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Part One: Return to the Village of the
Dead

 Lorentine,
Maritania, 22 Metal 2189.

The stars in the late-autumn sky looked
the same and different. Stars in this sky were pinpricks of light
on a black background. Slight variations in colour were visible,
suggesting a range of surface temperatures and therefore of stellar
types. But the arrangement was not the same as the one Calista had
grown up with. The constellations she had known in her past life on
Earth were gone, replaced by ones she was still learning. At least
there were constellations to learn; people on Ar did look up at the
sky and seek out patterns, just like those on Earth had done,
probably as soon as the human brain had advanced enough to know
what a pattern was. In many ways, Ar humans seemed less curious
about their world than Earth humans, so named constellations were
not a given.

The names tended to be religious
and mythological, of course, though a few were named as navigation
aids more than fantasy figures. The Compass, for example, was a
cross-shaped collection of six stars which appeared to circle the
northern pole and so could be guaranteed to provide an indication
of north to travellers. And there were the elementary
constellations which were less religious and more, well, magical in
a slightly academic sense. They were said to represent the greater
elementals, though how that worked when the concept of elemental
magic was not that old and the numbers of elements kept changing,
Calista was not sure. Whatever, there were eleven recognised
elemental constellations which did not, in any way, correspond to
the months which were also named after elements. This was the month
of Metal, but the Metal constellation was not really visible, being
quite southerly and mostly below the horizon at this time.

‘Madam, it’s really time for you
to go to bed.’

Calista angled her head back to
see an upside-down image of Dalila at the door from the stairs.
Calista was lying on the roof of the library, which happened to be
quite a useful viewing platform. It was above most of the light
from the city – light pollution was far less of a thing in
Lorentine, which Calista appreciated – and it tended to be quiet.
Dalila could always be guaranteed to remind Calista of the time,
however, even when it was Life Day and Calista had specifically
asked her maid to not wait up for her.

‘Okay, Dalila,’ Calista said.
She was not going to argue. Having a maid, two actually, was not
something Calista really wanted, but it was really
convenient. Dalila and Pilar made life a lot easier in a world
which Calista did not fully understand yet. The fact that Dalila
would sit downstairs until Calista did go to bed, no matter how
much Calista asked her to just turn in, and the guilt this caused
was just the price one had to pay for convenience. And tea and
biscuits.

Getting up, Calista picked up
her star charts, her light crystal, and she was about to grab her
blanket when Dalila got there first. So, Calista grabbed the flask
she had brought up with her. It had been full of tea, but that was
gone now. Together, they headed for the door to the stairs. Dalila
would have made Calista go through first, but Calista had the key
to lock the door, so that was one little triumph for equality.

‘Pilar is preparing tea,’ Dalila
said as they descended the stairs. ‘Madam won’t settle without a
cup.’

‘I don’t think you had to put it
that way, but you’re probably right.’ Calista went down another
couple of steps before adding, ‘I would like to spend a night up
there sometime. Just so I can really get a good view of the stars
as the night goes on.’

‘Arrangements can be made,
madam. I would suggest waiting until next year, however. Night-time
temperatures will be taking a dip soon.’

‘Almost winter.’ It was true
that it was getting cooler in the evenings now, and the days were
shortening. Ar did not seem to have quite the same orbital tilt as
Earth; the seasons were not so obvious, but it had seasons. ‘Well,
there are constellations you can only see in winter, but maybe I’ll
come up with a schedule and come up for an hour or two in the
middle of the night.’

‘I’m sure it can be arranged,
madam.’

‘You and Pilar wouldn’t need
to–’

‘It can be arranged, madam.’

