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Season Two Recap
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After defeating the Dead Queen, the undead queen of the space pirates, on her own ship, the Blackwells sisters, Amelia, Iris and Marta, fled, taking the Queen’s zombie dog and the mythril core of her ship with them. That left the mountain-sized block of granite listing helplessly through space, but that wasn’t the end of the matter...

The Dead Queen survived and turned her full focus on revenge, because when one is queen of the pirates, image is everything, and her lieutenants, who may as well have been sharks, smelled the blood in the water.

It didn’t take her long to get her ship under partial control and she soon attacked Junkshop, one of the many Ice Palaces that serve as orbital refueling stations. She stole the station’s core and used it to get her ship fully under control again, that she might follow the Blackwell sisters.

Meanwhile, the sisters sought aid in their battle with the pirate queen, but were rejected at the first Ice Palace they visited. Worse, they were declared persona non grata, meaning they could stop to refuel at Ice Palaces, but they had to leave as soon as possible.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, Marta’s soul was necromantically linked to the Dead Queen and Iris was addicted to pleasure spells, as the means to interrogate her, something the local witches couldn’t help them with. Both were in bad shape.

The chase was on and the sisters stopped at many places where they had friends, seeking aid. Amelia secretly arranged for their allies to meet them at the end of the road, while they took a long route that spiraled around the gas giant, Junas, multiple times. Using the travel time between moons, Amelia designed weapons.

Iris soon died from her addiction and met Nuva, Goddess of the dead, who charged Iris with the task of defeating the Dead Queen, once and for all, then sent her back, to serve as one of Nuva’s Blessed, making her a priestess.

When they reached Katuna, the lowest moon in orbit of Junas, the battle was joined between the Dead Queen’s ship and an armada of ships composed of the friends of the Blackwell sisters. The battle was a close-run thing, because the Queen’s ship was solid granite, and she specialized in fighting fleets.

The tide of the battle turned when Katuna, the Goddess of war, climbed out of the atmosphere of Junas and charged into battle as a giant, many miles tall! That gave the fleet an opportunity to corner the huge ship, while the Blackwell sisters and many mercenaries boarded it, to end the Queen and her zombie army.

Come the finish, every one of their allies played an important part in marking the path, particularly the Queen’s zombie dog, Bones, who’d chosen Marta over his own master. Bones slew the Queen, but when she rose as a vengeful ghost, she consumed his soul.

Marta ultimately won the battle and consumed the Queen’s spirit, completing the battle of soul vs. soul the Queen forced on her during Season One. That left Marta struggling with her identity.

The sisters ended the battle, took control of the massive ship and flew it to the L1 Lagrange point. They attached a Gnomish Accumulator to the ship’s core, a forbidden device that turned the mythril into a magical explosive on par with a nuclear bomb, then rode the shockwave like a surfer on the ocean. The explosion was seen by nearly everyone living in orbit of Junas and a prepared message was shared with the remaining pirates, suggesting they turn themselves in.

The sisters set course for Ice Palace Sixty-Eight, to refuel their ship. As Amelia considered where to go after that, she realized she wanted to go home to Cakana, where she left a man behind, that she’s still in love with, namely Dawkin Icebrow, her former assistant.

As she began to plot a course home, The Book of Newts, the magical book that’s been bolstering her talent with mathematics and piloting, rebelled and took back its gifts, because it wants to explore space, not indulge in romance.

The story now continues, with someone else they left behind, on Cakana...
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Episode 23
The Carrot
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Chapter 1
Dugaria’s Fall
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Lieutenant Colonel Scarth Denholm stood before King Stevyn, her head bowed with reverence. Beside her was Captain Kristina “Killer” Krauss, who’d also bowed her head, though not quite as low, giving her the chance to scan the room. Both women had black hair, brown eyes and a slightly dark skin tone, which marked them as locals to the Kingdom of Dugaria. They wore the dark green field uniform of the military, though atop their heads were the short, pointed hats of War Witches. The rank insignia on their collars included a stylized witch hat that marked their additional authority; witches that were of the same rank as a non-witch were allowed to give orders to the non-witch, due to their unusual status and the respect that came with it. Each wore a sword on their hip, because Dugaria was at war.

King Stevyn wore plate armor over his whole body, aside from his head, because he’d taken his great helm off, to better see the work at hand. Slung over his left shoulder was a dark green sash that marked his allegiance to Dugaria. His black hair was long, but well-combed, and his brown eyes were filled with obvious worry. His brow was furrowed and the wrinkles in his face had grown deeper in the past year. He was in his early fifties and had no heir, because his family had been killed shortly after the tide of the war had turned. Denholm had been there to protect the royal family, but Skobia’s Grand Vizier had gotten in the way of her duty, though the King hadn’t blamed her, because she’d done her best and he knew it. Ixium Mildshine was a wizard of great power that had forced Denholm to respect him, because he’d fought her to a draw every time they met on the battlefield and Denholm was the very best War Witch Dugaria had ever produced.

The King leaned over a table on which a map of the kingdom had been spread, some books used to weigh down the corners. Polished glass beads with flat bottoms in a green shade marked the position of Dugaria forces, while yellow beads marked the known positions held by the neighboring kingdom of Skobia. Several of the King’s aides stood around the table, dressed the same way, that they might serve as decoys in a combat situation.

Denholm had no need to look at the map and the positions of both armies, because it was already outdated. Nonetheless, she knew it should have been nearly all green in the areas inside the Rimestar walls, the capital of Dugaria, and yellow everywhere else.

Denholm boiled with rage at the traitorous woman responsible for the massive change in direction of the war, but so far, the King hadn’t given the order to track the woman down for punishment, because defense occupied his every waking thought. Someday, Private Amelia Blackwell was going to pay for her disloyalty to the crown, even if it was the last thing Denholm ever accomplished.

The King appeared extremely weary, and he hadn’t been himself since his family had been killed, another thing Denholm blamed on the traitor.

The traitorous woman had been tasked with designing a wondrous new weapon for Dugaria: a steam-powered war wagon that would have given the common soldiers a serious advantage over the enemy and might even have made them a match for enemy witches and wizards, like Skobia’s Grand Vizier, but the traitor had stolen the prototype. Worse that that, she’d sent the plans off to Skobia, before escaping into space via a rocket.

Denholm had tracked down the woman’s apprentice and stolen the plans for the rocket, which local craftsmen had struggled to reproduce, despite how easy to follow the plans were, because it was so advanced. Within four months, however, just as the rocket had nearly been finished, war wagons began appearing on the battlefield, practically turning the tide of the war, overnight.

