!” Jharsen directed, the index and middle fingers of his left hand making small circles as he spoke. “Fear not the fall and do not mind the wind! Leap when you’re ready!”

“ARRRRRGH!” the man cried, eagerly jumping from the top of the mountain pass. Jharsen thrust his left hand forward and a sharp gust of gale winds cradled and thrust the BarbariaN over the ground, his shoulder slamming into the chest of another officer. Their bodies continued – Toh-Brem seeming as if he had flown a thousand times before in such a manner – and he drove his bodyweight into his opponent’s torso as they slammed into the ground. The officer screamed out in pain as bones cracked, a few actually breaking. Toh-Brem rolled up to his feet and lunged forward, swinging one of his axes into the hip of another mounted man. Making a half-turn, he set and threw his other Battle Axe, and the head of it lodged in the chest of a third rider.

“Oh my!” Jharsen whispered, making his way to the rear of the group. “I challenged a BarbariaN and a BarbariaN has answered. Kasijo, guard his flanks. Efam, kindly go and fetch our flying friend.”

“It will be a pleasure, Master!” Efam smiled as he broke into a sprint. “Work to your right, Toh-Brem! Collect your weapon and make your way back to me!”

“Bring down that beast!” one of remaining forward mounted men ordered. Kasijo’s arrow silenced any further orders as the head of his shaft protruded out of the man’s chest.

“Bend the wood!” Jharsen chanted with his eyes closed. A volley of arrows left nearly a score of bows. None of them flew true, and the BarbariaN laughed as the warped arrows fell all around him.

Ripping his axe from the chest of the downed man. Toh-Brem, smiled, fanfaring his weapons. Another of Kasijo’s arrows passed over his head, sinking deep into the leg of a man who was advancing on the BarbariaN.

“You might want to draw a weapon, Sword Dancer,” Toh-Brem said when he saw Efam slide to a stop on his left side.

“Why bother using one of mine when there are so many to choose from out here?” Efam said calmly, advancing toward a mounted attacker. 

The man demonstrated some training as he swung down with his sword. But he swung to the right of his horse, and Efam had moved to the left of the mount at the last possible moment. A simple hand thrust struck the man’s hip and it was enough to send him over the side of his saddle. Efam then threw his head and shoulders back, an arrow just missing over his chest. He then threw his left shoulder toward the ground, rolled, and landed both boots to the fallen rider’s face. Stunned, the man could not even manage to keep his sword. 

“You see?” Efam said with a devilish smile. He fanfared the weapon and lost his smile. “Ugh! Well, I suppose beggars can’t be too choosy. Let’s make our way back to the pass.”

“Aye, it does look as if a bit of the fight’s been knocked out of them,” Toh-Brem huffed as he started making his way to the others.

“Not yet!” a powerful voice boomed. “I want a dance with the Ashari boy!”

The voice belonged to a very large man. He was by far the largest in their group. He carried a thick-bladed short sword in one hand, a one-ball spiked flail in the other. Toh-Brem started to advance on the man, but Efam lifted an arm to bar his way.

“You are many things, my friend,” he said calmly without taking his eyes off the behemoth of a man. “But I doubt anyone would mistake you for an Ashari by either your form or your deeds.”

“Careful, Lord Guardian, he’s a large one,” Toh-Brem warned.

Efam sighed, shaking his head. “So is the leg of beef served at the feast... before hungry mouths carved it down to the bone! He wants to dance? Fine. After the dance we will share a meal!”

“Let me show you what I think of Ashari NoblEs,” the massive man hissed, slinging the head of the flail over his head. 

One spin moved Efam out of the path of the weapon. A second spin, performed with a low squat, allowed Efam to dance under the lightning-fast follow-up to the flail attack. Just after the man’s sword passed over Efam’s head, the Sword Dancer stood up, performing a half-stride lunge. His confiscated blade ripped up the exposed side of the larger man who screamed from the unexpected wound, staggering away from Efam who slowly came to a stop after a very slow third spin. He swung his blade, removing the blood from the edge.

“In the name of mercy,” Efam huffed before thrusting his blade into the man’s chest. “May your passage into the Next Adventure be as great as your courage. It is a shame you served the wrong masters in this life.” With one hand, Efam took hold of the man’s armour and made it so that he did not fall hard to the ground.

The two returned to the pass where they were congratulated for their skill and fortitude. The celebration was shortened by the announcement that a SpellCasteR had come to face Jharsen. The SorceroR looked up to see a man in jeweled yellow robes lead four others toward Jharsen.