Calista sighed. No getting out
of it. She would be attended, no matter what.

~~~

Considering that Calista had been
summoned to Ar to be some sort of hero, her life here was not
terribly different from the life she had had on Earth. At least,
recently that had been the case. The month of Magic had been quiet
and filled with research and study. So far, Metal was working out
the same. She was researching an entirely different kind of physics
to Earth’s, but it was still academic and practical study of the
way the universe worked.

The other side of her role here
had not come up. There had been no noteworthy magical storms to
spread monsters. No one had come to her with some weird, esoteric
magical problem which needed solving. No one had tried to kidnap
her. Life was all magical particle accelerators, tea, and biscuits.
She munched happily on one of the latter while considering what she
would do come morning.

‘We’ll have a slightly late
start tomorrow,’ she said to the two other women in the room. There
really did not need to be two of them to handle the current
circumstances, but both Dalila and Pilar were there, probably
because Calista often briefed them on the plan for tomorrow before
going to bed. ‘Stay in bed for an extra hour, if either of you are
physically capable.’

‘I can, madam,’ Pilar said
rather brightly.

‘I will do my best to take
advantage of madam’s largess,’ Dalila said. She would probably get
up at her usual time because she was physically incapable of
sleeping in.

‘Best I can ask, I suppose,’
Calista replied. ‘Then we’ll look up whatever collision I wanted to
try next and try it, Pilar.’

‘Water and Wood, if I’m
remembering right.’

‘Yeah, you are. I don’t really
need to look it up, but it’s good scientific practice to check your
notes before an experiment. Water and Wood. I am not exactly
expecting anything spectacular from that, even at the higher
energies available since my last try.’ Calista pursed her lips and
considered for a few seconds. ‘I really must put some effort into
building a system I can use to collide more than two elements.
That’ll take some designing. I’ll wait until we’ve finished the
current sequence, then we’ll stop the practical work for an
equipment upgrade.’

‘Less chance of us blowing up?’
Dalila asked.

‘Well, probably.’

‘Only probably?’

Calista shrugged. ‘In this
world, I don’t think there’s ever a zero-percent chance that we
won’t blow up. Even when all we’re doing is drinking tea.’

24 Metal.

‘Whatever it is,’ Calista said, ‘it
can’t be good. They never call us to a meeting just before dinner
to tell us it’s raining puppies.’

Calista’s fellow heroes, Roman
and Nikole, looked at her for a couple of seconds. The fourth hero,
Wolf, was sitting across the table from them and, mostly, ignoring
them.

‘I don’t think you thought that
through,’ Roman said.

‘Raining puppies?’ Nikole said.
‘Can you imagine the yelping, the crying children, the godawful
mess?’

Calista gave them both a sour
look. ‘While my analogy was, perhaps, not my best…’

‘You can say that again,’ said
Roman.

‘… my point still stands. This
can’t be anything good.’

‘No. Probably not.’

The heroes had been called to
attend a meeting by the government of Maritania. It was being held
in one of the government buildings where such meetings were usually
held. Apparently, that meant that the king was not directly
involved, but then Maritania was a constitutional monarchy,
basically a democracy, and Calista had always found it a little odd
that she was involved so much with royalty. Whatever, already in
attendance was Major General Fosse, which suggested that this had
something to do with the military, but not his boss, General
Cabrera. They were waiting on the prime minister, Geoffrey Abarca,
and someone else, probably a magician.

The suspense was broken a few
seconds later when Eladio Sastre walked into the room. He was the
head, the high savant, of Elementary Academy, the most prestigious
magic school in Maritania. He was an arrogant man who probably felt
he was too important to turn up to meetings on time. Behind him was
Abarca. So, maybe they had been discussing something before coming
in. Maybe. Sastre moved to one of the seats near Wolf, though his
expression suggested he would rather have gone elsewhere. Abarca
moved to the head of the table.

‘Good evening, ladies and
gentlemen.’ The prime minister of Maritania had a resonant sort of
voice, full of authority. To Calista, he always looked like the
kind of politician they had back in Victorian England: tall and
thin, like a polearm with a personality. Thus far, her natural
inclination to dislike politicians had been met with, well, nothing
to justify such distrust. ‘It seems we have a problem, and it is a
problem which our summoned heroes are uniquely suitable to
investigate and rectify.’ There was a slight pause, possibly
because he expected someone, probably Calista, to ask why. Calista
figured he would tell them and said nothing. ‘We have lost contact
with the encampment in Salpetra.’

‘Wait,’ Calista muttered, ‘you
sent colonists to LV-four-twenty-six?’

‘You have a comment, Miss
Hogarth?’

‘Why is there an encampment in
Salpetra?’ She was not going to admit to making an Aliens
reference, especially since no one would get it. Maybe Roman; his
world had some of the same cultural elements. ‘I thought we
recommended that no one went near the place.’

‘Major General Fosse?’ Abarca
took his seat and left the table to the soldier.

Fosse cleared his throat. ‘It
was considered important to secure the area. Salpetra is a major
source of magicite which–’

‘It’s mined out. Almost
entirely. And the mine has a monster in it which absorbs organic
matter to grow, including people. Salpetra is important for the
production of horrific monster matter and nothing else.’

Another cough. ‘And, obviously,
there are the interdiction requirements. We couldn’t have people
walking in and being consumed.’

‘I dropped the mine entrance’s
roof. It’s sealed in. You could’ve put up some signs.’

‘A military presence was
considered important, so a small interdiction and observation force
was dispatched to the town. A camp was established near to the mine
entrance on the twenty-ninth of Life. Everything was going well
with no reports of problems.’

‘But now they’ve stopped
communicating?’ Roman asked.

‘An incident was declared when
three regular check-ins were missed today. We have heard nothing
from them since yesterday evening. However, there was one other
change prior to this happening. On the ninth of Metal, a team from
Elementary Academy arrived in Salpetra.’

‘Perhaps I should take over
here,’ Sastre said, and proceeded to do so without waiting for a
reply. ‘With the continued lack of activity around the mine in
Salpetra, a team of researchers were dispatched to examine the area
with respect to the reported level of magic and to discover
whatever could be determined about the reported monster inhabiting
the mine. Precise determination of the situation might lead
to–’

‘You didn’t believe us when we
said it was that bad, so you sent people to poke at it,’ Calista
said. Technically, Sastre was an academic, someone Calista should
have considered a colleague, but she did not really like him and,
so far as she could tell, her feeling was reciprocated.

‘There were no real magical
researchers in your party.’ Ouch, the burn! ‘Mistakes may have been
made.’

‘They were not,’ Nikole
said.

‘It’s pretty hard to mistake an
EMP reading which jams the meter’s needle against the stop on the
high side,’ Roman said. ‘We were there to see the monster that’s in
that mine.’

‘I don’t know anything about the
magical stuff,’ Wolf said, ‘but that monster was real. I don’t
think the report made it seem bad enough. It was like something out
of a devilish nightmare.’

‘It was considered important to
examine every possibility,’ Sastre said. ‘As it happens, the
reports we received from the team have confirmed much of the
information you provided. Precise determination of the EMP within
the mine has proven … difficult. Frankly, the levels cause so much
interference with detection magic that our people can’t be sure
what they’re reading in there. The last report we received arrived
on the twenty-first, three days ago. They indicated that they were
detecting some unusual magical signals from within the mine
following a new range of detection attempts. These signals appeared
to be growing in frequency and amplitude. We were not expecting any
further reports until this coming Spirit Day, but now the military
forces have stopped communicating, and attempts to reach our team
have failed.’

Roman sighed. ‘When are we
going?’

‘Taking into consideration the
circumstances of the last mission,’ Fosse said, ‘we have decided
that the relief party should arrive in daylight. We have an airship
ready to leave at two in the morning.’

‘An early start. Well, I suppose
we can get some more sleep during the flight.’