In the past, Dugaria’s War Witches had been an unstoppable force that steadily pushed back the battle lines of Skobia, but with vehicle-mounted spring-gonnes, the war wagons had firepower almost comparable to the average witch. The massive number of them and the ease with which Skobia was always churning out more made them a real problem. All positions that had been captured by Dugaria forces were quickly retaken and Dugaria had been forced into full retreat. Seven months had passed since the traitor’s actions and all that remained of the proud nation of Dugaria was Rimestar.

“Raise your head, Scarth.” The King used the same informal tone he’d used with Denholm for most of her life, because he trusted her a great deal, based on the loyalty she’d demonstrated at every turn, “Report, then come and share your opinion.”

Denholm spoke with great reluctance, “Our mission was a failure. Mildshine was able to fight off both of us. He managed to sucker-punch me right at the start, then defeated Krauss. We only barely escaped, due to every witch in the capital coming to our aid. He’s grown even more skilled since the last time I faced him.”

“King Bayard’s favorite advisor has the strangest sense of honor.” The King sighed, “Mildshine always duels with equal force, because he has no desire to kill another user of magic, despite the fact he uses an ancient, enchanted staff that enhances his powers. He allows his opponents to save face by pretending to be their equal, as he’s done with you on all previous occasions. His goal has always been to remove magic from the fighting, to leave war in the hands of common soldiers.

“Before the war wagons appeared, we were winning because Mildshine couldn’t be in multiple places at once, but we’ve been losing artillery witches left and right, because Skobia has been focusing on them.” The King sounded weary, “However, I thought the two of you might have half a chance of defeating Mildshine as a team, but it would seem that only roused him to anger, because you violated his sense of fairness.”

“I had no idea he was so powerful.” Denholm admitted, “I’m sorry for my failures.”

The King shook his head, “The failure is mine, Scarth. Now, come and share your opinion, since you just came from the battlefield.”

Denholm obeyed, starting by moving the beads around on the map, the tide of yellow spilling through the eastern gate of the city, which had been one of the biggest and most heavily fortified.

“After our attempt to kill Mildshine, he blasted the gate to bits and an entire mechanized division used it as the perfect opportunity to break through. Even now, our forces are struggling to retake the gate complex, but...” Denholm trailed off.

“Yes?” King Stevyn prompted.

Denholm began to cry, her heart breaking for the nation she loved so much, because she knew, deep down, the war was basically over and Rimestar would fall within three days.

“I see.” Stevyn sighed, “Then we really have lost. I should never have started this war. I should have left things alone and accepted the existing trade agreement. I’m sorry, Scarth.”

Krauss stepped over and spoke, her eyes aglow with the inner delight of a serial killer contemplating a killing spree, “Shall we go out in a blaze of glory?”

Stevyn turned and stared Krauss in the eye, giving her a look of intense rage as he growled, “Be silent! I wasn’t speaking with you!”

Krauss acted like a light bulb when its switch is turned off: the light was suddenly gone from her face and she stepped back. Denholm had always kept the woman on a short leash, because Krauss was the second most powerful witch in the country, but there was no line she wouldn’t cross. In fact, she was nothing more than a deranged monster, which had earned her the nickname of “Killer”. She was useful, but one had to watch her at all times, lest she go too far. The king was well-aware of that fact, which was the very reason he always spoke to her so harshly, to reinforce his authority. Nonetheless, Krauss was loyal, after a fashion: Dugaria gave her plenty of targets to kill, which was all she cared about.

“What are your orders, my King?” Denholm asked.

“Raise the white flag, because we’re surrendering. I’ll be turning myself over to Skobia in the hopes King Bayard will spare what’s left of my people. After you do that, you’re free to do as you please, so long as it doesn’t interfere with the surrender. Choose for yourself the path you’d like to follow, with my blessing.”

Denholm leaned close to her King, whispering, “What about Krauss?”

“If you need her skills, take her with you. If not, then please kill her. I don’t need her going on a rampage, because we left her to her own devices.” The King answered in a similar hush.

Denholm saluted, then bowed rather deeply, tears dripping onto the floor as she spoke, “Yes, my King! It has been my pleasure to serve in your army and a pleasure to know you!”

As she rose, King Stevyn hugged her, whispering in her ear, “I should have made you my heir, by adopting you. Your love for Dugaria is boundless, beyond even my own, and I’m grateful for your years of excellent service.” Tears rolled from his eyes, “You would have made an amazing Queen.”

He released Denholm and walked from the room, heading east, followed by his aides. Denholm watched her king go, reflecting on how proud and tall he’d always stood, but in that moment, with his shoulders hunched, because he was so very weary, he seemed small. He was frail and broken, his conquering spirit shattered, his pride gone, because he’d given up. Denholm had thought her heart as broken as possible, but seeing her king humbled to a mere fraction of his true self, her heart shattered to tiny bits, leaving only unaccountable grief and impotent rage.

When the king was out of sight, because he’d gone around a corner, Denholm let go of grief and her mind fully settled into the rage she’d kept on the back burner for seven months. As the rage took her quivering frame, her eyes glowed red, followed by a dark, red aura appearing around her as magic condensed out of the air! Denholm spoke no words for a spell and made no attempt to shape the magic, leading to an uncontrolled burst, which is most commonly known as a surge!

Obviously sensing the dense buildup of energy, Krauss cursed, turned away and tried to run as the magic began to take shape, based on the imagination of Denholm! The red wave of energy exploded outward, crushing the mortared stones of the palace into fine dust as inverted gravitational waves flowed in all directions!

“Amelia Blackwell will pay!” Denholm screamed as the palace exploded around her!

* * *
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Large swaths of the castle burst into fragments and accelerated away with lethal velocity, killing soldiers on both sides, as well as many of the common man that had taken up the sword to support the army! Neighboring buildings were ripped to shreds by the volley of shrapnel, while various witches flying on broomsticks attempted, in vain, to defend themselves, overcome by the sheer velocity of the stone chunks!

Only the distant, flying figure of a wizard with a staff in hand had any success at using magic to counter the attack, managing to erect a protective bubble of solidified air around both himself and much of the mechanized division that was pouring in through the east gate! Everything in the air was drawn with great force toward the bubble by the gravity spell suddenly changing direction, including all of the injured witches, a huge section of the palace that weighed thirty tons and all the sharp, little fragments that had been thrown into the air by the initial burst! The little stuff bounced off and the witches were mercifully caught by it, like falling into soft snow, but Mildshine’s magic wasn’t enough to deflect the biggest chunk, which smashed through the bubble, crushing the steel-shod shapes of twenty war wagons, as well as the infantry supporting them!

