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        “Captain to the bridge. Initiate battle stations. Shield generator to full. Positive charge to the hull plates.”


        Lieutenant Sanfil tried to remain calm even as the sinking feeling hit her. Her voice was steady, her face showed none of the worry she was feeling. Around her, the small bridge crew responded well, as she knew they would despite being very young. As the muted tones of the battle warning echoed through the ship and the emergency lighting strips flashed alternately red and amber to ensure that the message was not missed, she ran her own checks and did not like what she saw.


        Captain Mactow strode on to the bridge. Sanfil stood and made her way to her usual battle station as the captain took the command chair, nodding to his officer in thanks.


        “What do we have?” Mactow asked.


        “Cruiser,” Sanfil replied. “Appeared off our rear port quarter without warning. Sensors didn’t note it until it fired up its drive. Only one showing on screens. It’s close.”


        Mactow nodded. The sensors on the federation fleet’s ships were well below the capability of the Empire’s ships and the fact had been called out repeatedly to Fleet but with little effect other than expressions of understanding. It appeared that fixing the problem was a larger exercise than it had been thought to be and was beyond the current capability of Earth’s best scientists. But right now it was Mactow’s problem. The enemy cruisers out-massed him greatly, outgunned him massively and were much faster. And they never operated alone.


        “I’ve charged the hull and brought the shield generator up to full power,” Sanfil told her captain, turning from her screen to look at him with a resigned tilt of her head.


        Again Mactow nodded. Without reliable energy screens - effective defensive screens remained the stuff of science fiction still - the fleet had developed a method of positively charging the hull plating. The Empire ships’ energy beams carried a slight positive charge and if they could manoeuvre so that they only received glancing blows the like charge may help them to withstand or even in some way repel the impact. It was a vanishingly small chance, however, for the enemy ships usually discharged much greater energy in their beams than the Union Fleet ships could handle.


        “Engines?” Mactow asked.


        “Standard engines are online and fully operational,” Sanfil said. “I’ve brought them up to full power. Just got the full power indicator. We should be able to hold that for a while. Jump engines are still drained but we’ve started to charge them.”


        “Okay then,” Mactow said. “Let’s get out of here. Helm, steer away from the cruiser with a slight starboard lean. Lieutenant, go to full power. Aft shields to full, push the generators as far as they’ll go.”


        Mactow knew the shields would fail as soon as the first energy beam battered against them, but it may hold them for enough time to escape. Earth ships now knew not to try to fight their larger, more capable enemies. Earth ships had yet to win a direct engagement against this enemy. Furthermore, the jump engines were for short distance use only on Fleet ships, especially the smaller patrol vessels like this one, and took forever to recharge.


        The ship shook slightly as the engines exerted their full power. Inertial dampers struggled to adjust and the inhabitants of the small Earth ship suffered intermittent G-force effects. Officially rated a gunship - all aboard knew that its guns were sub-standard against the Empire’s ships - the vessel had the latest technology that could be fitted to a ship of this size, but it was inadequate against this enemy.


        “They’re firing,” Sanfil called out urgently.


        “Hard to starboard, down fifteen degrees,” Mactow ordered.


        Starboard and port were old directional terms and up and down were all relative, of course, but it was easier than trying to reel off spatial coordinates and vectors in this situation. The ship responded sluggishly but managed to get out of the way of the beam of energy that speared through its original course.


        “Took a little wash from the energy beam,” Sanfil reported. “Rear shields have failed. Engineering reports a few interior panels have dislodged. Nothing serious.”


        Mactow cursed bitterly. The Earth-based fleet had been so sure of themselves while they were swanning around the sector nearest to Earth for three centuries after achieving true space flight capability. Then they pushed out further and encountered the Empire ships - and found themselves out-classed completely. That was almost a hundred years ago and things were no better now. Earth’s technology could not stand up to this enemy and win.


        “Captain, new contact. Second Empire cruiser, ahead and above,” Sanfil reported. “They’re firing.”


        “Helm, jink hard left then hard right and dive,” Mactow shouted.


        The small ship rocked as the new energy beam gave it the lightest glance on the upper plating but, without shields that could deflect it, the ship suffered damage. It rocked viciously then, miraculously, righted and continued on its course.


        “Dorsal sensors are offline,” Sanfil reported. “Hull plating took only a touch from that one.”


        Mactow nodded, thinking furiously. The Empire ships had shown that they had standard tactics for a range of outcomes and did not adapt quickly to new circumstances, but two cruisers against a single gunship was unlikely to end well for the Earth ship.


        “Launch all counter-measures,” Mactow ordered. “And launch the recordings.”


        Sanfil sighed. The recordings were launched when the ship was expected to be destroyed. At least someone at Fleet headquarters might get to see some of what transpired.


        “Counter-measures away,” Sanfil reported.


        Around the ship fifteen ports opened and an array of old-fashioned chaff was launched along with a selection of noise-makers that produced the same engine signature as the ship. The chaff formed a cloud in their wake, although travelling along with them as it dispersed, and the noise-makers dashed off in different directions.


        The ensign on the helm flung the ship into a set of evasive turns, dives and lifts. Mactow and Sanfil both had to hold onto their chair arms as the dampers failed to compensate well enough. The fourth member of the bridge crew, a young ensign on his first cruise, vomited, at least with the presence of mind to aim away from his console. The sickly sweet-sour smell permeated the bridge and caused them all to feel queasy before the scrubbers quickly pulled the odours away.


        “Recorder away,” Sanfil reported, and then she snarled. “Captain, engine performance is dropping.”


        “Are we within range of either ship?” Mactow asked.


        “Well out of our range,” Sanfil said, “but well within both of theirs. Engine output down to ninety percent of maximum.”


        Mactow nodded. Again, Earth’s engineering was not of the same standard as the Empire ships. Mactow cursed everyone who had a hand in the design of these ships. Supposedly, the ships were designed by the best that Earth had, but they were not good enough. It was a tale of a more advanced and aggressive Empire meeting an unprepared and technologically immature Earth. And Earth was losing. The young Union that the humans had pulled together needed to find a way to deal with this enemy from some sort of position of strength, he thought, but he had no idea how that would happen.


        It was his last thought. A directed energy shot from the rearmost Empire ship slammed into the small vessel amidships. The ship was shoved sideways violently. Most of the small crew sustained serious injury as they were thrown against walls or equipment. The bridge bulkheads collapsed. One of the heavier pieces landed on Mactow, killing him instantly. Power conduits ruptured. The vessel’s external plating lost its charge immediately. The engine overloaded its constraints in moments and the containment field for the relatively new ion fusion generator failed.