~~~

‘That’s the situation,’ Calista said.
‘I’ll be leaving in the early hours, so–’

‘We will be ready, madam,’
Dalila said. ‘I suggest we all retire for a few hours after the
evening meal. Pilar and I will make things ready in plenty of time
for us to accompany you.’

Calista glanced at Pilar.
‘That’s great, and a good plan, but I want to make it very
clear this time that Pilar won’t be required on this trip.’

‘Madam?’ Pilar asked, rather
plaintively.

‘We’re going back to Salpetra,
Pilar. You don’t have to go through–’

‘Thank you for thinking of me,
but I want to go.’ The young blonde girl who still hid green
eyes behind her fringe looked distinctly earnest. She shook her
head, however. ‘I don’t know why, but it feels like this will be
the end of things. This will put what happened to rest. I want to
be there for that.’

Calista nodded slowly. ‘Well,
your local expertise is still likely to be useful. If you’re
sure…’

‘I am.’ Firm and determined.
Then she winced. ‘I’m not sure how useful my local knowledge will
be now. I mean, not after you demolished most of the town last
time.’

‘Well, you may have a
point…’

25 Metal.

It was dark when the ALF-301 – Calista
called it Alf – lifted off on its way back to Salpetra. It was the
same ship they had used the last time, with the same captain and,
so far as anyone could tell, the same crew.

Calista stood on the command
deck, watching out the window as Captain Sourd did very little
aside from providing orders where needed. Not many were needed.
This was such a routine operation that the crew could have handled
it without supervision. It was a military vessel, however, so there
had to be orders.

Lieutenant Roche stood beside
Calista, also watching the progression of the ship from ground
level to cruising altitude. The marine contingent was the same as
last time too, aside from the replacement of some of the men who
had died – horribly – on the last expedition. ‘Do you think the
thing in the mine has managed to get out, Miss Hogarth?’ he asked
as the airship rose, lifted on jets created by Air elementals in
nacelles on the sides.

‘Without sufficient information,
it’s hard to say. On the other hand, it’s the most likely cause for
a sudden loss of communication.’ Calista gave a shrug. ‘Or they
somehow reactivated the original, um, circumstances, but I think
that’s unlikely.’

‘The “zombies?” Why aren’t they
likely?’

‘Because that relied on the
townsfolk having been saturated with magicite dust for basically
their entire lives. None of the soldiers killed turned into
zombies. None of us were affected just by being there. It’s vaguely
possible that someone sent there after we left used to live in
somewhere like Dust Valley. It’s not impossible that they could be
infected, if that’s the right word. I just don’t think it’s
likely.’