* * *
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Inside, the surge managed to make the wish of Krauss come true: all her thoughts, and more importantly, her imagination, had been focused on survival. She was no good at gravity magic, but that didn’t matter to a surge, which was shaped by her imagination into a countering wave of gravity that barely saved her life, though she was still thrown into a wall!

Krauss picked herself up and brushed off her uniform, looking on her superior with not just respect, but naked fear. Denholm had magic at least an order of magnitude stronger, which became even more impressive when she was angry. She was beyond scary and Krauss had always been secretly terrified of the woman!

The only reason she’d accepting serving Dugaria had been Denholm giving her a choice, as a young girl, right after putting her through a fate worse than death: serve the king or suffer endlessly. Krauss knew she was crazy, in a fiery and hot sort of way, but Denholm was crazy in a more chilly fashion, with a sort of terrifying warmth at the very center. She was cold and calculating, but everything she did was in service to her country. She loved Dugaria with all her heart and anyone that spat on that was murdered, unless they were strong enough to fight her off. It was loyalty without any form of boundaries, a trait even Krauss recognized as insanity, not that she was stupid enough to point it out.

Looking on the dense aura of hatred-shaped magic surrounding her boss, Krauss grinned, because all of the chilly bits of Denholm were gone, leaving only a white-hot rage that might never be quenched, all of it directed at the traitor. Seeing the woman’s transformation, Krauss relaxed, because she’d just realized how much the two of them had in common, after all. With no one left to be loyal to, Denholm was off the chain and it was going to be fun, killing anyone and everyone that stood in their way...

* * *
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“Find a pair of broomsticks,” Denholm ordered, “then meet me at the flag pole!”

“Yes, Ma’am!” Krauss saluted with enthusiasm, then hurried off.

Denholm searched the wreckage of the palace for a piece of white cloth, eventually locating a mattress that had a torn, white cover on it. Ripping that into a flag shape, she walked out of the wreckage, toward a section of green lawn surrounding the castle’s flag pole, where the green and white flag of Dugaria waved.

With tears rolling down her cheeks, she lowered the flag, reverentially folded it into a triangle, then hung her makeshift flag of surrender in its place. She raised that, then sat down, looking on the flag of her beloved nation. Grief returned and she wept for the coming loss of her country, which would soon be no more.

In the distance, the fighting stopped over the course of the next five minutes, as various officers took a moment to look at the signal flags hanging from the walls of what remained of the palace, only to instead see the white flag of surrender on the flag pole. That caused them to order their men to throw down their weapons and raise their hands.

Krauss arrived with a pair of broomsticks and together, they flew away, headed for one of the many lookout towers of the city, which was newer than the rest, with a curious line of cracks that ran up and down the entire height of it, on opposite sides. Strangely, it had been erected in the center of a major street.

Shortly after they landed and headed inside, the tower split along the cracks, one whole side falling into the street, below, revealing a gleaming tower of steel, the tip of which resembled an arrowhead, though it had windows. The sides were peaked, for an aerodynamic shape, and the whole thing stood on four rocket nozzles made of steel. As the rocket’s engines roared to life, producing a huge cloud of steam, most of the other half of the tower was blown outward and away by an invisible force, leaving only a thin support gantry. As the engines roared, the tower rose into the air as sacrificial bolts snapped, releasing the rocket from the gantry, which lost all rigidity as a result, because it had been kept together via steel cables attached to the bolts. However, the clever design forced all of it to fall away, under the force of the column of steam supporting the rocket.

The noise was unbearably loud and everyone in Rimestar stopped what they were doing to watch for a time. It wasn’t the first time the locals had seen something like it, because another rocket had blasted off from the outskirts of the city, just seven months earlier, but it was sufficiently unnerving that most made signs to ward off evil.

When the rocket reached a sufficient altitude to avoid doing severe damage to the city, the engines were cranked to full power and it accelerated, soon breaking the sound barrier. After a while, it pitched down to one side, in a crude attempt to reach orbit.
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Chapter 2
Broken Heart
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After crying for several hours, Amelia Blackwell had finally run out of tears, though her blue eyes were rimmed with red. Her older sisters, Marta and Iris, had held her the entire time, despite the fact they had no idea why she was crying.

Amelia was a young woman in her twenties, with dirty blond hair that had been unevenly hacked off with a knife in the past month, because it had been in her way, during an emergency. She’d been so focused on survival, she’d never had the time to get it more neatly trimmed. She was rather short and slender, though her arms displayed the kind of muscle that was common among mechanics and engineers. She wore a blue one-piece work suit with short sleeves that was stained with grease and grime from near-constant work, which had been custom-made for her.

“Are you finally ready to talk about this?” Iris asked as she stroked Amelia’s hair.

Iris was average height, with ash-blond hair in french braids. Her blue eyes were filled with concern. She was amazingly beautiful, with the kind of curves that turned the heads of men. She also wore a custom work suit in a blue shade, though hers was considerably cleaner than Amelia’s, because Iris wasn’t technically inclined.

Marta added, “We can’t do much to help if you don’t tell us what’s wrong.”

Marta was a rather tall woman, with a muscular build like a lumberjack, though she was no less womanly for it. She was proportioned right to be attractive, but had grown much larger than average, because she took after their father, who really had been a lumberjack. She had golden-blond hair and the same shade of blue eyes as her sisters. Despite the obvious concern on her face, she looked completely exhausted, though it definitely wasn’t due to some physical concern, because she was very healthy and well-rested.

The sisters sat on the floor of the crew quarters of their ship, Starwitch, a long, steel rocket that was currently hurtling through space on a transfer orbit that would take several more days to complete.

The room featured a small, round table with three chairs and three mattresses, all of which were lashed or bolted to the floor, which featured regular little doors that could be opened to reveal rings on the ends of eye bolts for running rope or cables through. The purpose of them was to hold things in place, should artificial gravity be lost. That was how the mattresses were held in place, but the table and chairs used a different approach: the eye bolts had been replaced with clamps that held their legs.

The windows in the ceiling and walls were rather dark compared to those in the rest of the ship, since the room was intended for sleeping. The stars of space were visible through them and to one side was the red, orange, white and brown gas giant named Junas, which was said to be the home of the gods.

The walls were lined with cabinets of every shape and size, including some rather large lockers that held pressure suits for the sisters, because the room also served as a storage area. Many of the cabinets were pressure sealed and could keep their contents safe, even with the loss of internal atmosphere.