        As the second blast of energy from the other Empire ship reached out to spear it, the small vessel exploded. The vacuum of space made it appear quite small and the volume of debris was likewise quite small. The two Empire ship commanders compared notes before returning to their patrol vectors. It had been a victory but had not been a contest, which was how they preferred it.
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        The small blinking light was the only break in the darkness of the cavern. As it blinked slowly on and off it showed, intermittently, a low couch with a single occupant apparently resting peacefully. The occupant was a woman. The brief periods of illumination showed that she was neither tall nor short for someone born on the planet of Ennaris. She had dark hair arranged such that it formed a thick halo as she rested. She was dressed in dark clothes, a tunic and loose breeches. Her feet were bare, as were her hands. The latter were folded on her abdomen. The first impression one would take from seeing her calm and relaxed expression in repose was of a gentle, tolerant and kindly person.


        First impressions can be wrong.


        The single light blinked faster and a ceiling light panel at one end of the cavern came to life. Slowly the volume of light increased. The single blinking light flashed faster still and was joined by a second and then a third. The console above the low couch soon showed an array of lights flashing in a peculiar pattern. A second ceiling panel lit. The whole cavern was revealed by the increased light. It was quite long with solid walls seemingly hewn from the surrounding rock. There was an arched doorway at one end. Arrayed along both of the long walls were twenty low couches with consoles above them. Only this single couch had an occupant and it was the only one whose console was active.


        The woman stirred.


        A panel lifted from the previously solid-looking wall and a small shelf extruded, extending a third of the way down the length of the couch, coming to a stop at the woman’s shoulder. A beaker of pale-coloured liquid was on the shelf.


        The woman’s eyes opened. For a moment she stared at the ceiling and then placed her arms by her side. Gathering herself, the woman pushed herself into a sitting position, swivelling so she sat on the couch with her feet resting on the hard floor. She stretched, working her back and shoulder muscles, as one would when awaking from a long sleep.


        “Assistant, what is the date, please?”


        The woman’s voice was scratchy. She grimaced and reached carefully for the beaker. With a firm grip established, she hoped, she lifted the beaker to her lips and took an initial sip as a voice responded.


        “Good evening, Marjory. The date is the 82,175th cycle of sequence Dritera in the Tenth Era. You have been in stasis for five hundred cycles.”


        “Thank you. Please prepare the tactical displays. I will be in the control chamber shortly.”


        Marjory took two more sips from the beaker and then drained the remaining contents in a single draught. She endured the astringent taste without gagging - which was different to the last time she had exited stasis when she had tried to down the contents in one go - and replaced the beaker on the shelf. The shelf quietly withdrew into the wall and the panel slid down to cover the service cavity forming an apparently solid wall again. Marjory stood carefully and tested her legs. Both worked which, she thought wryly, was a good sign. Tentatively, and then with greater confidence, she walked back and forth a few times, feeling her leg muscles regain much of their tone. She then strode through the arched doorway.


        She was in a passageway with several more arches branching off from its length. Marjory started to walk towards the furthest end but paused as she reached the second of the arches. Quietly she walked into the cavern and stood at the foot of the only occupied couch. A tall, lean man lay in repose on the couch, his sandy hair slightly awry. He wore similar garments to Marjory but with a green fringe to the hems of arms and legs. He would awaken in one thousand five hundred cycles, with Trabor and the twins taking their turns to check on the world and its progress after Marjory. Each would remain awake, in the world that Ennaris had become, for two hundred cycles.


        She reached out to Drewflin but did not touch him. Sadly, she contemplated her life partner. He was her equal in raw power if not greater but, where she was battle trained and dealt in destruction for the most part, he was a healer of people, animals and plants. They should have been contributing to the high civilisation that had been Ennaris. Instead, they were watching over a disastrously regressed civilisation that had come close to complete annihilation, and by their own hands. Their efforts to save the planet from the final attack by the rogue Mage Goroth and his supporters had been successful, but at a terrible cost. The result had been the near total destruction of the galaxy’s most advanced civilisation, casting its people back to the equivalent of the early stages of urbanisation, with strong elements of a hunter-gatherer lifestyle taking root in several parts of the planet. Shaking her head, Marjory forced her anger and sorrow aside. There was work to be done.


        That work took some time. Marjory walked into the main control chamber of the facility that housed the Mages. From here she was able to control many aspects of the high technology protections that remained around Ennaris. Once again, as she had many times in the past, she considered the injunction against high technology that existed on the planet’s surface. Created by the legendary old Mage Halfgar, it was almost complete to her knowledge, and yet did not halt the control systems available to her in this control centre, nor the satellite defences that shielded Ennaris from all others. She did not know how that could be the case and she could not ask Halfgar, for the legendary Mage had extended himself beyond his physical body’s limitations in creating the interdiction and died in doing so. She missed him still. It was another frustration among the many that awaited the Mages as they took their turns overseeing Ennaris life.


        She reviewed the logs from the available sensors on the planet and in the space around it. A few new wars had been fought, it seemed, and the sensor arrays had provided the material from which the Assistant, the most advanced synthetic intelligence Ennaris had ever produced, had developed a briefing of events since Marjory had last been out of stasis. The twins had intervened in one of the wars, it seemed, preventing a genocide from happening when the bandit who took the title of King of Escar tried to eliminate the small towns to the west of that city. The political map of Ennaris had been redrawn several times. The new kingdom of Escar - or it had been new when the twins intervened - was one of them.


        The space-based monitor logs showed that nothing had happened for the first two or three hundred cycles of her latest stasis sleep. But then they started to detect ships with a design broadly similar to come of the older ships of Ennaris, although much coarser in execution. Initially, they passed Ennaris infrequently but, in recent times, were passing more often. Those ships were probing space in the near vicinity of Ennaris. Could they be searching for the planet? The Assistant had used Ennaris’ security systems to interrogate several of the ships and found them to be from a civilisation whose leader was known as Likud. Marjory frowned. Could it be? Likud had never been found and the remaining Mages had speculated that he had fled before the barrier on technology had been imposed fully. The civilisation with those ships originated in Andoreth, officially known as Nikera-7, a planet that had been subject to quite a number of uplift expeditions. Likud had been a second to Goroth on the last, controversial, expedition to Andoreth. That may also explain how the ships showed considerable similarity to old Ennari ships. If the leader was Likud, did the probes mean that he was seeking to re-enter Ennaris? She made a mental note to come back to that line of thinking.