“Be forewarned, SorceroR,” the aged man said, pulling back his hood. “You have done your fellow enchanters proud. But now you face a WiZarD!” 

“You dare?!” Jharsen shouted, reaching into his shoulder bag as he started toward the mouth of the pass. “You dare to challenge me?! You fool!” Jharsen threw his arms out from his sides, and columns of green smoke burst from small popping explosions where he had thrown small vials at the pass walls. The green smoke rolled around the rock-face as Jharsen emerged from the pass. “My enchantments have mastered DragoNs, banished demons, and broken through the mesh of Time and Space. You think me a simple twirler of Minor MannA? Nay, I am Jharsen Lokbane, the Enchanter!”

“It will take more than theatrics to sway my power,” the WiZarD replied, a soft glow of bronze light emanating from his eyes. “Embrace me in Psychic Combat!”

“Then our minds shall join within the folds of ThoughtWill,” Jharsen stated, lowering his chin to his chest and closing his eyes. With the index and middle fingers of both hands, Jharsen slowly made broad circles in front of his body, bringing the tips of those fingers to his temples. A very subtle flare of MannA shone from the man’s head before a soft breeze blew across the pass.

“I hate these things,” Efam whispered, taking up a position to his master’s left. He smirked when Toh-Brem quickly took up the right flank.

“What is this thing?” the large man asked.

“Perhaps the most considerate act you will ever see SpellCasteRs engage. During their training, they build arenas in their minds. There they are able to enact all the MajiKs they know against one another without destroying the physical realms.”

“That is considerate.”

“In a way.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s all mental. They aren’t really casting. Everything is a reflection of their thoughts and mental focus. Two casters with powerful minds... this can go on for PahTs. DoaH even.”

“Always the details with SpellCasteRs,” Toh-Brem concluded. “But somehow, I do not see your Master allowing this engagement to go on for a fraction of that time.”

“I’m liking this one more and more,” Efam thought, feeling a slight tremble in the ground at his feet.

Jharsen opened his eyes to see that he had emerged inside a room of glass. Surrounded on all sides by starry skies, he smiled at the implication of the chamber.

“Usually the arena is a merging of the two constructs,” the WiZarD said, dressed in silver and sunstone armour. “But I see nothing of you in this place. Can your will be that weak?”

“I’ve always believed that all things are possible,” Jharsen admitted with a slight shrug of his shoulders. “I suppose to that list I must commit my relative strength of mind. Do you wish to surrender, or must we fuss and muss our way through this thing?”

“You are miscast, man,” the CasteR said, summoning a staff of blue flame. “You would make for a fine Jester.”

Jharsen’s brow came up in surprise. “I know a Jester. I don’t think I’ve ever been complimented so richly before. Still, I’m not able to steal your soul, so, perhaps we should keep things within our own realms of capability.”

“When you return to your body, you will not remember how to breathe!” the CasteR hissed; his eyes burned with the same flame as his staff. 

Jharsen stood there, folding his arms, his face losing its pleasant expression. He waited for a moment before lifting his hand, beckoning the man to come forward. “I’m ready to embarrass you now.”

The CasteR charged, lifting his flaming staff over his head. He covered the distance between them easily and swung his staff for Jharsen’s head. Blue fire shot from the staff when the weapon crashed against Jharsen’s bracer. Astonished that his opponent’s arm had stopped his weapon of focused thought, the WiZarD stepped back for a moment.

“Careful!” Jharsen warned. “Distractions can lead to a loss of focus. We are, after all, in your arena. Letting me loose in your mind cannot be a good thing.”

Taking a tighter grip of his weapon was enough for it to burn brighter.

“Yes, much better,” Jharsen commented.

The SorceroR leaned his head to avoid a thrust, side-stepped a second attack, and used his hand to block a spinning swing meant for his hip.

The WiZarD looked at his staff, gasping at how the flame failed to burn the man’s hand. “Impossible!”

“Aahhh, you see? Now you’ve gone and revealed everything you are to me,” Jharsen said, pushing the WiZarD back. “For what true practitioner of MajiK would ever allow the word ‘impossible’ to roll from his lips? But then again, you weren’t meant to defeat me, were you? Because while I’m here, I’m not at the pass. Your cohorts are free to once again apply their superior numbers, right?”