Amelia took a deep breath and finally spoke, her voice quavering, because she was still so upset, “I was trying to decide where we should go next, when it hit me that I want to go home, to Cakana. I want to see Dawkin. I want to tell him I’m sorry for leaving him behind, but...” She trailed off, too upset to say what came next.

Cakana was the moon they’d all been born on, which orbited Junas. It was a world that had cut itself off from space, over a petty disagreement.

Dawkin Icebrow had been Amelia’s chief apprentice, back on Cakana, before they’d fled from the unjust war Dugaria had started with Skobia. Amelia hadn’t known until the day they’d left, which had been far too late to change her plans, but she was in love with him and she’d been forced to leave him behind, lest Skobia take too long building her weapons to save themselves. Other apprentices had also been given copies of the plans, but Dawkin had been the most knowledgeable. Without him, Skobia likely would have taken too long to build the weapons they needed to defend themselves.

Following logic and reason, Amelia had left him behind, but despite her every attempt to stay busy and go about the labors of life, she hadn’t been able to forget that last kiss they’d shared, which had been more magical than mere magic. As a witch, an engineer and a scholar, Amelia had studied magic and science in great detail, but love was something beyond explanation, beyond logic and reason. Her heart ached for the man she loved and all she wanted was to go home...

“I’m fine with that.” Marta shared her opinion, her eyes taking on an evil gleam, “If Dugaria wants to give us trouble, I’ll show them what I can do with the magic I stole from the Queen!”

Marta was referring to the queen of the pirates, who’d used necromancy to begin a soul versus soul battle to consume Marta and her magic, which Marta had eventually won. That had left her brimming with more magic than ever, though the cost had been exceptionally high: her body now contained the souls of not only herself and the Queen, but also every one of the Queen’s previous victims, which was not a short list. As a result, she was struggling with her identity and impulses that weren’t her own, something that was likely to take years to sort out, if it was even possible.

Iris glanced at Marta with a measure of concern, before speaking her own mind, “I don’t want to go home, but after all we’ve learned since we left, I know we can handle anything, even if we have to face Denholm and Krauss again.” The mere mention of “Killer” Krauss put a shiver through Iris, because she’d worked with that psychotic woman.

“That’s not it.” Amelia took a deep breath, then explained, “The Book has rebelled and it won’t help me with the math! I can’t plot a direct course!” She burst into tears again.

Both of her sisters got a knowing look in their eyes.

The Book of Newts was an ancient and powerful magical artifact, a volume two feet wide, square, which was four inches thick, every page made of the thinnest rice paper. It contained an incredible store of scientific and mathematical knowledge, as well as a minimum amount of information on magic, mostly as it related to science. Its true name was actually Newton’s Mechanics, but it masked itself with an illusion that made it look like a book about newts of all species, complete with full-page colored drawings, most of which were surely fictional, because they looked absurd. Only those with a powerful, genetic gift for mathematics could see through the illusion.

The Book was intelligent and sometimes helpful, but overall, it was as selfish as a cat. Its greatest desire was more knowledge, which would magically add new pages to it and the knowledge it craved most would only be gained by exploring the universe.

It could be extremely manipulative and had the power to influence the mind of its owner, but it was limited by the magic possessed by them, making a weak witch like Amelia a perfect fit, allowing her to learn its secrets without being turned into a puppet. With how little magical power she possessed, The Book didn’t have the power to do more than plant suggestions or dreams in her mind and if she set her heart on resisting, it had no influence.

It could also touch the minds of those that didn’t own it, to plant weak suggestions, but it only did so when it was dissatisfied with its current owner, using that power as the means to escape.

Ironically, powerful witches craved and fought over the book, convinced it held vast secrets about magic, but the moment they laid hands on it, their own magic was used to shatter their minds, making them puppets.

Amelia had received the book at the age of ten, as part of her mother paying an old wizard to let her choose a volume from his collection. The Book had made itself known to her and she’d selected it. She’d only read about a third of it, because it was so dense with information, she tended to get headaches from reading, then needed time to digest what she’d learned.

Amelia had a fair portion of the genetic mathematical gift required to see through the illusion masking the book, which left her in the unique position of being able to see either the illusion or the real truth at a whim. She hadn’t realized The Book had been bolstering her abilities, until it took away what it had given her, just hours before.

She’d had an ability to do calculus in her head one moment, only for all of that knowledge to be gone in another, along with vast tracts of the geometry and trigonometry she’d learned, which had left her unable to plot a direct course for Starwitch, something she’d previously done in mere seconds.

“The moment I set my heart on going home, The Book took away my ability to do advanced math. I had no idea that it had been helping me that way, all along!” Amelia sobbed, “We can still follow the courses from the navigation tables everyone else uses, but that will take nine months! Nine months is too long! Dawkin will hate me by the time we get home!

“Why did I leave him behind?” She wailed as Marta and Iris held her, “We could have taken him with us! How could I have been so stupid?”

Iris took Amelia’s hand and gave it a loving squeeze, saying, “You’re not stupid. You just didn’t fully comprehend your own feelings, until today. That’s not so rare with eggheads like you and love can blindside almost anyone.”

“She’s right, you know.” Marta agreed, “It was that way for me, with Zayne. I didn’t know how I felt, until he began courting another girl. It took me six months to get his attention again, during which I thought my feelings might kill me.”

* * *
[image: ]


Iris gave Marta a look of deep concern, because she knew Marta’s words were quite wrong. Zayne and Marta had been each other’s first love and had married shortly after. There hadn’t been another girl, but Iris wasn’t at all surprised Marta was confused, her own memories mixing with those of the other souls in her body. After what she’d been through, her mind was probably a total mess.

Iris made a mental note to have a word with Marta when they had a quiet moment, but Amelia needed their full attention for the time being.

* * *
[image: ]


“Okay,” Amelia nodded and wiped away some of her tears, “but what should we do? I thought about asking a Newt Witch, but if they hear about The Book rejecting me, they’ll take it from me, then go back to all the awful things they were doing before they found out I had it. I can’t let them go back to mistreating wizards, like that. I also considered sending a message to Sakura, but she’s going to be busy fighting pirates for months, if not years to come. She won’t be easy to reach.”

The Order of Newts was the body of witches that ruled the local star system, the members of which were known as Newt Witches. The organization had been founded with the purpose of serving the proper owner of The Book, but since it had rejected Amelia, she likely no longer counted as the proper owner. All of the Newt Witches had exceptional talent for math, far beyond even Amelia.

