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Prologue
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Nicole was chained hand and foot, standing in the Heart Forge council room, feeling extremely confused. Hadn’t she just died? She could have sworn she’d just died. However, where she expected to see the city council seated, instead there were five strange figures.

She had very short, snow-white hair, similar to a buzz cut, though it was uneven, having been cut by herself just to keep it out of the way. Her stark hair color extended even to her eyebrows, the only outward sign she was a troll, rather than human. Her face was divided between two skin tones, with the line between them going down the center. On the right she had pale skin, but on the left it was a little darker, as though tanned. Her left eye was green and the right was blue. These unusual features marked her as a chimera, the embryonic fusion of twins to form a single body.

Seated at the center of the large conference table was another troll woman with short hair, wearing a smooth, white, featureless, porcelain mask with no eye slits, ensuring she was unable to see. She wore a gray, official-looking robe. Her skin was similarly two-toned, just like Nicole’s, with the divide visible, going right down her neck. On the table in front of her was an ancient style of scale for balancing two weights against each other, with a pair of trays hanging from chains. Beside that was a judge’s gavel on a stand.

On the left hand of the first woman was a figure in a black robe and executioner’s hood, though her long, wavy, white hair dangling from the back marked her as another troll. The woman had a slight frame, too small to wield the large, double-headed ax that lay on the table in front of her.

To the executioner’s left was a feminine figure with skin as black as ink, who tainted everything she came into contact with, leaving oily black marks and stains. Nicole was unable to see her face, because she wore a very-familiar, battle-scarred, wooden mask, peering out at the world through a pair of eye-slits. She had short hair, but even that oozed with vile, black filth and appeared oily. The mask was identical to the one Nicole had long ago worn in battle. Aside from the mask, she wore a robe that had been soaked in the same oily, black fluid that dripped from her skin. Heavy chains dangled from her wrists and ankles, looking far heavier than any prisoner should ever have been shackled with, but the intent seemed to be to slow her down, in case of escape.

On the right hand of the first figure was another petite woman, dressed in a plain, white robe and wearing a white veil that obscured her face. She had long, red hair, but the stark whiteness of the roots revealed her troll heritage had been hidden by coloring her hair.

The last figure sat in the second seat over on the right hand of the first, her long, white hair dangling to her mid-back, marking her as yet another troll. She appeared young and vibrant, with a kind of emotional lightness exuding from every tiny movement. Her face was veiled and she wore a white robe, but the most striking feature about her was the pair of white, feathered wings jutting from her back, which were currently folded up.

The central figure rapped the gavel and spoke, “Court is now in session and the case of The Universe versus Nicole-”

“She’s guilty!” The oily figure interrupted, irrationally screaming, “She deserves the worst kind of punishment, the same as I! She harbors daily thoughts of murder!”

The first forcefully slammed the gavel down, shouting, “I will have order in this court room or you will be ejected and I will cast your vote in your place!”

The oily one grumbled a bit, but was remained quiet.

The central figure started over, “The case of The Universe versus Nicole may now begin.” Turning her head to face Nicole, she continued, “You stand accused of crimes against human, dwarf, elf, goblin, ogre and even troll-kind, including mass-murder, torture of countless individuals and worse yet, taking pleasure in such abominable acts. Before we begin interviewing witnesses, do you have anything to say?”

Nicole wasn’t sure about those accusations, because they felt just, but on the other hand, she knew much of that list hadn’t been committed by her, but rather the original Nicole, who she’d been a clone of. However, what bothered her most was the fact that her judges were all masked or veiled.

Nicole stood up straight and spoke with strength, “I have nothing to say other than to demand to see the faces of my accusers and know their names!”

The central figure nodded and looked around the table, as each of the others nodded, in turn.

With a silent consensus reached, she removed her mask, revealing facial features Nicole had seen in the mirror every day, because the woman’s face was exactly the mirror of Nicole’s, including the skin tones being swapped. The one big difference was that her eyes had no iris or pupil, appearing as pure, white orbs.