The WiZarD cried out, hurling the staff like a spear. It struck Jharsen in the chest, carrying him to the arena wall and pinning him to it. “Haaa, braggart! You are undone! You forgot; we are in my mind! This is my arena! It is my will that dictates what can and cannot happen. I have become the impossible!

“What is the matter, great one?” the WiZarD sneered as he started toward the pinned Jharsen. “Surely you have a response! How could one who has bested demons not have a response for this lowly WiZarD?”

“Banished,” Jharsen whispered.

“What?!”

Jharsen lifted his head and opened his eyes, revealing that they were just like the sky outside the arena. “I claimed to have banished demons,” he said, removing the flaming staff from his chest. When his boots touched the arena floor, he crushed the staff, dropping the fragments at his feet. “Mind you, I have also bested them, but that’s not what I put claim to before our embrace.

“And we are inside your mind, Falomir,” Jharsen added, smacking the dust away from his palms.

The WiZarD gasped in horror. Falomir was his born-name. Not even the mercenaries he traveled with knew him as that. Yet this SorceroR did!

“Only a truly untried soul would invite a SorceroR into their mind and not safeguard their thoughts from being used in an enchantment. Your spatial arena is very powerful, but you spend far too much of your ability on how it looks. That ThoughtWill allowed me to create a lesser version of myself. That is what you have been struggling against.

“I hope I have provided you with a measure of satisfaction, Master,” the SorceroR said, looking up. Falomir followed his eyes to see that his arena – his glass arena – had been turned into a small vial in the palm of the actual Jharsen.

“Beyond that measure and a stride longer,” Jharsen replied. “When you awaken, entity of ThoughtWill, you will have been placed within a construct worthy of your being. As for the rest of this realm... I have all the vials I require!” Jharsen’s hand closed around the arena, crushing it instantly.

Falomir screamed back to life, dropping to his knees as his threshold collapsed. He fell forward on his knees, panting for air, his body trembling as the man felt that he might be dying.

“Glad you could join us, WiZarD,” one of the mercenaries remarked before trying to adjust his arm. Stone restraints were tight around his wrists... around all of the wrists of the small army that had taken up the chase after the SorceroR whose name they would never forget.

Falomir looked around to see the mercenary army all bound and guarded by two giant Stone Elementals. The SpellCasteR looked on them with awe before he recalled the two pockets of green smoke the SorceroR had created before engaging in their Psychic Duel.

“He summoned them before meeting me in my mind,” Falomir whispered. “And he controlled them while he fettered my mind. This was a fool’s errand!” 

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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The traveling group was making the most of the provisions the mercenaries had brought, even to the point of changing out for better mounts and weapons. They gathered around the fire where Gallaya surprised most of them by serving a soup that made for a finer road meal than many had ever tasted at home.

“Woman, you might have shot straight by your calling!” Efam testified as he made himself a second bowl. “My Master might have added a touch of sweet spice to the bread, but this soup is divine!

“What, because I’m a woman I should be the cook?!” she snapped.

Efam looked at her for a moment, the weight of his stare cutting into her ire. “Interesting assumption, woman. In DoaH seen, I am not much older than you. But you should know, I started traveling the realms well before the Age of Mahn.”

“‘Well before?” Jharsen questioned. “Have you forgotten I was there?”

“The point remains,” Efam said, waving off his master’s implication. “You’ve got a lot to learn, trust me.”

“And you say that because you have a lot to learn?” Kasijo inquired.

“He says that because I admit I have a lot to learn,” Jharsen noted. “No one man has seen everything. No one woman. If indeed we, all seated around this fire are unique – and we are – that alone stands as eight other things each one of us does not know. And it would take a lifetime to learn each lifetime. Who here has eight lifetimes in them so far?” There was only silence after Jharsen made his point.

“This man calls me Master,” he then added after finishing his soup. “... and for the love I have for him, I take him at his meaning, but I do not presume to think that he is right! I am no master. I am a man, a simple man.”

Toh-Brem blasted a hearty laugh. “Aye, simple man. One who just simply called to the earth and had two giant walking stone-men respond to his command! That was simplicity in itself!”

Jharsen smiled as the others laughed. He nodded in agreement, gazing into the fire. “Fine. I can admit to learning a few tricks here and there. But I still have much to learn.

“For instance, I’d like to learn how it was that you managed to get the mercenary army to attack us so quickly, Pritra.”

“What?” the young woman gasped, dropping her bowl.

“He knows!” one of the others snapped, pulling his crossbow. Another drew short swords and hopped to his feet.