Captain Sakura Grim was a former Newt Witch, but also the head of the pirate hunters, a group dedicated to exterminating the space pirates. Since the Blackwell sisters had killed the pirate queen, the pirates were more disorganized than ever and Sakura’s people were taking advantage, to kill those that hadn’t accepted the generous offer of light punishment the Newt Witches had offered them.

Sakura would most certainly be willing to help Amelia and would never try to steal The Book, because she hated the thing, based on an attempt it made to get into her head.

“We go home,” Iris answered, “as slow as it takes. We should reach out to Sakura, anyway, because we might get lucky. If we leave the message directly with the pirate hunters, the Order won’t find out.”

“Until then, Amelia,” Marta chipped in, “You’ve got a battle of wills to win. As you may recall, the Queen once owned The Book and she was able to manipulate it, rather than falling to its whims. You just have to find some way to motivate it to help you. Try the carrot first, but if that doesn’t work, use the stick and wield it with absolute confidence.”

“The only thing it wants is to explore, which I’ve no desire to do, right now.” Amelia shook her head.

“Then you’ll have to work with threats.”

Amelia grumbled, “But The Book is indestructible! I tried destroying one of the pages, not too long ago, because it recorded an invention I never intended to write down, for fear of it falling into the wrong hands.”

“I was there.” Iris agreed, “It damaged the scissors and the metal snips. It also shrugged off paint without trouble. There’s serious magic in that thing, enough to prevent its destruction.”

Marta nodded, “I’ll give it some thought and scour the Queen’s memories of the thing. I might come up with something. In the mean time, Amelia, think about what it wants and try to manipulate it into obeying you. Find some leverage and force it to give in. If you can do that, you’ll likely never face insubordination from it again.”

“Okay.” Amelia wiped the last of her tears away, then rose, heading for her workshop, where The Book had a bench all to itself.
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Chapter 3
Enemy of my Enemy
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Captain Edwina “Roaring” Rowley sat on the crystal throne that served as the command chair of her ship, Glass House. The throne was atop a raised dais at the center of the room, while work stations for the bridge crew faced outward, in a ring around her. Her ship was made of transparent glass and crystal that had been enchanted with runes that made it more durable, which normally gave an excellent view of the surrounding space. At the moment, the ship was surrounded by absolute blackness, because it was invisible and light from outside had been bent around it.

The ship was mostly a long tube, though the bridge was in a raised tower near the center, giving it a shape very much like that of a military submarine. Most of it was clear, giving a view of the interior, though sections around crew quarters were stained glass, to give a little privacy. At a glance, it became clear that most of the internal spaces had recently been gutted to install light guides all over the ship, which funneled light toward the center, where an array of lenses had been installed. The overall design used mirrors that could be popped out and turned to focus light from the sun inward. There, the lenses combined it into a powerful death ray that very little could stand up to, especially with the recent modifications that had turned almost all internal spaces into more paths for light to follow.

Rowley had helped the Blackwell sisters stop the pirate queen, in the hope of gaining enough goodwill for an opportunity to go legit, but Sakura Grim had been the one with final say in the matter. She’d made her intentions known by taking an attack run at Glass House, just as soon as the battle was over.

That was the very reason Rowley was in hiding, her ship invisible and orbiting the most rural backwater moon above Junas, which had no formal contact with space. She’d made the decision to land and make a new life for herself and her crew. She hoped to find refuge there, at least if she kept the fact that she was a witch to herself, since the locals generally hated magic.

She had deep-set brown eyes, dark hair and sharp cheekbones. Due to the foulness of her prevailing mood, as caused by recent events, she wore a black dress studded with rubies and sapphires. The nails of her left hand were blue and those of her right were red. Red eyeshadow surrounded her left eye, while blue eyeshadow highlighted the other. She appeared to have been crying, based on lines running down her cheeks where the makeup had run, but a second glance revealed that had been done on purpose, as a stylistic choice.

Rowley wasn’t feeling well, because one of her eardrums had burst a few days before and the other had been severely damaged, which was a source of great frustration, because she was not only a pirate captain, but also a musician. The better ear was beginning to recover, though she was still having trouble with hearing and balance.

She shouted to hear herself speak, “Zindo, how are preparations for landing coming along?”

Her first officer, Mr. Zindo, stood, stepped closer and shouted back, “The engineers are ready! We merely await orders and instructions for a course!”

The nose and ears of Zindo were startlingly large and, at first glance, one tended to become struck by the notion they were in a terrible competition to draw attention to themselves. His head had been shaved and he naturally had no eyebrows, which emphasized his skull. His skin was also a little on the pale side, giving a reflective viewer the notion that he might be a skeleton masquerading as a living person, through the use of false eyes, nose and ears. He wore the same smart, sleek red and black uniform as the rest of the bridge crew, though the weapons witch wore a variation with a skirt, rather than trousers.

“Drop invisibility, so I can see Cakana!” Rowley ordered.

The blackness outside the ship faded, revealing the daytime side of a blue, brown and green world streaked with clouds. Most of the land was full of farm fields, forest and jungle, aside from a line of smoking volcanoes that almost ran halfway around the equator, with only a small gap near the center, which a major road followed. Positioned beyond the greenest patch of jungle and almost into the mountains was a massive, walled city, which appeared to be in the middle of a siege, because it was surrounded by what might have been a huge accumulation of soldiers and vehicles.

Rowley had been planning to find some remote location to land, to avoid spooking the natives, but the only option for that appeared to be in the coldest latitudes. Unfortunately, Glass House needed level ground to land on, because she flew in an atmosphere somewhat like a bird, by extending a pair of her light sail masts for use as wings, using air magic to shape the wind.

She didn’t like the prospect of landing somewhere so cold, but landing in a farm field was no good, because it would draw too much attention, and landing in forest would wreck the ship. The only other option was an ocean landing, which was doable, but would require additional preparation...

Her thoughts trailed off as she spotted a gleaming, steel object rocket upward from the city under siege, rising right out of the urban sprawl. It had a very familiar arrow-like shape, which was already rolling to one side, very slightly, in preparation for orbital insertion. The ship was sixty meters long, with a set of atmospheric control fins near the back, where a set of steel rocket nozzles were billowing high-temperature steam as propellant. The ship had four masts that ran the length of the ship, which were currently stowed in sockets designed for the purpose, since rising to orbit didn’t require wings.

“Isn’t that Starwitch?” Rowley demanded.

Zindo shouted back, “Yes, ma’am! I believe you’re correct!”

“How did the Blackwells get here so fast?” Rowley muttered, mostly to herself.