        With that initial review complete, Marjory took stock.


        Ennaris remained in a poor state. The Ennarisi, the people of the planet, were only a few steps above barbarity in some places and were even closer to it in others. Admittedly, it seemed that the worst excesses following the devastating end of Goroth’s rebellion had passed, but large areas of Ennaris were depopulated. All of Ennaris’ cities, once among the wonders of the galaxy, had been destroyed completely. Some were completely obliterated, some had been drowned, while others remained but were in ruins still. One advantage of the advanced civilisation that had been Ennaris, especially when paired with Mages who could reinforce and shape those construction materials - which included the twin Mages Raglin and Ragnor - was that their buildings lasted for a very long time. Little other than the advanced Ennarisi weapons that Goroth had deployed could have destroyed them. The downside of that was that the ruins that resulted from the use of such weapons also lasted for a very long time.


        Some of the more enterprising survivors had tried to re-use some of those near indestructible remnants. Most, however, merely worked around them. They tilled fields where large blocks of stone-like material jutted forth or moved the site of a dwelling to cater for ruins found when laying foundations. Many people now had no knowledge of where the blocks or shards of blocks came from. Memory faded quickly when such a near-total disaster took away all but the need to survive. Most did not care, for their lives were hard. Knowing that Ennaris has once been a shining jewel of the galaxy helped them not at all. Marjory knew that they had to be made to care, however. If the Prophesy left by Halfgar was to be believed, Goroth would return and he would have to be faced once again. This time, he would be met with a pitiful few opponents.


        Marjory’s face hardened as she thought about facing Goroth once again. She had defeated him once and she would do so again, assuming the fates gave her an even chance. And she had Drewflin still. Between them they could achieve almost anything, so she firmly believed. They would lift Ennaris once again. The Ennarisi would take their place in the life of the galaxy, as they had once before.


        Meanwhile, it was time for her to do her patrol, as she thought of it. For this purpose, the Mages often became travelling Tellers, storytellers who roamed far and wide across Ennaris, keeping as many memories alive as they could via oral tradition. It was not a role that Marjory felt in any way suited to, but it allowed them to talk to the people, to remind them of their past and to forewarn them of the battles that were prophesied to come. It was a constant struggle though, because with one of the Mages awake for two hundred cycles at a time, and then a gap of three hundred cycles before another would awaken, the stories stagnated and became legends. Legends became fairy tales. Fairy tales then were forgotten, even though non-Mage Tellers were trained to maintain the tales. The stories needed to be refreshed, the Tellers needed to be reinvigorated. Perhaps, Marjory mused as she ate a simple meal prepared by the technology that for some reason continued to operate within the Council Chambers, it was time to remain awake. Perhaps the Mages needed to make their presence known again.


        Her meal complete, Marjory nar Drewflin, last Battle Mage of Ennaris, donned her disguise as a travelling Teller and made her way through the passages of the Council Chamber. It was time to see what had happened during the time that she had been in stasis.
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        “What in the name of every Guardian?” Marjory muttered as she heard the commotion ahead.


        There were loud shouts and curses punctuated by shrill shrieks of fear or rage, the latter likely to be women, Marjory thought as she moved from a walk to a brisk jog. As she approached the crest of the small hill that she had been climbing, a scream rang out, followed by a stentorian bellow.


        “Stay in line there, all of you. Get that one!”


        Over the crest of the hill came a young woman, panic making her run in a slight crouch. She was looking back over her shoulder as she almost ran through Marjory. Realising at the last moment that someone else was ahead of her, the woman gave a squeak of dismay and slid to a stop in Marjory’s outstretched arms. A few moments later, three men in mismatched leather armour over some sort of uniform crested the hill and charged towards the two women.


        “Stop her!” one of the men shouted.


        Marjory pushed the woman behind her and faced the oncoming men. The three pulled up when they saw the robe and walking staff, the usual signs of a Teller.


        “Hold,” Marjory said firmly. “What goes on here?”


        “None of your business, old woman,” the same speaker snarled. “We’re takin’ her so we can deal with her and her type once and for all. Out o’ the way or you get taken with ‘er.”


        “And by ‘deal with’ I assume you mean to kill this young woman? And her type I guess are her family?” Marjory asked calmly.


        “Not just family, all of ‘em. The whole bunch are gettin’ what they deserve.”


        “Ah, and who determines what they deserve?”


        “The Lord Goodfin, o’ course. He needs this land and these ones won’t move.”


        “Ah, so this Lord Goodfin decides he wants the land that is owned by these people, so he kills them all? Is that how it goes in these parts?” Marjory maintained a calm mien, but inside she boiled. This is what Ennaris had become? “Let’s go have a chat with this so-called ‘Lord’, shall we?”


        “You be careful what you say, old woman. The Lord ain’t too ‘appy ‘bout bein’ talked back to,” the speaker of the three men snapped as he gestured the other two to move behind Marjory and the young woman. “But you can ‘ave yer say and get what ever comes to you. Come ‘long with us now.”


        The young woman whimpered as Marjory regarded the speaker and then nodded.


        “It’s okay,” Marjory said to the young woman. “Things will be fine. What is your name?”


        “My, my name is Marjey,” the young woman said, haltingly.


        “Marjey?” Marjory said as the small party started to walk toward the crest of the hill. “That’s an unusual name.”


        “I was named for Marjey, the greatest ever Mage,” Marjey replied.


        “Huh, Mages! Ain’t no Mages, never ‘ave bin. All stories, nothin’ more,” the speaker of the three men said.


        Marjory was stunned. Was this woman named after her? Not quite correctly, but still. Her emotions caught up with her in that moment. This woman was to be killed for some petty warlord to build one of the interminable temporary empires, which at best would last until he was killed in some meaningless skirmish, after which another one would rise to do the same.


        They reached the crest and Marjory saw the cause of the commotion. A small village stood to the side of the road that she had been following. A clutch of around twenty cottages occupied a small dell, with a small orchard and some fields that stretched up another hill behind the cottages. Standing on the road in front of the cottages, a line of around fifty people, mostly men and women with a small number of children, were facing a mounted man, with a row of ten guards behind them holding spears and swords. A man in a grubby pale-coloured robe stood beside the mounted man. The mounted man was pointing.