‘So, we’ll probably have to deal
with the thing in the mine.’

‘It’s more than likely. If it
has got out once, then resealing it is likely to just set us up for
another trip in a matter of months. Not ideal.’

Roche nodded. ‘It won’t be easy,
but this is good. More than a few of my people want payback for
what happened last time.’

‘I see. And you,
Lieutenant?’

‘I’m an officer, Miss Hogarth.
I’m professional about this kind of thing.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘But if we can find a way to
reduce the thing to ashes, I may order a second rum ration for that
evening.’

Calista grinned. ‘Uh-huh.’ She
looked back at the sky for a second before it hit her. ‘Wait, you
have rum?!’

~~~

There was a lot of coughing and
sputtering. Calista drew in a long, ragged breath, looking at the
dark-brown liquid in the shot glass she had been given. ‘That is
not rum. You may call it rum, but it is not rum. Do they use this
to degrease the engines?’

‘Don’t know what you’re on
about,’ Wolf said. He licked his lips. ‘This stuff’s smooth
compared to some of the stuff I’ve had on military service.’

‘I think,’ Roman said, ‘that rum
has been a somewhat rough drink through the ages. Especially the
kind served on ships.’

‘You may have a point,’ Calista
conceded. ‘And, thinking about it, the rum I’ve had was generally
diluted with Coke.’

‘What’s Coke? Aside from a type
of coal.’

‘Okay, so that is a major
cultural difference between our worlds. Tribes lost in the Amazon
rainforest since the Stone Age know what Coke is where I come from.
The fact that your original world does not have it is a major
difference.’

‘I’ll take your word for that. I
assume it tends to soften the bite of the rum?’

‘Probably a lot, if I’m
honest.’

‘Sacrilege,’ Wolf said, not
sounding terribly emphatic about it.

‘Probably,’ Calista agreed, also
not sounding terribly bothered. This had to be one of the few
conversations she had ever had with Wolf where she felt quite
comfortable. ‘I’m an effete city-dweller from a comfortable world
where, frankly, there was very little hardship. Where I lived
anyway. I’m not saying there were not parts of my world which had
it really rough. I’m just not used to having my throat lining
stripped. Oh, except for really good whiskeys. I can take it with a
good whiskey.’

‘What’s whiskey?’ Roman asked.
Both Calista and Wolf gawped at him.

‘Can’t say I’ve heard of it,’
Roche said.

‘I think I’m going to cry,’ Wolf
said.

Calista nodded. ‘I think I might
join you.’

~~~

Dalila woke Calista around an hour
before they would reach Salpetra. She had had around three hours,
maybe three and a half hours, of sleep, which was not great, but
she was probably almost up to a full eight with the time she had
had before leaving. Almost.

Breakfast was obtained in the
mess. Rum was kept off the menu. Then Calista headed up to the
bridge to watch their arrival. There was nothing to see at this
point, however. The landscape was as boring as before, being
composed of rough plains rising into mountains. Grey and beige
predominated. Calista found herself looking up to where clouds over
the mountains were picking up the sunlight from beyond where, as
yet, it could not really be seen from the airship. They might
arrive with some light, but not much.

Clouds. Ar had a water cycle,
obviously. There were oceans. The sun presumably warmed the oceans
and evaporated water which then precipitated out into clouds and
rain, just like on Earth. Except…

‘Captain, how high can we go?’
Calista asked, her eyes still on the pink and orange clouds ahead
of them.

‘That depends, Miss Hogarth,’
Sourd replied. ‘Standard procedure is to exceed a league only in
emergency or for specific operational reasons.’

‘A league? Right.’ A Maritanian
league was ten thousand royal feet. Calista had calculated that to
be roughly three and a quarter kilometres. ‘We aren’t that
high.’

‘Cruising height is twelve
hundred royal feet.’

‘Okay. And those are both
standard operating limits. That implies that you can go
higher.’

‘The altitude record for an
airship is, as I recall, just over seventeen thousand royal feet.
Crews which regularly operate above eleven thousand feet tend to
suffer from medical problems.’

‘They would,’ Roman said as he
walked up to stand beside Calista. ‘Altitude sickness can easily
set in well below that. Assuming I’m doing the conversion
right.’

Calista nodded. ‘But you’re not
limited by the crew, I take it. The engines aren’t able to lift the
ship beyond that height?’

‘I’m not an engineer,’ the
captain said, ‘but I’m told the elementals have trouble gathering
sufficient air to compress and provide lift, yes. Might I ask where
this line of questioning is going, Miss Hogarth?’