“Lokbane!” Jharsen said without looking away from the fire. The large blaze was joined by columns of fire spewing from the chests of the two who had taken up arms, and a third who had not moved at all. 

“By the gods!” Toh-Brem boomed, lifting his arm across his face. “We are set upon by demons!”

“No, not demons,” Jharsen said, picking up the last of his bread. “Just a little sweet spice. Don’t worry, the enchantment only triggers if anyone who’s eaten the bread takes action against me or mine.”

“But Kinmar was not doing anything to you!” 

“Kinmar was a PsyondaR,” Pritra admitted. “He was telling me to attack.”

“Communicating an opportunity or controlling your will?” Jharsen inquired.

“He did not need to possess me, Master SorceroR. His Master possesses my brothers and sisters.”

“You refer to your guild and not your BlooD relations?”

“Yes.”

“One’s family of choice,” Jharsen commented, turning to look at Efam. After so many lifetimes shared between the two men, they did not need to voice every inquiry. Efam could read what his Master was asking, and he did not hesitate to nod to the affirmative. “I suppose that is as good a place to start as any.

“Lead us to where your guild is being held and we will liberate them. After that, you will have a number of decisions to make, I’m sure. And while we are on the road, I would suggest a few conversations–”

“I have nothing to say to this woman!” Toh-Brem snapped, getting up from his place at the fire. “I will dispose of what is left of the bodies.”

“Let me assist you,” Efam said. 

“Keep a watchful eye, Efam,” Jharsen warned, and his Guardian stopped to look at him. “We cannot be sure what is about.”

“Now seems like a bad time to cradle secrets, Master,” Efam suggested.

“Hmmm,” the SpellCasteR considered. “You might have a point there. Behold!” 

With a gesture, Jharsen summoned Gallaya’s black, wooden box. He quickly pulled the stone from it and held it for a moment before he started chuckling. “It is an odd place to find oneself: wishing to be wrong.” Jharsen crushed the black rock, tossing the dust into the fire. “But that is not a Hope Stone. That was bait... and it would seem that I am the sought-for catch.” Jharsen turned to look Efam as he produced a wood carving of a Bloodhawk from his bag. “And who would stand to gain by having me leave my manor on an empty campaign for the Lovakian Foundry? Bearing in mind... it is very unlikely that actually reaching our destination is part of this somewhat elaborate trap. And lastly... who could have made a false Hope Stone strong enough to at least past a first test?”

Efam looked confused, but his mind quickly pushed through the fog, coming to a very precise notion. He winced in pain and kicked at the ground.

“No! Not again!”

“Not again what?” Gallaya asked.

“Damn WarloKs!” Efam sighed. “Or did you think the name Lokbane was given to him by his parents?”

“There are many types of Lockes!” Pritra pointed out.

“Not for this man – the fabled destroyer of the WarloKs. For him, there is only one kind. So, we begin again, Master.”

“Aye,” Jharsen said softly, as the wood carving became an actual bird. He whispered for the creature to take this news the Queen of the Ashari and forward his apologies for not being able to attend their rendezvous. “We might have just initiated our campaign, but theirs, it would seem, has been up and about for a good length of time. We have some catching up to do!” 
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“Decisions, decisions!” Ensign Detton Enver sighed, drumming small circles into his monitor with his middle finger. He had made a split-screen display of two women with whom he was interested in engaging in coitus as soon as possible.

“Leeva,” he whispered, looking at the dark-haired female, smiling back at the smile captured in the frame. “Leeva’s a port I’ve docked with before,” he whispered. “Not that her services don’t warrant return business.

“But Oasajari...” he said softly, his nostrils flaring at the notion of sexual bliss. The Star-Keeper Guardsman could not decide which of her features was more fetching. He marveled at her white hair, yellow skin, and green eyes. “She’s Vinthur, whatever that is, and the daughter of a... a... 

“Computer!” he summoned. “Open the Bio-File for Oasajari, no family name.”

“File open,” the computer replied.

“What’s the listed profession of her father?”

“G’Dalzee, no family name, is the listed guardian for Oasajari though he is not her father. G’Dalzee is registered with the Ministry as a Traveler. Travelers are beings who are able to perform feats of displacement, allowing them to traverse dimensions. The limits of this ability have yet to be charted.”

“Right, a Traveler, whatever that is,” Detton thought. “Don’t know why they just can’t call themselves pilots and be done with it. Oasa’s training to be one too... working on some stick or something. I’ve got a stick she can work on!