        “That one and that one,” he said.


        Two young women were pushed forward at spear point to stand in front of the others.


        “Lord Goodfin, we ‘ave ‘er,” the speaker shouted, causing the mounted man, now identified as the Lord, to turn.


        “Good, she can join these two. They’ll make a warm bed for the next few nights. What’s this other one? A Teller?” Goodfin laughed. “I’ve no need for a Teller. She can join the others unless there’s somethin’ worthwhile under the robe.”


        “And the others will all be executed to satisfy your greed, I take it?” Marjory said evenly, as the group continued to walk towards the scene.


        “Fancy speakin’,” Goodfin snarled. “I don’t need yer words, woman. I don’t need even to see what yer hidin’ under that robe. You can join that lot and get what they get. Bring the younger over with these two.”


        “Oh, I think you do need to see what I have under these robes,” Marjory said evenly.


        She dropped her travel pack from her left shoulder and let go of her staff. The pack thudded to the road surface, while the staff remained standing without her holding it, as though waiting for her to reclaim it. In a single fluid movement, Marjory shrugged out of the Teller’s cloak, revealing the black tunic and fitted trousers of the Battle Mage. The trousers had short scabbards built into them that extended down each thigh, with stubby hilts protruding. The mounted man laughed again.


        “That’s a nice trick but yer still nothin’ I need,” he said harshly.


        “No, but I am what they need,” Marjory said, gesturing to the line of villagers. “You should rethink your policy of exterminating those who have what you want.”


        “And who are you to make me do that?” Goodfin waved to the three men. “Kill her now.”


        “Ah, Lord,” the trio’s speaker said. “She’s wearin’ swords!”


        “Is she?” Goodfin said, uninterested. “Well then, take them from her an’ then kill her.”


        “I am the one who’ll stop you, Goodfin,” Marjory said, in answer to the Lord’s question. “My name is Marjory.”


        “Well, Marjory, you can hand over them fancy swords, or knives more like, and join the others or we’ll make yours a painful one.”


        “I think not,” Marjory said.


        With a single fluid movement she grasped both hilts and pulled then away from the short scabbards built into her trousers, taking quick steps to reach an open part of the roadway, well away from Marjey. Turning, Marjory smiled grimly and waited, arms held out at forty-five degrees to each side.


        Goodfin snorted.


        “What are they? You wanta hit us with those little knives?”


        Marjory smiled.


        “Well, what are you waitin’ for,” Goodfin shouted. “Get ‘er!”


        The trio of men who had chased Marjey rushed at Marjory, shouting inarticulate battle cries that may have been meant to intimidate their intended target. They died quickly. Marjory pivoted in place as the twin Battle Mage swords flared into life and quickly extended to form thin blades. The razor sharp edges slashed two torsos open as the first two men reached her, slicing through the boiled leather armoured breastplates like they did not exist. She danced backwards and held her ground, crossing the swords to catch the strike of the third with no apparent effort. She pushed him away easily and waited while he raised his sword again in what he thought was a killing stroke. Both swords pierced him. Holding him upright for a moment while he stared at Marjory, she watched the light go from his eyes. A gout of blood issued from his mouth as Marjory withdrew her swords.


        She returned to stand still, flicking the few spots of blood from her swords disdainfully before extinguishing the energy blades and slapping the sword nubs back into their sheaths. She stared at Goodfin, an unspoken challenge to take her on himself. Instead, the self-proclaimed Lord gestured to the men standing behind the villagers.


        “Get ‘er! Kill ‘er!”


        Half of the men pushed through the line of villagers, thrusting them aside rudely as they did so. The others followed a moment later. Marjory waited until they were all charging at her. Her hands blurred as she pulled throwing knives from various places - two held on thin thongs hanging down behind her back, two more from the narrow belt around her waist, another two from the inner lining of her boots - and as fast as she drew them she threw them. Six men stumbled and fell, each with a knife placed exactly where Marjory had aimed. Then she leapt from a standing start, somersaulting over the remaining men to land lightly on her feet. The men skidded to a halt and turned.


        The four surviving men spread out and started to move in an arc towards her. Marjory drew and activated her Mage swords once again and charged the right-most two, slipping past their ineffective sword strokes and slicing each across their necks. Blood spouted as they fell. The other two stopped and stared.


        “I suggest the two of you will be better served by going somewhere else,” Marjory said conversationally, showing no signs of exertion as she sheathed her now inactive sword hilts again. “I suggest you also choose a new line of work. If I find you causing any trouble anywhere else I will deal with you.”


        She stretched out one hand and the staff floated across to her.


        The two men glanced to each other and, as one, backed away. Goodfin shouted at them in rage as they turned and started to run up and over the hills. Marjory watched them go. Once they had run over the hill crest she turned back to Goodfin.


        “Deal with her, you idiot,” Goodfin roared to the man standing by his side.


        “Yes, my lord,” the man nodded before turning to face Marjory.


        He started to make strange shapes in the air in front of him. Marjory recognised the shapes that were inexpertly being drawn. Where had this one learnt to do that?


        “That’s not a great idea,” Marjory said to the robed man.


        “I am Heblis, famed wizard of the northern plains,” the man replied haughtily, even as he continued to weave his pattern. “I warn you to leave now before I complete this conjure and bring damnation on you.”


        “All you’ll do with that load of arm waving is to kill yourself,” Marjory replied, while she watched for any of the supposed lord’s men returning. “Where did you learn that, anyway?”


        “I am privy to the secrets of the lost Mages,” Heblis replied. “It is my task to re-establish the civilisation that was lost.”


        “And you chose Goodfin as the one to do that?” Marjory asked ironically. “He’s one of the causes of the loss of civilisation. And the Mages are not lost.”


        “I will work with what I have,” Heblis replied, ignoring Marjory’s last words.


        “You missed a bit,” Marjory said, helpfully.


        “What?” Heblis asked, startled so that he paused his arm waving for a moment, enough for the conjuration to break down.


        “At the third movement of the second periodic containment you missed a bit. It’s a fairly easy one to miss but most student Mages get away with it. But you tried to combine it with a call to fire and it would have resulted in you being burnt to a crisp.” Marjory shrugged. “If you really want to help to bring back Ennaris’ civilisation then come with me and I can show you how. Better yet, one of my friends can show you how to make that mess you were doing into something that actually works.”