She introduced herself, “I am Justice. I’m blind, that I might hear the facts as they truly are. That my judgment may be fair, I’m a neutral reflection of your subconscious, neither good nor evil.”

The figure to her right lifted her veil, revealing the face of Nicole’s mother as she spoke, “You know my name is Atropos. I’m here to see you get a fair trial,” she glared at the dark judges, “so you don’t get railroaded.”

Next, the woman with the wings lifted her veil, revealing herself, “Lyra, your sister. I’m here because I love you and want what’s best for you.”

The executioner removed her hood and stared at Nicole without emotion. Nicole looked on a face with innumerable eyes, all staring back, each looking like they’d come from a different person, aside from the normal pair.

She asked, “Don’t you recognize me, Nicole?”

Nicole shook her head, silently.

The executioner patiently explained, “I’m your sister, Ida, the Thousand-Eyed. I’m here to see justice done and, if needed, to take you to your...final punishment.”

Finally, the inky figure removed her mask. It was difficult, but she managed to carefully wipe the filth from her face for a few seconds and Nicole was stunned to stare into the remorseless eyes of a true monster. Though she recognized the features of the face as her own, the inky figure wasn’t mirrored and the line of different skin tones was right. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but the knowledge came all the way up from her bones, with a chill: she was looking at the original Nicole!

“Accept no substitute, I’m Nicole!” The vile one spoke with a wicked smile, “Unlike you, I’m not a bad imitation of the original.” She chuckled, “I’m here to make sure you get what you deserve, right next to me!” She laughed some more, in an unnerving fashion.

Justice stood and leaned over the table, catching Nicole off-guard by reaching into her chest! She stared down as the hand of Justice rummaged in her chest cavity, feeling no pain or even discomfort. After a moment, Justice withdrew her hand, holding Nicole’s still heart, which was placed on one side of the scale and a feather was obtained from one of Lyra’s wings, for the other. Before the weight could be determined, Justice draped a sheet of gray cloth over the scale.

* * *
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Countless hours, or possibly even days, had passed and Nicole felt sick to her stomach, having heard from each and every last one of her victims, from the old days. She’d tried to object, several times, that the actions they testified about weren’t her own, but in the end Justice silenced her with the gavel, suddenly stripping her of the ability to speak!

Nicole knew the face of each and every one and as they were introduced, it was agony itself. Just before each, Justice pulled a file from one of countless boxes, reading the official list of crimes she’d committed against them, before they were allowed to testify.

Currently, she looked on the face of a dwarf, the long-dead commander of a fortress, named Tybold. She remembered torturing him by telepathically shouting at him for three hours straight, after physically and mentally torturing several of his men to death, right in front of him. The dwarf never broke and the secrets of his fortress had been kept from her, a testament to the dwarf’s stubborn will.

As he told his tale, repeatedly referring to Nicole as a female dog, in dwarvish, Nicole felt the worst, most awful kind of guilt.

He was followed by a series of troll witnesses, being her own men, consisting mostly of brothers. Each testified of one of Nicole’s failures as their leader, leading to their deaths through negligence, or even worse, willfully sacrificing them for the success of the mission, something she’d done far too times.

Nicole wept and watched as the darkest secrets of her soul were trotted out and aired before everyone. When she finally felt fully stripped of all illusions about herself and knew any punishment would be appropriate, Lyra stood.

Her sister spoke on her behalf, “These were the actions of the original Nicole. The one we’re here to judge today can’t be held accountable for them. While these events are relevant for establishing her mental state, I vote we expunge them from the record.”

“I second the motion.” Atropos chipped in.

The original Nicole shouted, “She’s just as guilty as I am! Look at the mess she’s become! Look at the guilt in her eyes! She deserves punishment alongside me!”

Ida shook her head, “I agree with Lyra. It’s the only logical conclusion.”