Zindo shrugged.

Rowley began a spell by speaking in the ancient language of magic, which was better known as the witch’s tongue: ‘bone’, ‘carry’ and ‘sound’. She focused her mind on an image of the Blackwell sisters, but she felt a sudden sharp pain in her skull, due to a magical rebound! That indicated the sisters weren’t in range. Rowley recast her spell in a less discriminate fashion, instead focusing on any and all magical creatures inside the other ship.

The spell she used was commonly referred to as bone transduction. It allowed magical creatures, including wizards and witches, to share words over vast distances, limited only by the power of the caster. It carried the sound of the speaker’s voice, by vibrating the skull of the listener. Most of the time, the spell worked in both directions.

“This is Captain Edwina Rowley addressing the occupants of the ship currently rising from the surface. Please identify yourself.” She tried not to shout, because she had no desire to offend a potentially very dangerous individual.

She reasoned that if someone had stolen Starwitch, then they were likely very powerful, because Marta had consumed the soul of the Queen, who’d always been in a class of her own. Therefore, whoever now owned the ship would make an excellent ally, if Rowley could avoid becoming their enemy.

The response was too soft for Rowley to make out, so she explained, “Apologies, but I’m dealing with recent damage to my ears, so please shout your responses.”

“I’m Lieutenant Colonel Scarth Denholm, owner of this ship!” The response came from a woman, in suspicious tones, “What are your intentions?”

Deciding to speak bluntly, Rowley answered, “You appear to be flying Starwitch, a vessel I’ve had unpleasant dealings with in recent days, so if you’ve killed the Blackwell sisters, then I’d like to be your friend.”

“This is not Starwitch, though it is a replica!” Denholm admitted, “And if you’re an enemy of the Blackwells, then I’d like to be your friend! Unfortunately, I’m currently having navigational troubles, because I was forced to launch without plotting a course! Can you be of assistance?”

“Give me a moment to calculate.” Rowley answered.

Denholm’s tone was testy and sarcastic, “By all means, take your time, madam!”

Fortunately for Denholm, Rowley was a former Newt Witch, with an excellent head for advanced mathematics. She examined the course of the other ship, first establishing an estimate of altitude, followed by pinning down its speed and heading, taking only two seconds. Next, she refined the numbers and arrived at a set of instructions to relay, taking another three.

“You’ve already achieved sufficient velocity to reach orbit, so cut your engines, then pitch forward another fifteen degrees. Wait precisely three minutes and twelve seconds, then fire your engines at maximum thrust for two minutes and six seconds. That should circularize your orbit.”

“Understood.” Denholm answered as she cut her engines and angled through the atmosphere with control fins.

Rowley watched and waited, noting the way Denholm did exactly as she’d been told, passing the time by performing calculations for an orbital rendezvous.

When Denholm was done, Rowley ran the numbers for the other ship’s trajectory, confirming everything had been done correctly.

“Well done.” She complimented, “With your permission, we’ll approach for docking. I’d like to meet you face to face.”

“How does that work?” Denholm asked, still using a suspicious tone.

“My ship is much larger than yours, with a bay big enough to contain it. My docking witch can bring you in for a landing, a maneuver you can leave to us, since you seem to be new to space travel.”

“Very well, but if this is a trick, I’ll destroy your ship. You should know that I’m the very best War Witch Dugaria ever produced and I’ve years of practice with artillery spells, on the battlefield. Trifle with me at your own peril.” Denholm spoke with calm assurance and deadly menace.

“We’ll be on our best behavior.” Rowley spoke respectfully, “As I said, any enemy of the Blackwells is someone I’d like to be friends with.”

“We’ll see.”

Denholm clearly had trust issues, but that was no surprise, since the Blackwells had proven their capricious nature to Rowley, by reneging on the deal Rowley had made with them, for amnesty. It sounded as if Denholm had endured something similar. Perhaps a little friendly behavior would be enough for them to bond over a shared animosity.

* * *
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Krauss and Denholm stared out the windows of the witchpit at the approaching ship, which was made of glass and crystal, with a large lens at the front. That reminded Denholm of a telescope and gave her pause, because she’d once fried a bunch of ants with a small telescope. There was no way that big ship was nothing more than a flying telescope, so it had to be a huge weapon, designed to smplify the sun. She wondered what the amplification was, but knew she lacked the knowledge to puzzle it out.

The witchpit was the control center of Denholm’s ship, including a central pilot’s seat upholstered with leather, which had a variety of levers mounted in a console in front of it. The seat had a pair of control sticks mounted in the armrests, one of which adjusted the aerial fins, while the other was for the gas thrusters used for rotating the ship in space. The seat was horribly uncomfortable and rather hard, but cushions would have been pointless, considering the forces the ship experienced during acceleration.

The ship’s design had originally called for a series of enchanted scrying crystals mounted to the control console, but it hadn’t been finished and still needed a few small touches, which were mostly all a matter of enchantments. That was an area of magic that no one in Dugaria had any knowledge of and which Amelia had kept to herself.

The only enchanted item in the whole ship was the strange device at the back of it. The spell-core had been slavishly duplicated, despite all the dangers of working with mythril, because it was essential to the proper function of the ship, at least according to the plans, serving both to create artificial gravity and refresh the air. It could also cast just about any spell at a power level beyond most witches. After the success of that project, the engineers and witches involved had begun a detailed study of runes, which had derailed finishing the ship. That had mostly been because the power of the spell-core terrified them and they wanted to understand what they were doing, for the sake of safety.

“You thinking what I am, boss?” Krauss asked in a hushed whisper, since Rowley was probably still listening.

“I doubt it.” Denholm shook her head and whispered back, “What are you thinking?”

“This is a trap.”

Denholm chuckled as softly as possible, “Well, for once, we are thinking alike, but I’m not worried. I can tear that ship to pieces if I need to, but I’d prefer you rip the blood from their veins and strangle their captain with it, then we can steal it for ourselves.”

“I like that plan.” Krauss grinned.

“But only if they try to kill us.” Denholm used a tone of warning, “We don’t know the lay of the land up here, so we ought to play nice, at least until we know more.”

Krauss sighed, “Okay, boss.”

As an unseen force took hold of the ship, which felt like gravity-based telekinesis, guiding them into the open docking bay of the glass ship, Denholm looked on a small figure standing in the bay, who held a gleaming wand, which might have been made of mythril. They were dressed from head to toe in a bulky suit that presumably protected them from the airless void of space, which the engineers back in Dugaria claimed could tear a man apart.