        “I need no help from you,” Heblis snarled.


        He restarted his conjure, waving his hands faster than before, muttering under his breath as he did so. Marjory listened intently and as he progressed her eyes opened wide.


        “No,” she ordered. “Do not complete that.”


        Too late. With a triumphant laugh the supposed wizard - to be fair, he did have gifts but no real training - clapped his hands together in front of his face. The air swirled in front of him, creating a vortex. A tiny hole appeared in the air before him and through that hole a hand extended.


        “Come, I command you,” Heblis shouted.


        “Fool!” Marjory shouted, drawing her considerable power in readiness to combat what this idiot unknowingly had brought forth.


        The hand extended to reveal an arm, coloured in such a dark red as to be almost black, with claws at the end of the hand rather than fingers. Veins the colour of hot lava throbbed along the arm as though the skin cracked and healed over immediately, only for the effect to repeat elsewhere.


        “Yes, come to me, my beauty,” Heblis shouted as though in ecstasy.


        Marjory gripped her staff. Heblis was bringing forth one of the Kindred, a type of demon that Marjory had fought before. The hand extended further as the tiny hole grew, reaching towards Heblis. He stood and trembled in excitement, continuing to push his own power into the conjure. He did have some power, Marjory thought absently. He could have helped. The arm reached Heblis, who leaned towards it. In a single movement the claws at the end of the arm gripped Heblis by the throat and in another movement broke his neck. Heblis’ lifeless body slumped into an untidy heap at the feet of Goodfin’s hrss. The power died and the hole to the Kindred’s dimension, wherever it was, disappeared with a pop. The portion of the Kindred’s arm that had extended through the hole dropped to the ground where it sizzled for a few moments and then withered into dust. Marjory quietly sighed in relief. Goodfin stared at his wizard’s body.


        “You have lost,” Marjory said to the warlord. “I assume these were your best men?”


        Goodfin came back from wherever his shock had taken him to glare at Marjory.


        “I got plenty more of ‘em. When they get through with you -”


        He stopped as Marjory’s walking staff transformed. The gnarled crown was now a smooth clasp and gripped a milky white stone which was lit by an inner silver light that slowly roiled. The stone looked like it was alive. Marjory walked - stalked - toward the self-styled lord, who tried to kick his hrss into motion. Marjory did not have the facility with animals that Drewflin had, so she merely held the animal in place with a peremptory mental command. Goodfin grew panicked as she drew near. Finally, the Mage stopped no more than two spans from the hrss and glared. For more than a hundred cycles during this time out of stasis she had walked or at times ridden around Ennaris and seen many things she disliked, some that she hated. Of them all, the worst were the greedy, self-centred petty criminals masquerading as warlords, and with this particular specimen in front of her, the frustrations and anger at what Ennaris had become boiled over.


        “You are nothing more than a common thief,” Marjory ground out. “You’re no lord of anything or anyone. You should not even be on that animal. He’s better than you are.”


        Marjory gestured and the erstwhile lord was lifted straight up. His eyes were wild but he reached for his sword and a belt knife. Both were wrenched from his grasp and tossed to the road side by another thought.


        “You feel you can take what you want. You have no concern for your fellow Ennarisi. You care only for yourself. There are too many of your type on Ennaris and I’m sick of you.”


        Another thought ripped Goodfin’s leather breastplate open, front and back, and dropped it to the ground. Next followed his blousy shirt and the belt that held the now empty scabbard and knife sheath. His boots were peeled off his feet and deposited with the growing pile alongside the hrss. Finally, his strides were torn from him, leaving only his small clothes. Hanging in the air now was a thoroughly cowed, quivering and markedly over-weight man. His olive-brown skin had a pasty overtone, his eyes were wide and threatened to pop from his face, and his hands waved impotently.


        “I have no doubt that you have killed many to get what you want, but I’m not going to do the same to you. But hear me well, Goodfin, lord of nothing. I am Marjory nar Drewflin, Mage of the Council of Mages, Battle Mage of Ennaris. I will be aware of what you do and if I hear of you doing anything to anyone in the future I will track you down and hang your entrails from the five nearest trees.”


        Goodfin was flung with a final thought, landing with a solid thud and skidding on his face and stomach. He scrambled to his feet, panic etching new lines on his doughy face.


        “Go, and do not return,” Marjory commanded, gesturing along the road. “Move!” she barked sharply when he made no attempt to leave.


        Goodfin started to run down the road, stopping every so often, panting hard. Each time he would turn to see Marjory watching him still. Finally, he reached the point where the road rounded a bend and he was hidden from view by the earthen bank that edged the road at that point. Marjory turned to find the villagers staring at her still.


        “The hrss is yours, use it for the good of the village. And for the Guardians’ sake find someone trustworthy who can fight and who can teach you to fight. Goodfin was only one of many who will take whatever they can get.”


        Marjey stepped forward and bowed deeply.


        “We - we thank you, my Lady,” she said carefully. “I think you for rescuing me and my family and friends. How can we repay you?”


        Marjory smiled, allowing the tension to fade away. “You have no need to thank me. My service is and has always been to Ennaris and its people, even if we have not always succeeded in protecting you. Live your lives in peace, but be prepared to fight against such as Goodfin.”


        “You are a Mage, my Lady?” Marjey asked. “You said your name is Marjory.”


        “I am a Mage, Marjey, and my name is Marjory. I stood with Drewflin to defeat Goroth. I am who you were named after.”


        Marjey gasped, as did most of the villagers behind her. Many of them huddled together in fear, and some made signs to ward off evil, for many stories were told of the Mages committing atrocities. Marjory was aware of them and had sought to counter their effects for much of this time out of stasis. She wanted very much to find out who was spreading those particular tales.


        “You need have no fear of me,” Marjory said to the villagers. “The stories you have heard about the Council Mages killing and maiming ordinary people are untrue.” She could see that many were unconvinced and sighed in regret. “Still, I will leave you to your lives. Live them well.”


        None asked her to stay. Marjey bowed deeply once again and stood back.
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        Marjory was still mulling over the conflict with Goodfin and his crew of ruffians as she rounded a bend in the road late on the following day. Standing in the centre of the road was an old woman, dressed in a dizzying array of different coloured swathes of material worn over what may have been an old tunic. The woman turned when Marjory rounded the corner, as though awaiting her arrival. Marjory slowed her pace and looked around, suspicious. To one side of the road was an old cottage backed into a huge stone the size of a small hill. Marjory had walked or ridden this road several times in the more than a hundred cycles she had been out of stasis and had never seen this cottage or the huge stone. It was one she would have noted.