‘Oh! Ah, it’s not really related
to our current mission. I was just wondering how the clouds work
here.’ There was silence for a second. Calista could imagine the
captain’s jaw working as he tried to come up with a suitable
response. Now she’d said it aloud, it did sound a little weird.

‘H-how the clouds work?’

‘Yes. I know how clouds are
formed where I come from. I was wondering if it was the same here.
I don’t think it can be. I thought, if we could take an airship up,
I could observe some clouds directly and maybe work it out.’

‘I see.’ He did not see.
‘Perhaps you could pick lower clouds?’

‘Practical,’ Roman said.

Calista frowned. ‘Yeah. Why
didn’t I think of that?’

~~~

The town, when they arrived over it some
fifteen minutes later, looked pretty much like it had when they
left it. That was, largely, flat and burned. Calista had not
actually nuked the place, but she had set off a magical explosion
based around the concept of a dust explosion. Dust explosions could
be devastating; this one had lived up to expectations. The
buildings which had survived the violent overpressure had been set
on fire, and it had simply been too much for the party to get
control of. Besides, the fire had made sure that all the zombies
were toast.

It was daylight, more or less,
so even if there had been another zombie outbreak, they would not
be seeing them on the streets. Or the shadows left by streets after
the buildings had been obliterated. Calista had seen pictures of
Hiroshima after the bomb; this was not exactly the same, but the
similarities were obvious, and she had caused it. It was not a
great feeling when she considered it.

‘There’s the camp,’ Roche said,
pointing toward the back of the town from their current viewpoint.
That was where the mine was. The mine entrance had been outside the
immediate destruction zone, so there were still a few erect
buildings. As Calista recalled, they did not have windows, at least
not ones with glass in them. The blast had seen to that, even this
far out. Between the buildings, in what had basically been a
marshalling yard for mine carts, there was a tent village, too
regimented for it to be anything other than a military
encampment.

There was not a single sign of
life anywhere.

‘Déjà vu,’ Roman said.

‘There was more town last time,’
Nikole said. ‘We should check the buildings. Someone’s nailed
boards over at least some of the windows. There could be people
inside.’

‘You can see that?’ Calista
asked. They had to be around five hundred metres from the mine
entrance and she could see the buildings and the tents, but being
sure about boarded windows was something else.

‘Didn’t I tell you? I developed
the ability to, um, zoom in, like looking through binoculars.’

‘You didn’t. That’s a useful
trick. Anyone else developed any new powers we should know
about?’

‘Nothing,’ Roman reported.

‘Same,’ Wolf said. ‘Have
you?’

Calista considered briefly. ‘My
magic has improved a little.’

Wolf waved at the town. ‘It
wasn’t improved enough?’

‘Well, apparently not, because
we’re back here looking for a lot of missing people.’

Salpetra.

The camp gave off that Mary
Celeste vibe, much as the town had the first time they had
searched it. It was not exactly the same. There was evidence that
people had been in bed when something had happened. Blankets had
been cast aside in what looked like a hurry. Weapons could be seen
scattered about the place, apparently just dropped by owners who
were now vanished without a sign.

‘There’s no blood,’ Nikole
said.

‘Oh,’ Calista said, ‘thanks for
that. I had not noticed that little detail and now I can’t not see
the lack of blood.’

‘Most people would be happy to
not see any blood,’ Roman pointed out.

‘Most people didn’t see the town
the first time we were here,’ Nikole replied.

‘I know.’

‘There’s no one here,’ Wolf
stated flatly, ‘just like last time. Why don’t you do your search
thing, Calista? If anyone did make it out, that should find
them, right?’

Calista glanced his way. ‘Yeah.
Yeah, we’ll try that. Maybe we look in the buildings first.
Something about this place makes me want to keep the magic to a
minimum. And what’s with these holes?’

Looking down at such a hole not
a foot in front of his feet, Wolf shrugged. ‘It’s a hole.’

‘It’s one of many holes and I
don’t think they were here last time.’

‘I’ve never seen them,’ Pilar
said. She had insisted on joining the heroes and marines as they
searched. ‘There’d be no reason for anyone to dig holes here.’

‘They didn’t,’ Calista said.

‘I’m sorry, madam?’

‘No one dug them. Look at the
lip of each one. The dirt has been pushed up and out. The holes
weren’t dug, they were produced by something pushing up from
underneath.’

‘And they appear to be perfectly
round,’ Roman said. ‘I’m going to say it: that’s just not
natural.’

‘Ah, but Doctor, on Ar, the
supernatural is natural.’ Calista took another look at the
hole near to her own feet, failed to ignore the fact that there
were a lot of holes, some of them inside the tents, and
started for one of the mine buildings. ‘Let’s check the buildings.
Maybe we can find some information even if we can’t find
survivors.’