“So, do I go for the sure thing...” he said softly, dragging his finger across the screen so that it only showed Leeva Sonterro. “... or do I go where no other Guardsman’s gone before?” he hissed, moving Oasajari’s picture to fill the frame.

Detton rubbed his chin, his fantasies interrupted by sounds coming from the security station. He lifted his head and turned in the Commander’s Chair to look at the young man manning the console. “What in all the Nine Worlds is that?!”

“Contact, sir!” the operative reported, his voice shaking with nervousness.

“No, seriously?” Detton returned, shaking his head in disgust as he stood up. “I thought that was the buzzer the food delivery people used! What grid, idiot?”

“Grid three! It’s a ship. Light Cruiser size; and it’s coming in fast!”

“Shall I hail the ship, sir?” the operative at the Communications Console inquired, her hand already hovering over the buttons necessary to initiate the sequence. 

“Just calm yourself over there, Missy!” the Ensign barked. “You might be Gelstar’s little freak favorite, but you’re a heartbeat away from being reprimanded! We will follow protocols and procedures!

“Are we reading any transmissions coming from the inbound vehicle?” 

“Negative,” the young woman noted. “The ship does not appear to have a Ministry Registration to speak of, sir.”

“Not registered, eh?” Detton said softly, walking to the large window giving him the best view of Grid Three. He could see a small sparkle of light that was slowly getting brighter. “And already in visual range. She is moving! Well, it’s approaching the outer perimeter. Ready the scanners. We’ll get a few pictures before opening any channels.”

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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Crylto Mefgonus excused himself from the luncheon and made his way to the balcony. He was exiting through the same door that Lieutenant Toclair was entering, looking into his eyes long enough to nod that the balcony was indeed clear for his use. Crylto patted the man on his shoulder as he passed.

“I’m going to assume that you have a very good reason for calling me out of a meeting with a Balvian Princess,” Crylto hissed.

“Captain, this is Ensign Enver of the Sector Watch,” Detton announced. “We have a breach in the Security Grid!” 

“What?” Crylto asked, having heard quite clearly what the Ensign said. He needed a moment to center himself; recover from the shocking announcement he had received. 

“An identified ship just ripped through Grid Three en route to the planetary cluster!”

“Unidentified?! Are you saying th–”

“It passed through our cortex too fast for the scanners to achieve accurate imaging,” Detton reported. “I’ve already alerted Dyookim Security and scrambled pursuit ships. I’m on my way to launch with the garrison ships, but if Dyookim Quatere is their destination, it will be burning through the atmosphere before we’re clear of the hangar.”

“Hardly the expected capability of the Star-Keepers, is it?” Crylto hissed before coming to a realization. “Ensign Enver? You said you’re an Ensign. You’re not the Master of the Watch, are you? Where is your Commander?!”

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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Their lips parted and it was a few moments before Laro opened his eyes. His Aqua-Green gaze was met with the soft brown eyes of Caliton Brox though that latter pair contained a hint of devilish mischief.

“Is that cinnamon?” Laro asked, licking his lips. “... and bourbon?!”

“You don’t like it,” Caliton smiled.

“Quite the contrary,” Laro replied, stroking the side of the fair-haired man’s face. “You keep this up I’ll be taking you with me every time I have to go to Earth.”

“Actually, I already checked,” Caliton winked. “You’re on the rotation for another run sixty-eight days from now.”

“Spare yourself any anxiety; never put any faith in the Guardsman Calendar,” Laro advised. “You’ll just get your hopes up for nothing. But let’s definitely make a few arrangements. A couple of Go Bags... maybe even a Go Ship... and a list of all the places you want to visit while we’re there.

“With the understanding,” Laro was quick to add, “that we’ll only be able to visit maybe two or three of them.”

“Then why make the list?” Caliton questioned.

“It’s like you said, I’m on a rotation. What are the chances I’ll be making another run before too long?”

“I’ve got such a thoughtful man,” Caliton smiled brightly before kissing Laro again. His lips met unexpected passion and he was stunned, swept up in the sudden rush of warmth. He took hold of Laro’s shoulders, sure they would not fail him, and he held on tightly as Laro conveyed his feelings. Their lips parted and Caliton knew better than try to open his eyes too quickly. He let his head come forward slowly, not at all surprised that it touched against Laro’s.

“I’ve yet to find the words to describe what I’ve got,” Laro whispered. “I hope you can translate.”

“I’ll work my way through it, Ro.”