“As do I.” Justice completed the vote, adding, “These events shall be stricken from the record and Nicole will be judged only for her own crimes.”

Nicole was shocked as the guilt she’d been feeling was suddenly swept away and she heard a metallic clink from under the cloth covering the scale, as the balance suddenly shifted.

Taking what seemed like an eternity to sort through the files on the table, a small handful were produced and laid flat on its surface. The boxes of files were taken away, leaving the table almost clear. Those doing the work were a trio of troll women with a striking resemblance to Nicole, though two of them had blue eyes and pale skin, while the other had green eyes and slightly darker skin. Nicole imagined they were the other deceased clones of the original, that she’d once been told about by Lyra.

With just a few files to work from, Justice opened the first and called out, “James Hezekiah Geller.”

Geller walked into the room, dressed in the green and gray everyday military uniform of the Northwestern Empire. He walked with a perpetual slouch and wore glasses. His hair was gray, with a large bald spot at the back. Nicole knew his face and cringed, remembering what she’d done to the man.

Justice read the list of crimes, “Torture, conspiracy to murder and attempted murder.”

“She snapped my neck!” Geller started to cry like a baby, blubbering, “I went to all the trouble to clone her and the first thing she did after waking up was torture me for information and then break my neck! She did it just right, so it’d take hours to die! If Ida hadn’t saved me, I would have!”

Nicole felt horrible guilt, because she had no defense. He’d been part of a conspiracy to destroy her world, but she hadn’t known that at the time.

Geller left the room and Justice opened the next file, “Daniel Malachi.”

Through the door stepped a tall, imposing figure, dressed in the same green and gray military uniform. His hair was gray and cut short. Nicole knew him as another of the time travelers involved in cloning her.

She’d betrayed him, then faced him in combat, because he’d also been involved in trying to destroy her world.

“Conspiracy to murder and attempted murder.” Justice read.

Malachi looked Nicole in the eyes and started, “We teleported down to the planet, intent on changing history to suit the wishes of his highness, Joel Nisim, who I believed to be the rightful heir to the throne of the Northwestern Empire, at least at the time.

“As soon as our boots were on the ground, the trolls turned on us and I was on defense, backing away from Nicole’s whirling blades. In the end, I bumped into a tree and then got pinned in place by Ida’s magic. With nowhere to run, Nicole cut my head off.

“However, I was lucky. As a powerful wizard, I was able to muster all of my rage and the last of my strength into a spell that saved my life. I actually managed to re-grow my body with a regeneration spell, though it was the most painful thing I ever experienced.”

“Thank you.” Justice nodded to him, “You may go.”

“I’m not done, ma’am, not by a long shot.” Malachi refused to move.

“Then speak freely.”

“I realized in the moments before I was beheaded, I’d been serving the wrong master, so I should state for the record, my anger was mostly about that, rather than being upset my life was in serious jeopardy. I was on the wrong path, which naturally put Nicole and I into conflict.

“When she took my head, I realized who I should have been serving and my loyalties changed, in an instant. It’s the closest I ever came to dying and it gave me perfect clarity. In retrospect,” he smiled at Nicole, “you changed my life forever, in a positive way. Thank you for stopping me from making the biggest mistake I could have.” He turned to Justice and finished, “I hold her guiltless of the crime you’re accusing her of and as the victim, that should mean something.”

In truth, the only part of taking Malachi’s head Nicole felt any guilt about was for having enjoyed it. Malachi left the room.

The next file was opened and Justice declared, “Ida, the Thousand-Eyed.”

Ida stood.

Justice declared, “Attempted murder.”

Nicole shrugged. It was true, but there were extenuating circumstances.

“Nicole stabbed me right through the eye and into the brain. At the time, Lyra and Nicole were locked in mental combat and Lyra had won for just a moment. Lyra used Nicole as a weapon to try and kill me. I hold Nicole guiltless. She would never have attacked me without external influence.”