~~~

It appeared that the mine offices had
been taken over by the team from Elementary Academy. They had set
up beds in offices, and they were using the ground-floor area as a
laboratory. If laboratory was the right word for a workspace for
academic magicians. To Calista, laboratory implied science, and the
last thing she expected from the magicians was science in any
form.

A warehouse set beside the
offices had been converted into a defensible position by the
soldiers. The windows were boarded over, but gaps had been left to
allow firing through them at things outside. Barricades had been
built inside the room which could be used as shields if the place
was invaded, but also used to seal the doors and keep those
invaders out. Calista stood in this large, open room and looked
around with a feeling of growing despondency.

‘Is it my imagination or does it
look like they did all this work and then they never got to use
it?’ she asked of anyone who might give an answer. Light for their
search was being provided by four spells she had dispatched on
walking in, so it was pretty clear what they were seeing.

‘I’d say you’re right,’ Wolf
said. ‘Spears and bows, all in racks. No sign that the barricades
were used and broken.’

‘Agreed,’ Roche said. ‘Whatever
happened, it happened quickly. They had no chance to raise an
appropriate response.’ He paused and took another look around the
warehouse with its crates and containers, its racks of unused
weapons. ‘No chance to respond at all.’

‘Which means it wasn’t zombies,’
Calista said.

Pilar nodded. ‘They would have
had time if more of the dead had awoken.’

‘And,’ Nikole said, ‘we have
more holes. Didn’t see these in the offices.’ She was looking down
at a hole in the ground at her feet. The warehouse did not have a
wooden floor; it had been built straight up from packed earth which
something seemed to have pushed aside to rise up from beneath.
‘Here, we have more of these holes. I think they may be
important.’

‘I tend to agree,’ Calista said,
‘and I don’t like it. My suggestion is that we gather up everything
we can from the offices. Maybe the magicians managed to work
something out and write it down.’

‘You don’t really believe that,’
Roman said.

‘I can live in hope. Then I
guess we should do a search of the ruins. Maybe someone survived by
hiding out there.’

‘You can search the whole place
in a minute with magic,’ Wolf pointed out.

‘I’d still prefer not to do that
until I’ve been over the research notes.’

‘Huh. Well, if you want to help
the soldiers dig through rubble, be my guest. I’m going back to the
airship. Where it’s warm.’

And so ended Calista’s growing
feeling that Wolf might actually be worth something.

~~~

The town of Salpetra was as dead as it
had been when they left. The buildings in the middle of the town
had been reduced to their foundations. Lights were shone into
cellars where they existed, but no one really expected the
illumination to reveal anything. Further out, some walls were still
standing, though the compression wave from the explosion tended to
have a wider impact than more conventional explosives which spread
out from a definite centre point. Dust explosions tended to give
more devastation over a wider area. And then there had been the
fire…

On the plus side for the
buildings was that a lot of them had been constructed of stone.
Salpetra had plenty of stone to go around, and plenty of people who
knew how to cut it. Fewer knew how to build with it; stone
buildings had collapsed because their construction was not that
good rather than because the construction materials were weak.
Still, if the rubble of some building looked undisturbed, there was
not much point in moving it to look beneath. Calista used focused
search magic anyway, just to be sure. She really did not want to
use magic over a wide area. Specifically, she did not want her
magic getting near to the mine.

After a couple of hours of
hunting through the ruins, Nikole returned to the group from one of
her scouting missions. ‘There’s no evidence anywhere in town, near
to the mine or further out, that anyone left on foot.
There’s plenty of provisions in the camp. If someone had managed to
hide out here, wouldn’t they have stocked up come morning and then
made a run for it? I think we’re wasting our time.’

Lieutenant Roche nodded. ‘I
believe, Miss Abasolo, that you’re right. They were caught so
off-guard that they could do nothing. No one survived.’

‘Yeah. Sorry. I found more of
those holes.’

‘Yes,’ Calista said. ‘There seem
to be more of them in the camp, but I’ve seen a number of them
around town.’

‘I found a few out as far as
about half a league to the west. There may be more, but they were
getting very sparse at that point. Finding them would be
tough.’

Calista looked west. ‘Thinning
out to the west… Huh. It’s kind of like something was searching for
something. And by something, I mean more people to kill. It
attacked the camp and then went looking through the town. Then
further afield.’

‘And it gave up when it couldn’t
find anything,’ Roman finished. ‘Here we are providing it with
something else to look for.’

‘That assumes it knows we’re
here. The camp was there for quite a while and nothing happened.
What made it attack after so long?’

‘Uh…’

‘Rhetorical question. I’m going
to be reading research notes after lunch because I have a strong
feeling I’ll find the answer in them.’