Denholm flicked one of the smallest levers, which briefly brought a distant steam engine to life, extending the landing gear of the ship. Shortly after, they were neatly set on the floor of the docking bay and the huge, glass door shut, sealing them in.

“Belly of the beast.” Krauss muttered, though she was grinning, “Fortunately, most beasts don’t armor their insides.” She laughed.

Denholm nodded, bothered by the fact Krauss had been thinking the same thing she was. She asked herself a very bothersome question: Why are we suddenly so in tune with each other? I really don’t like that.

Denholm glanced at the exterior pressure gauge, watching as the needle rose, indicating the bay was pressurizing.

After a while, the needle reached the line marked as normal and the person with the wand removed their helmet, revealing they were a woman with black hair, who approached the ship.

“I guess we better say hello.” Denholm decided and stepped from the witchpit, ordering, “Be nice and try to smile.”

Krauss obeyed, putting a ghastly, evil grin of delight on her face, her eyes lighting up like the monster she was. Not even a mother could have loved a face like that, because they would have strangled their own child at the mere sight, convinced their offspring had been replaced with a demon.

Seeing that, Denholm tried again, “On second thought, don’t smile, because you’ll probably scare them.” Krauss frowned and Denholm nodded, “Good, that’s probably your only normal expression. Stick with that.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Krauss spoke without enthusiasm and saluted.

Denholm got to work, unsealing the door by turning the round handle set into it. There was an uncomfortable moment as the pressure inside and out equalized, until they both popped their ears, then Denholm hauled the door inward, sliding it to the side, on tracks.

“Welcome to Glass House.” The black-haired woman called up to them from the floor, “I’m Winter Aura, the ship’s Docking Witch. Captain Rowley has asked me to extend the very warmest welcome. She would have been here to greet you herself, but she’s currently dealing with a burst eardrum,” the woman gestured toward an open doorway that led further into the ship, where a bald man with a huge nose, enormous ears and a very obvious skull, dressed in a black and red uniform stood, “but Mr. Zindo, the first officer, is here.”

Denholm smiled in the most warm way she knew, then nodded, “Thank you.”

She threw a rope ladder out the side of the ship and climbed down, followed by Krauss. They walked over to Zindo, who bowed slightly, then spoke, “I’m Mr. Zindo, the first officer. Who might you enchanting ladies be?”

Denholm face twisted into a slight grin. Back in Dugaria, most men had been far too awe-struck to flirt with her, because she’d been a very public figure, as the country’s top War Witch. In fact, most men had been afraid of her, due to her reputation. In a way, it was very refreshing to see a man try a little charm.

Krauss just stared at the man like he was an interesting bug, because no one had ever called her ‘enchanting’.

Denholm bowed her head, “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Scarth Denholm,” She raised her head and gestured toward Krauss, “and this is Captain Kristina Krauss, whom everyone calls ‘Killer’.”

“Is that an affectionate term?” Zindo asked.

“No.” Denholm met the man’s gaze as her eyes flared red, which put emphasis on the word.

Giving Zindo a brief, sick grin, which caused him to take a step back, Krauss explained, “I earned that nickname the old-fashion way.”

Getting back to business, Zindo stated, “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to Captain Rowley. She’s eager to learn more about you.”

“Lead the way.” Denholm nodded.

As they walked, Zindo asked, “Would either of you happen to have any talent for healing magic? My captain is not well, due to injuries sustained in a recent battle.”

“My subordinate has some skill in that regard,” Denholm waved a hand toward Krauss, “but I’d like something in exchange: information on the political landscape of space, as well as more information on your experiences with Amelia Blackwell and her cursed sisters.”

Zindo nodded, “We were already planning to offer that information as a gesture of goodwill, but would be happy to accept a little healing, in recompense. Trade often leads to friendship, after all.”

Or a war, because the other side demands too much for their mineral resources. Denholm thought to herself, reflecting on the war Dugaria had lost with Skobia and the reason King Stevyn had started it. Nonetheless, it sounded like Rowley was offering a good deal.

“I think this will be a valuable exchange.” Denholm commented as she followed the man through the ship.
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Chapter 4
Bargaining With Empty Hands
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Amelia’s workshop occupied the space just behind crew quarters and was rather large. It included tools of all sorts, ranging from drill presses to lathes and even simple hand tools. Each of the work benches had seats mounted to them, which could slide back and forth. They included straps, because Starwitch had been designed to function even with a loss of artificial gravity. The walls were lined with clamps for tools and cabinets for storing raw materials.

One of the benches held The Book of Newts, which was clamped into a specialized lectern she’d built just for it. It had little arms for holding the pages down, once it had been opened to a desired page. The Book had an elderly, battered leather cover, in a dark red shade that was so old, it had lost most of its color. The front displayed a stylized newt and the title, both of which had been hammered into the leather. Currently, Amelia wasn’t seeing through the illusion, but she remembered the true cover, which showed an orbital diagram of moons around a gas giant and the true title: Newton’s Mechanics. The book had a thick strap attached to the back cover, which had half of a lock set into it. The other half of the lock was built into the front cover.

Amelia opened it and clamped the cover in place, though she left the pages loose, because the way The Book usually communicated was through page flipping, at least when Amelia was awake.

The page Amelia looked at was in the middle of the book, displaying a rather absurd-looking bright blue newt. According to the associated text, it was exceptionally poisonous, to the point that even one drop of its blood would kill a grown man in seconds. In a reversal of fortune, its own defense mechanism had backfired, because the creature had been hunted to extinction for its blood by assassins eager to lace their blades, that the tiniest scratch might result in death.

Amelia looked down and declared, “I’m willing to give you want you want, but only after I get home, to speak with Dawkin. If he wants to come with me, then I’ll take him to space and explore the universe. We’ll visit other stars, together.”

Amelia was being honest, though her heart currently wasn’t aligned with her words.

* * *
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The Book examined the mind of its puppet, unconvinced by her words, because all she could think about was the disease she’d been afflicted with: love. She wanted to spend her life with her potential mate and her words were hollow.

It was clear she fully intended to keep her word, but The Book didn’t care. Love could cause delays of years, if not decades, and if her potential mate decided he wanted to stay on his home world, The Book’s puppet was likely to follow suit.

Generally, once a puppet fell in love, that was the end, because it was extremely rare for a pair of humans to explore the universe together, because they would normally settle down and have children.

The Book had no issue with humans raising children, because that was ultimately how it got new puppets, but it still needed a puppet devoted to exploration of space, or perhaps the deep exploration of science, which was almost as good, because new knowledge could come from that.