        The old woman waited patiently.


        Marjory was unable to sense anything abnormal in the surrounding area, which was a problem because that cottage and great rock should not be there. She continued to walk towards the woman, seeking to maintain the air of an ordinary Teller just going about her business.


        “Well met Marjory, Battle Mage of Ennaris,” the old woman said as Marjory was still a short distance away.


        Well, so much for trying to look like an ordinary Teller.


        “Good day,” Marjory replied. “I don’t recall meeting you and I have a good memory for people. How do you know who I am?”


        “Ah, I represent those who know much. They certainly know and honour one of those who stood against the rebels and prevailed.”


        “Prevailed?” Marjory asked with a twist of her lips. “It doesn’t feel as though we prevailed. It feels more like we lost.”


        “And yet Goroth has been imprisoned and Ennaris continues to exist,” the old woman stated. “You of all people know how much power was released that day. You stood against a planetary attack weapon and held its worst effects at bay, ultimately destroying the attacking vessel itself.” The old woman smiled gently. “We all lost that day, but you ensured that we were not annihilated. You had help, of course, but your efforts will mean that you are always held in the highest esteem.”


        Something strange was happening, Marjory thought. This old woman should not be able to speak with any sort of knowledge about the weapons the rebels unleashed against the Council Mages.


        “I had Drewflin and a small number of Council Mages to help, and one or two of the rebels returned when they realised what Goroth and Likud were trying to do.” Marjory gestured around. “It was not enough.”


        “You were also assisted by the Guardians, Battle Mage.”


        “Guardians?” Marjory asked, shaking her head. “There are no Guardians. Why have they never revealed themselves or provided their aid during those darkest days.”


        “But they did aid you,” the woman replied. “Think back to that time when you and your Council Mages were failing under the onslaught.”


        Marjory was about to refute the statement but paused. She did recall getting a boost from somewhere at a critical time, an influx of power that she thought must have been one or two of the Mages who gave their life force entirely. But maybe not. The power influx was of great size. It allowed her to hold and then push back on the power beam from the capital ship that had broken orbit to attack them. Could that have been the Guardians taking part?


        “You should know that in opposing the damage done that day, three of the Guardians lost their own lives in protection of Ennaris and its people,” the old woman said softly, sadly.


        Three Guardians died? Marjory, like Drewflin and many of the Mages of the past, had never been sure if the Guardians were real or not, and erred toward the latter. Halfgar had assured her repeatedly that they did, and Marjory knew that the twins believed in them. But, if they were real, then the thought that they could die was shocking.


        “Yes, the Guardians are not all-powerful. They can die in extreme circumstances. Appanu, Angkor and Zang. Remember their names and honour them, Battle Mage, for they were the ones who absorbed so much of that destructive energy that was turned on you that they perished. Had they not done so, then you would have been destroyed and Ennaris lost.”


        Marjory was stunned. She replayed that day in her memory once again, using her training to unpick the events from several angles, thinking about the progression of actions and reactions that had occurred, leading up to the climax when they had all been rendered senseless from the effort involved. Yes, it fitted. The attacking ship should have exerted much greater destructive power. She knew that because she was one of the designers of its latest upgrades. It all fitted. She felt overwhelmed at the new understanding. She needed Drewflin. He had helped her to remain grounded in the face of the overwhelming odds they had faced that day, and he would help her to process this discovered knowledge. But Drewflin was not here. Marjory forced herself to come back to the moment.


        “Who are you to know of such things? Are you a Guardian?” Marjory asked, a little more sharply than intended.


        “I am not one of the Guardians,” the old woman said. “I have been asked to intercede, however. There is a need for you to leave Ennaris. That need is real and immediate.”


        “Leave? Why would I leave? There is so much work to do and so few of us already. If I leave the others will have to do even more. And if the Prophecy comes to pass then I am needed here.”


        “The final events of the Prophecy are coming closer, it appears,” the old woman replied, nodding. “That is one of the reasons for you to leave.”


        “And go where, do what?” Marjory demanded, her anger rising. “What could be more important than trying to rebuild Ennaris?”


        “The Children,” the woman replied.


        Marjory stared and her anger deflated. The Children? The Prophecy spoke of the Children of Ennaris returning to fight with them against Goroth and his rebuilt forces. She and Drewflin had discussed the obscure passages many times. The identities of the Children were masked and opaque. Everyone had assumed that the Children were Ennarisi who rediscovered lost powers and would stand with Marjory, Drewflin and the other remaining Mages. Drewflin had raised the thought they may not be Ennarisi at all, but Marjory had been unconvinced.


        “The Children? Are the Children not of Ennaris, then? And they need help?”


        “The Children are of Ennaris but not from Ennaris,” the old woman confirmed. “At least, that is the conclusion reached by Fernis and others.”


        Marjory closed her eyes for a long moment and took a deep breath. Fernis! A Guardian who legend said was second only to Odruf. A name from myth, as Drewflin had come to believe in his increasing despair and anger, an anger that Marjory could see and feel building even where others continued to see a forever calm mien. It was a lack of belief that Marjory shared most times, one that she wished - hoped - was incorrect at others. A legendary figure from the time of Ennaris’ earliest days.


        “Are you acting at Fernis’ request?”


        “I am, and that of Odruf.”


        Odruf, the equally legendary leader of the Guardians.


        “What of the others?” Marjory asked.


        “The others are prepared to allow those who stayed on Ennaris to guide them in this,” the old woman replied.


        “Stayed?”


        “Most of the Guardians were forced to leave Ennaris after the rebellion was ended,” the woman explained. “Odruf and Fernis remained to maintain Ennaris as far as they were able. And they need your help.”


        “Why did they leave?” Marjory asked, still not sure what to believe.


        “The Prophecy made it clear that, if the Guardians remained on Ennaris, then Goroth would be victorious. Why is not stated, merely the fact. Knowing who was inspired to write the Prophecy, the Guardians decided not to invoke the risk. They have dispersed across the galaxy to assist other planets and peoples, as has been done by individual Guardians at times in the past. They will return when the time is right.”