~~~

‘I think I might be in actual, physical
pain,’ Calista whined. She was whining, which would not do, but
reading the documentation the magicians had left behind was like
torture. She had all the notes spread over a table in the mess.
Roman was helping, or at least reading the same material and trying
to provide a second voice on the subject. Dalila and Pilar were
standing by.

‘It’s not very organised,’ Roman
said.

‘Organisation is far from being
the main problem! These people should be executed for crimes
against the scientific method. I am serious. It’s that bad.’

‘To be fair, I don’t think
they’ve ever really heard of the scientific method here. I’m sure
some people do experiments in a way that would fit it, but it’s
never been systematised the way it was on our worlds.’

‘I know.’ Calista sagged. Her
forehead hit the table with more force than she really meant it to,
but she was sufficiently discouraged and keen to make the dramatic
point that she did not wince. ‘It’s not hard. Well, it’s not hard
to get the general principles right. Characterise your subject
through observation. Come up with a hypothesis regarding the nature
of your subject from those characterisations. Make predictions
regarding the subject based on your hypothesis. Conduct experiments
to confirm or disprove your predictions. Revise your hypothesis and
repeat.’

‘I have heard this so many
times,’ Pilar said in a voice which was probably supposed to only
reach Dalila’s ears.

Calista ignored her maid and lab
assistant. ‘This lot came here with some notes which basically say:
we can’t trust anything we’ve heard about what’s going on in
Salpetra, and probably nothing is. Now prove that. It is
exactly the wrong way to conduct an investigation.’

‘Of any kind,’ Roman agreed.
‘Scientific or criminal, if you start with your conclusion, you’ll
bend the facts to prove what you want to be true.’

Calista lifted her head and
pointed sharply at Roman. ‘That! Ugh, and they wrote down so much
totally useless crap! We’ll be at this all afternoon!’

‘Pilar,’ Dalila said, ‘return to
our cabin and retrieve that box.’

‘What box?’ Calista asked.

‘That box?’ Pilar said,
ignoring Calista. ‘But you said we were only to use that box
in the most dire of emergencies.’

‘I believe those conditions are
met.’

Pilar turned a worried look upon
her mistress. ‘You may be right.’ She rushed off.

‘What box?!’

Dalila gave her mistress a long
look. ‘Madam, it is the box I brought for emergencies. It contains
some very good tea and a supply of biscuits from the palace, all
preserved to perfect freshness with magic. I’ll put the kettle
on.’

A tear escaped the corner of
Calista’s eye as she watched her maid head for the kitchen.
‘Dalila, will you marry me?’

‘I’m sorry, madam, but I’m
waiting for the right man. You’ll have to make do with me being
your maid.’

‘I could probably turn myself
into a man if–’

‘No, madam.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably
right.’

~~~

‘To summarise,’ Roman said.

‘Please do,’ Calista said. ‘I’d
love to see whether your summary fits with my image of this, um,
situation.’

‘They came here with the
intention of proving that there’s nothing really dangerous in the
mine. They used a lot of magic to look into the mine and
encountered a lot of interference which made it difficult to
actually detect anything. So, they used more power to try to
penetrate the interference. They started detecting some form of
response, basically pushbacks from within the mine, but they kept
pressing and the energy surges got more frequent and stronger. Then
the reports stop.’

‘My version has more swearing
and much more derisive characterisation.’

‘That was a given.’

‘Yeah. So, it seems highly
likely that the magic they used woke the thing up, and it
eventually responded to see whether there was food available. It’s
a solid hypothesis. I can make predictions and come up with
experiments to test them, but I think it’s safer if I don’t.’

‘Madam’s self-control is
apparently better than that of the academics,’ Dalila said.

‘Thanks, Dalila. Just remember
that the next time I threaten to blow up the lab.’

‘We will need to poke that thing
at some point,’ Roman said. ‘I don’t want to either, but if it did
come out, we need to find out how and why.’

Calista nodded. ‘Yeah. I’m not
sure we’ll have to go looking. Roche wants to set a watch in the
camp tonight. I’ll be joining them. I get the feeling we’ll need to
be ready for a rapid evacuation.’

~~~

The one thing no one was going to be
doing was sleeping. Roche had called for a volunteer contingent of
eight men to stand the first watch. There was a second set of eight
ready to take the latter part of the night, but everyone on the
first watch was expecting to see trouble before that happened. The
only evidence that something would happen was the lack of evidence
that the original unit stationed here had ever existed, but
that evidence was enough to have everyone on high alert.