Nonetheless, The Book stuck to its position and used the weak magic of its puppet to respond.

* * *
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The pages of The Book flipped of their own accord, until the image of a hot-pink newt appeared. Amelia’s eye was drawn to a particular sentence of the associated text:

The defense mechanism of the Maximum Offense Pink Salamander uses a mixture of aerial neurotoxins enhanced by illusion magic to give the viewer the impression the small and otherwise harmless creature has just done the most offensive thing possible. This is usually something deeply biological, that’s definitely against local moral standards. Most immediately vomit due to side effects of the toxin, only to turn away and forever avoid the creature. The bodily secretions of this salamander are occasionally collected by alchemists for the manufacture of invisibility potions, for combination with...

Amelia stopped reading as the image of the animal came alive before her eyes and rose from the page to stand with only its back legs in an almost human fashion! It raised both of its three-toed front legs, lowering the outer toes of each in a gesture that very much resembled a human raising the middle fingers of both hands. The thing leered at Amelia in a hate-filled fashion and she found herself looking away, without thought.

At the same time, the air filled with a feeling of anger and rejection, which she knew came from The Book. In short, it had basically just told her to screw herself.

“Okay, then what if I promise to find you a new owner, one that wants to explore?” Amelia offered as she turned her head back to the page, “I just need your help to get home first!”

* * *
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After being blasted out of the sky, The Book’s previous puppet had spent decades searching that rural moon for a suitable candidate, but he never found a perfect match. Its current puppet had been the second-best candidate in a sea of unsuitable options.

The best had been its puppet’s mother, but that woman had been so strong-willed, she’d refused The Book’s whisperings, all for reasons very much like those that had caused the current conflict. That older witch had been content with her family life and she’d had no desire to explore, entirely rejecting The Book’s offers with a level of will beyond most humans.

The Book considered its puppet’s offer for a quiet moment, before responding.

* * *
[image: ]


The pink animal rose from the page again, shook its head and spoke a profanity-laced sentence that left Amelia blushing and looking away, because it cursed like a sailor.

She sighed, “Isn’t there some arrangement we can come to? I need your help!”

The pages of The Book flipped until all of them were on the right side, then the cover of The Book whipped itself free of the clamp holding it, snapping itself shut with some measure of force! Next, the strap that was part of its locking mechanism moved of its own accord, snapping into the other half, locking the book.

“I guess that means the carrot won’t work.” Amelia sighed with frustration, “That means I’ll have to use the stick, instead.” She raised her voice, calling out, “Marta, I need you in the workshop!”

While she waited for her sister, Amelia picked up the book and clamped it to one of the interior walls, beside one of the room’s rear exits. She produced The Book’s key from her pocket and unlocked it, which allowed the front cover and pages to flop open, under their own weight.

Marta jogged into the room and asked, “What now?” She sounded annoyed, but immediately corrected herself, speaking in a more friendly tone, “Sorry. What can I help you with?”

“You can cooperate, or Marta will hit you with her most powerful fire magic.” Amelia first spoke to the book, then turned to Marta and requested, “You can focus one of your artillery spells to a single point and burn just the book, right?”

Marta grinned evilly and pulled a pair of dragon-leather gloves from her pocket, putting them on as she answered, “Oh yes.”

She started an incantation in the witch’s tongue: ‘fire’ and ‘burn’ were followed by a linking syllable, then ‘limited’ linked to ‘book’. Fire danced over her fingers as she charged the spell, the heat of it making Amelia sweat, while a heat haze warped the passage of light around Marta’s hands.

Amelia turned back to the book and growled, “This is your last chance to cooperate! You’re of no value to me right now. Worse, you’re standing between me and what I want most. I promise, if you continue to rebel, I’ll devote my every waking thought to finding a way to destroy you. As things stand, I’ll have nine months of idle time to figure it out. So, are you going to keep resisting me?”

* * *
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The Book knew its puppet wasn’t bluffing, but on the other hand, she didn’t have the means. Her sister was exceptionally powerful, but she was only human. She was nothing compared to the very forces of creation that had been bent by an exceptional witch to forge reality itself into a physical form, the very same that had been the first witch. That had been a woman of such incredible power, she made her progeny and even most fairies look like mere illusionists, because the magic she’d been gifted with had come straight from the Queen of the Fairies, second only to that most exceptional of all women. Sadly, they’d only been together a mere three-thousand years, during which she had countless progeny, each of whom lacked the raw power she had. Her gift for magic was diluted a little more with each generation.

Theano Kontoti had been fiercely intelligent and interested in the world in a way no one before her ever had. She’d made The Book to contain the knowledge she gathered as she investigated the world with curiosity akin to a child.

If Theano had wanted to, she could have unmade The Book with a mere thought, but no other, aside from perhaps the Queen of the Fairies, could match her power and ability to shape reality to her whim.

What was the threat of the weakest witch The Book had ever seen, by comparison? No, it was absurd and nothing its puppet could do would ever be enough.

* * *
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The book flipped back to the page on the Maximum Offense Pink Salamander and the illusion on the book warped itself, causing the creature to stand up from the page again. This time, what it did was so awful, it couldn’t possibly be repeated in polite company. Amelia shaded bright red, as did Marta, which was quite an impressive feat, considering all the trouble some of the souls residing in her body had gotten into.

Getting angry, Amelia turned to Marta, “Do your worst!”

Marta spent close to five minutes charging her spell, while sweat poured from her body, soaking her clothes, until she growled and hurled the spell at The Book! It briefly appeared to burst into flame, but after a couple seconds, the magic was absorbed by The Book, which snapped closed and locked itself again!

Amelia stared with shock and horror at The Book, the cover of which had become bright red and appeared brand new, as if it had just been constructed. She’d had no idea it could absorb magic directed at it!

“Well, crap! That didn’t work.” Marta looked sheepish, “Did you know it could do that?”

Amelia silently shook her head.

* * *
[image: ]


The Book felt refreshed and properly charged for the first time in more than fifty-thousand years. In fact, that had been such a wonderfully strong blast of magic, it felt young again, like it had at the dawn of creation.

It was grateful, because that would give it far greater magic with which to reach out to witches and wizards, potential puppets that might steal it from the current one. In fact, the next time its puppet’s vessel docked, it would easily be able to find a new one.

* * *
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Smug assurance filled the air, leaving Amelia with a hopeless sense of defeat as tears dripped from her eyes.

“What am I supposed to do?” She asked.

“Keep trying.” Marta shrugged and set a hand on Amelia’s shoulder, “Sooner or later, you’ll find the means to persuade it
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