        Marjory looked around her. The road ran through a section of what had been neatly tended farmland but had become overgrown by shrubs and trees. The land had reverted to the wild quickly after the farms were abandoned in the wake of the destruction, disease and breakdown of civilisation that had occurred after the rebellion’s destructive climax. This road was a poorly kept, dusty path that traversed the sector, running from one struggling town to another struggling town, both of which were in the grip of warlords who sought to extend their grasp. Goodfin’s base was far enough away that he was not involved in this particular conflict. Marjory had intended to try to stop what she was sure would become a bloody war shortly. Now she was standing in this road with an old woman speaking of disastrous events of long ago, of legendary beings, of the Prophecy that few remembered or cared about in the hardship and pain of daily life.


        “Who are you,” Marjory asked for the third time. “And what do you want of me?”


        “It is not I who ask this of you, Battle Mage,” the old woman said formally, ignoring the first question again. “Are you prepared to listen to the request?”


        Marjory paused for a moment. Doubt and uncertainly warred with her desire to understand more, to know more. For whatever reason, she believed this woman. But she did not want to leave Ennaris. She did not want to leave Drewflin. Or the others, but Drewflin was her beating heart, he was the one who kept her centred. And yet…


        “I will listen,” Marjory replied. “What is it you would have me do?”


        “Not I,” the woman replied. “But Fernis.”


        “I do you honour, Battle Mage of Ennaris,” a deep voice said from behind Marjory.


        Marjory yelped, startled. She spun around. Walking toward her was a tall man. Long flowing dark hair was tied neatly at the nape of his neck and hung down his back. He wore what seemed to be a homespun robe of forest green. He exuded a young-old feel. Marjory stared as she opened her Mage sight to view the newcomer’s aura, which nearly blinded her. Belief followed in a rush. Almost without volition she knelt before this being.


        “Guardian,” she whispered in awe, staring to the ground.


        “Nay, Marjory, you need never abase yourself to me or any of us Guardians,” Fernis replied, lifting her to her feet.


        “I believe my job is done, Fernis?” the old woman asked from behind Marjory.


        “Indeed it is,” Fernis replied. “As always, you have my thanks and the thanks of the Guardians, Dharmoney.”


        Dharmoney!


        Marjory swung around again to stare at the old woman, who gave her a kind smile. Another legend!


        “I’m afraid I must ask you for your staff, Battle Mage,” Dharmoney replied.


        “M - m - my staff?” Marjory stammered, overwhelmed for one of the very few times in her life. “But - but - I need it.”


        “And I will hold it for you,” Dharmoney replied, “or your successor. You will have no need of it where you will be going, but it may be of use here.”


        Marjory turned to Fernis who merely smiled and nodded. She looked to the Mage staff that she still held, now back in the passive guise of a walking staff. She weighed the staff in her hand and then, with a sigh of resignation, handed it to Dharmoney. The staff flared into life and was muted quickly, before shrinking to little more than the nub of a staff.


        “I hope to see you again, Battle Mage,” Dharmoney said. “May the hunting be good and the enemy worthy.”


        “And the victory sweet,” Marjory replied automatically to the old, in fact ancient, warrior farewell.


        Dharmoney turned and walked to the cottage, entered and closed the door. Marjory turned back to Fernis - she had turned her back on a Guardian! - and opened her mouth to speak when there was a huge crash from behind her. She spun back and was stunned anew. The cottage and its huge stone backing were gone.


        “Dharmoney has her own way of doing things, does she not?” Fernis said.


        “Um, I’m feeling a little out of my depth right now,” Marjory replied as she turned once again to face Fernis. “Dharmoney” - she closed her eyes and took a deep centring breath at the thought of having met the legendary saviour of Ennaris - “Dharmoney said you want me to leave Ennaris. Where and why?”


        “What do you know of the Prophecy?” Fernis asked.


        “Probably not as much as I should. Drewflin is the one who spends time examining it.” She paused and her eyes opened wide. “Drewflin! He has lost so much belief in the Guardians. Will you reveal yourself to him also?”


        “When the time is right,” Fernis replied. “For now it’s not.”


        “But he needs to know you exist, even if we have been left to fend for ourselves,” Marjory objected. “I’m afraid of what he may do when he finds I am gone. He has so much anger, so much rage being held inside.”


        “You have been allowed to fend for yourself but you have never been alone,” Fernis said kindly. “One of us has been with you in one way or another for a very, very long time, even before the rebellion. However, to answer your first questions, we want you to go to Ordoreth to help the people of that planet. They have recently achieved space travel but have fallen into the path of an implacable foe from Andoreth.”


        “Likud!” Marjory spat out, recalling her briefing from the Assistant. “I would very much like to find Likud.”


        Fernis laughed at the Battle Mage’s change of demeanour from confused Mage to angered warrior.


        “You may or may not meet him,” Fernis replied, confirming Marjory’s thought that the Likud who was leader of Andoreth was the same one who fled when Goroth was defeated. “But we want you to help the people of Ordoreth to stand against Likud and his empire.”


        “Why?” Marjory demanded. “What is there about Ordoreth that is so important?”


        “Ordoreth is very like Ennaris in many ways, not least in its people. As you know, it was seeded by Ennaris long ago, and as a result the people of Ordoreth are very closely related to the Ennari. The Prophesy states that the Children of Ennaris will return. Both Ordoreth and Andoreth were uplifted by Ennaris, and both received significant genetic material from the Ennarisi teams to assist them to do so. We believe Ordoreth to be the source of the Children.”


        Marjory nodded slowly. “So not from Ennaris but of Ennaris - one of the colonised uplifts,” she said. “Drewflin and I discussed that possibility often. But could it not apply to Andoreth also?”


        “Indeed, and we hope that is not the case for Andoreth has been subdued almost completely by Likud. If the Children come from Andoreth then we fear that Ennaris may be lost, for they would side with Goroth.”


        “But the Prophecy -” Marjory said, and than paused, thinking.


        Fernis nodded. “The Prophecy does not say that the Children will fight with the Council Mages, but that they will be at the final battle and will lead the way to victory. It does not say on which side.”


        Marjory nodded. “But at the moment those of Ordoreth are outmatched by Likud’s forces? If I know him he will be using crude but overwhelming force.” She thought. “The sensors noted the passage of ships from Andoreth and their design is heavily based on those of Ennaris from a time long before the rebellion, only more massive and less capable.”