That included Calista and Pilar.
Calista was taking the watch without the other heroes because, she
had said, there was no point in them all being on the ground and in
immediate danger. Roman had argued the most, but both Calista and
Nikole had pointed out that he could be on the ground from the
airship in seconds if he was needed. Wolf had not really argued at
all, though he was watching from the bridge.

Dalila had argued a little with
Pilar about who would be attending to Calista. As the senior maid,
Dalila felt that it was her duty. Pilar felt the danger in the
situation meant exactly the opposite: the junior maid should be
doing the job. She had then played her trump: it was not
impossible, given past experience, that whatever had killed the
other soldiers could not see her. Pilar was a Null, someone
incapable of using magic and largely immune to its effects, good or
bad. She had almost certainly survived the original Salpetra
incident because the zombies wandering around town appeared to be
incapable of detecting her.

Calista had suggested that
neither of them needed to be with her, but that was never going to
happen, and she knew it, and her heart was not really in arguing
otherwise.

So, everyone was on tenterhooks,
watching every shadow, and trying not to jump at every sound.
Calista had a ring of eight light spells circling the camp with a
ninth situated directly over the centre. There was plenty of light,
but it seemed like it just amplified the darkness. There was little
sound because what had once been a – somewhat – thriving town was
now entirely dead. Even the night sounds one might expect from
animals were missing; there had been nothing living here for quite
some time, and nothing seemed to want to move in to fill the gap.
The silence, of course, made every simple sound a sign that doom
was about to befall them.

Humans are not capable of
keeping that kind of heightened alert going for too long. It took
an hour, give or take, for most of the marines to settle into more
of a standard state of alertness. Some were jumping at shadows for
a little while longer. Pilar made a lot of tea to cover her nerves,
which no one was complaining about. Calista checked her contingency
spells.

Contingency spells were spells
cast upon a target which did not really do anything until some
trigger condition was met. Most magicians had to use elementals to
make this work; they had one or more elementals follow them around
ready to work some effect when something happened. Calista did not
really work with elementals – though she could if needed. Instead,
she suspended the magic required to work the spell within her body,
and she had a feeling that other casters could do the same with
only a Magic elemental, if they had been able to summon Magic
elementals.

After having learned about
contingency spells, Calista had pointed out that they were just a
general case of held spells. Her tutor, Royal High Mage Nereo
Blanchet, had not really grasped the concept. Held spells were
pre-cast and then triggered with a word when the mage wanted them,
cutting the casting time for elemental magic from minutes to a
second. Very useful for most; not very useful to Calista. A held
spell was a contingent spell with a word or phrase as a trigger.
Was that not obvious? Apparently, Blanchet had never considered it,
and neither had anyone else. The triggers for contingent magic were
often more complicated, requiring additional elementals to detect
the trigger condition, so magical academics viewed them as
something different. Calista had sighed.

Whatever, ever since being
bashed on the head and kidnapped, Calista had made sure that she
always had a few contingency spells cast upon herself. Blanchet had
said she should be careful because most mages had a limit to the
number of spells they could cast in this way. Calista probably did
have a limit, but she was yet to reach it. Only one of the spells
she had ‘loaded’ – as she preferred to call it – was really
applicable here. Unless humans were behind all this somehow, and no
one had even suggested that the Red Star Confederacy was behind it
all this time.

And then it began. Nothing had
happened for over two hours; everyone was relaxing at least a
little. That changed instantly as someone screamed. It was a scream
of pain and cut off very suddenly, as though whoever it had come
from had just vanished. Heads turned and, when they looked at the
point they thought the scream had come from, there was no one.
There was, however, something.

It looked like it had emerged
from one of the weird holes they had found all over the campsite.
It was black and shiny in a way that suggested wetness rather than
a glossy skin. Maybe oily was the right term. There was something
about it which suggested a root, something in its appearance
suggesting plant rather than animal, but it moved like a tentacle
of some sort, or perhaps a large worm extending some ten royal feet
from the ground. It did not exactly writhe – which might have been
expected under normal narrative conventions – but instead, it
appeared to be searching. Those who noticed this immediately
suspected what it was searching for.

‘Where’s Morris?’

‘What is that thing?’

‘Everyone, ready your weapons!’
The last was from Roche, who had drawn his sword. ‘There may be
more of them.’

It was, perhaps, the kind of
thing you should not say under such circumstances. The ground did
not exactly erupt, because all the roots emerged from holes they
had already excavated. Emerge they did, however, and there were a
lot of them. There were more screams, and this time Calista was
looking at one of the marines who screamed as it happened. A root
emerged in
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