“Damn!” Laro hissed, moving his hands from Caliton’s face to his shoulders, gently easing him back.

“Trouble?” Caliton asked, opening his eyes and moving his hand to the weapon on his hip. Running his fingers over the bindings of his scabbard, he stopped when he felt Laro take soft hold of his hand, patting it gently.

“Do you think I’d have any other reason to stop kissing you?” Laro asked, slowly getting up and turning to look to the horizon. In the blink of his eyes the Star-Keeper Guardsman appreciated the green-streaked blue sky of Dyookim Tritere. “But it’s not here... at least not just yet. It seems to be going down on Dyookim Quatere. Get to the transport and wait for my transmission.”

Caliton was up and running from the park bench, moving directly to where he remembered nannies gathering, offering them the opportunity to leave with him or take their chances. The moment he mentioned that his boyfriend was a Guardsman, interrogations were suspended and the young people started gathering their charges. 

Laro smirked, watching his generous partner demonstrate one of the things he loved most about him. “You ready for this shit?” he asked, allowing his fingertips to lightly touch the housing sheath for his Star Sword.

“Veiled!” the weapon, device, and confederate replied, initiating an exchange of energy. 

Laro closed his eyes, receiving images from his Star Sword. He smirked before leaning forward into a sprint. Three strides into it, he jumped, his body becoming a flashing white light before it faded out of sight.

On the largest continent in the Third Quadrant of Dyookim Quatere, on the roof of the tallest building in the Corporate District, a burst of white light appeared out of nowhere, a Star-Keeper Guardsman bounding out of it and onto the roof before jogging to a stop. “No, not too hard to find,” he muttered at just above a whisper, his voice thick with agitation as he looked up into the yellow-streaked orange sky. Whatever the sort of vessel, it was moving fast and still trailing blue fire as it descended beneath the clouds.  

“Where are you, babe?” he thought, projecting his thoughts telepathically. The rapport he shared with Caliton allowed him to reach his beloved’s mind with ease.

“We’re almost loaded up here,” Caliton replied.

“You’re talking as you’re thinking again, aren’t you?” he projected, finding reason to chuckle.

“Oh falluwee!” Caliton exclaimed. “You’re not giving me fracker-bits over this right now!”

“No, but you’re in a crowd of people, talking to yourself. You might want to explain what you’re doing before those nannies take their children and run.”

“Oh hell!” Caliton said in a panic. “Um, I’m talking to... he’s a Star-Keeper. And he’s a telepath!”

“And now he’s thinking to me as he’s talking to them,” Laro thought as the vessel reached the atmospheric curtain. It tore through the flimsy veil, allowing toxins into the lower atmosphere. Alarms would be going off soon. “Progress is progress though... two months ago he couldn’t even meditate.”

“Yeah, he’s a Commander,” Caliton explained as he got into the transport. “How do I know him? Well... he’s my... my...”

“Fiancé,” Laro projected, watching the mysterious vessel finally beginning to slow down. He laughed when he heard Caliton shriek with delight. “That was the purpose behind this date,” he admitted. “Forgive me for this lacking-in-style–”

“You shut up!” Caliton snapped. “Don’t you dare! You know how much I love you. And if you don’t, open an investigation! Might take some time though, Ro... a lot of time!”

“That’s the notion, babe. Signing off now. I’ve got to get to work!”

“Let ‘em know they crossed the line and pissed you off!” Caliton projected. Laro did not hear the echo that came with spoken thought. He was using his mind and his transmission was getting stronger.

“Feels like I’m not the only one in that category,” Laro whispered, stepping back from the edge of the roof. He disconnected from the rapport and turned his thoughts inward. It did not take him long to find his center and his power. He patted the housing for his Star Sword, knowing his weapon had refilled his ThoughtWill reserves. Leaning forward into a run, Laro jumped, and in a flash of light he was gone again.

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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The rush of cool air splashed across Torben’s face as the helmet to the environmental suit folded into its neck-housing. He and his group had jumped from a stealth-runner well before the light cruiser started its run.

“Guess that old lizard was right about the pilot,” Torben thought as he activated his communications link. “From the outer markers to the moon’s surface without a hitch and he never let up off the throttle. Impressive! Damn shame too. Pilots like that aren’t that easy to find.

“Sit-Rep, Skonnel,” Torben said softly as the wings of his glide-pack opened, slowly arresting his fall. He looked at the smoking trail the crashing cruiser had made, ripping through street, sidewalk, and a few buildings. The body-count on this one was going
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