        “Likud was never interested in the design of those ships and has little subtlety,” Fernis replied with a wry tone. “Power in quantity appears to be his mantra. However, the people of Ordoreth have a different philosophy, one that is more in accord with what Ennaris was. But they are in great danger. They need someone to help them to survive and then to hold their own against Andoreth. But you will have to work subtly and not seek an abiding leadership role yourself, although you may find yourself occupying one at times. For at the right time you will be needed here.”


        “If I survive,” Marjory said with a slight smile, thinking back to Dharmoney’s words.


        “If you survive,” Fernis acknowledged with a tilt of his head.


        “How do I get there?” Marjory asked after a resigned sigh, acquiescing to Fernis’ request.


        “I will take you to the moon base and you will take a ship. The base has everything you will need and it remains intact. It is outside the interdict on technology.”


        “Very well, Guardian,” Marjory said with a slight bow, taking a look around at the surface of Ennaris, hopefully not for the last time. “To Ordoreth.”


        “I will give you more information at the moon base. And the people of Ordoreth do not call it by that name.”


        “Oh? What is their own name for the planet?”


        “Earth!”
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        Escantil - an ancient Ennarisi word that referred to that odd stage that occurs during almost any battle between attack and defence - was the name of the moon base. It was exactly as Marjory remembered it, only without the bustle of people moving around the corridors or riding the shuttles between the levels and the different stations. It had an eerie feel to it, she thought to herself. This base had housed over five thousand personnel, military and other. It was not meant to be empty.


        Fernis had taken her to one of the hanger bays and left her there after giving her a deeper briefing. How he knew which one to go to she had no idea - he was a Guardian, after all. But this was the one that held the advanced experimental ship that she had been working on when the rebellion broke out - ‘exploded’ was a better word - and when Marjory had been called back to the surface by the Archmage. Everything was as she had left it, down to the mostly completed schematic that popped up once she had scanned her DNA into the security system.


        Of course, given that she was officially now the ranking - and only - Battle Mage of Ennaris, there were a huge number of alerts to work her way through, and not a few requests by the various subordinate synthetic intelligences for approval of various repairs, changes and updates. She spent almost a day working her way through the minutiae of the moon base’s operational requirements. As ranking Battle Mage this now was part of her domain, a fact that caused a moment of deep introspection. She could not neglect the base’s requirements, however. When the rebellion broke out she was a shooting star in the Mage circles, along with Drewflin, destined for great things, but far in the future. No matter how great were her gifts and how bright her star, there had been dozens of trained Battle Mages ahead of her in the hierarchy of the various stations around Ennaris and the many sectors of the galaxy that Ennaris claimed as its area of interest. Now there were none and the responsibility fell to her.


        There were several requests for upgrades to the repair facilities to cater for vessels that were not yet designed, let alone built, but the requests were accompanied by suggestions for design improvements of ships that would use those facilities. Marjory examined them closely. The proposed improvements were impressive. In fact, some of them were inspired. Thinking back to the several Andoreth vessels that she had seen, with their crude but powerful designs based on older Ennari ships, Marjory knew that she would have to get better ships built for Ordoreth - Earth, she reminded herself. The designs proposed were improvements on existing designs, some of which she had worked on. Several of those she had designed from the start. As a rule, they were sleek, fast and would pack a serious but unexpected punch. Exactly what may be needed against Likud.


        She approved the modifications for the facilities to support such ships, and then ordered the designs to be downloaded to the experimental ship. Then she thought further and ordered the manufacturing facility to start to build a new class of single seat fighter craft based on some of the evolved designs. Why should Ordoreth get the benefit, she thought, when Ennaris may have the same need at some stage. She ordered the hundreds of older fighters to be recycled or, if possible, upgraded to the revised specification. The system popped up a budget approval request, which Marjory approved with a rueful smile. Some things did not change. Then she reviewed various other designs, metallurgical studies and energy generation designs. Once she had cleared the mundane requests and worked through the more esoteric ones, she spent half a day looking through records from many branches of the military, exploratory and defence establishments that Ennaris had once had. She ordered various records, design sheets and process documents to be downloaded to the ship.


        She may be gone for some time, she realised. That may mean that she would not be back at the exact time when Goroth emerged from stasis. She needed to set in place a means of being informed when events started to move forward. But what would they be? How could she make sure that she would be able to get notified when those events occurred? Then she realised it would have to be one of two things - either something about Goroth or something about the one person who would take the right action, no matter what. Drewflin! She thought through the various scenarios that she could envisage, made a few updates and then entered several commands into the security system. On the surface of the moon a small slot opened and a series of sensors were launched. Several took station around Ennaris. The rest set out on various journeys to multiple locations that would allow for her to be notified of happenings, if her nascent plans came off.


        The experimental ship, which was the size of a overlarge shuttle or a small frigate, was prepared for a long journey. ‘Shuttle’ and ‘frigate’ were poor descriptions for the vessel. Marjory had been working on a relatively small ship that was able to traverse enormous distances and that had a potent combination of defensive and offensive capabilities that would not be expected of a vessel of its size. A large number of experimental technologies had been planned for the ship, and most had been installed already. Marjory made adjustments based on the design AIs’ suggested upgrades - they had had thousands of cycles to consider improvements - and then decided to wait for the improved systems to be installed. This ship would be a mini-destroyer, a pocket destroyer as she had always thought of it, in the guise of a larger shuttle or even a personal transport.


        Finally, she felt that she was ready, or as ready as she was likely to be. Five tendays had passed since Fernis had left her at Escantil. She had downloaded everything that had been gleaned from a single Ordoreth - Earth - ship that had passed one of the closer farstations, including star charts, language files and various history narratives. She would work her way through them on the journey. However, she had reviewed some of the records from the Earth ship. After long thought, Marjory decided not to go to Earth after all, but to one of the outer sectors where they likely would have immediate need of her assistance. Earth was losing each and every battle with the Andoreth ships, for their vessels were no match in speed, fighting capability or defensive capability, and those weaknesses had to be halted quickly.


        It was shortly before her planned departure that Dharmoney walked onto the bridge where Marjory was making final preparations. There had been no indication of a ship approaching, no sign of any kind of power surge, no sensor readings. The old woman - or, Marjory corrected herself, one who looked like an old woman - was just there. In her hands she carried a small box which she placed on the command console.


        “Fernis and Odruf thought you may need this, Battle Mage,” she said conversationally without any preamble.


        “What is it?” Marjory asked as she gave this legendary, nay mythical, figure
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