Ida sat and Justice moved to the next file, which turned out to be a long list of minor sins, the worst of which had been injuring her psychotherapists and causing the last to wet herself, in fear. Nicole felt embarrassed about all of it, but it paled in comparison to previous crimes.

As she looked on the face of her last therapist, the elf woman finished, “I realize Nicole was doing her best to repress the desire to kill me and I applaud her for the progress she’s made. It wasn’t easy for her to overcome those dark impulses. I hoped she might someday live a normal life, but clearly that was never meant to be. I’m saddened she missed that opportunity and I’m grateful her actions got me to let go of my career and spend my final days with family.”

As the elf walked away, the last file was opened and Justice began calling witnesses, by the thousand! Nicole’s mouth hung open, in shock, as every last person who’d been in Heart Forge for the final conflict with the rock monsters from the moon testified that her actions had saved their lives! Next, the female prisoners from the Heart Forge prison testified about the positive ways she’d changed their lives, by teaching them to dance, sing and defend themselves! The last of the prisoners to speak was her cell mate, Dagnae, a dwarf woman with a long beard, that had a few gray bows tied in it.

Dagnae smiled and declared, “Nicole, ye were the best cell mate me ever had. Ye were always considerate and kind. Ye were the only real friend me ever had.”

Dagnae blew her nose on a hankie as she left the room.

Finally, Lyra stood as witness, speaking emotionally, “Nicole helped my husband straighten up when he was going down a dark path, toward magic addiction, just by writing him a letter, and she saved the lives of everyone in Heart Forge. No one expected her to transform and blossom the way she has. In fact, I once condemned her for the memories inside her head, purely out of fear.

“I never expected my personal bully and villain to transform into the heroine of the city, let alone a loving sister. I never would have predicted that she’d sacrifice her life to save us all. To my mind, it wasn’t possible, but it’s true. Nicole has proven that no matter how one’s life began, there’s always hope and a chance to change.”

Justice declared, “Nicole, we will now vote on the worth of your soul.”

“Not guilty!” Lyra spoke boldly, “Nicole, you’ve more than made up for your crimes.”

“Agreed.” Atropos nodded, “You’ve proven moment by moment, you’ll consistently choose to do better. Your sacrifice should earn you rest, rather than punishment.”

The original screamed, with enthusiasm, “Guilty! Your ‘good’ works pale in comparison your evil thoughts and deeds!”

Ida spoke without emotion, “Guilty. The intent behind your actions is what matters most, Nicole. The desire to do evil still burns in your heart, even now. That hasn’t changed.”

“As expected, I’m the swing vote.” Justice sighed, “My vote will be determined by the scales of justice, weighing your heart in balance against the feather.”

She pulled the cloth off the scales.

The two sides wavered for quite some time, since the cloth had caught on the edge of one of the dishes. Everyone stared long and hard, with baited breath. Nicole started to cry and closed her eyes, because she could hardly bear the anticipation!
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Part 1
Grief
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People came to the docks from all over the city as a strange, flying sailing ship burst from the clouds and lightly touched down in the water of the bay. It wasn’t unusual to see star ships fly into the space port, or sedans passing overhead, but the ship was something special and unique.

The sails of the red ship propelled it through the air and the crew used the wind to navigate, a novelty in modern times that hadn’t seen widespread use for thousands of years, but the unusual ship was even more of a throwback than most, being actually made of wood, despite somehow having been made space worthy, if the rumors were true. It had first been spotted in orbit, having appeared on all the news feeds for several days as the crew leisurely used a solar sail to navigate their way into stable orbit, seemingly via muscle power, ropes and rigging, all without external guidance.

The ship fully settled into the water and sailed toward the docks. After a shouted conversation with a harbor patrol boat, it was directed to an open pier.

James Stern was the harbormaster, which was normally an easy job that involved collecting licensing and docking fees on pleasure craft and a few commercial fishing boats. While he’d been trained on how to handle aquatic-landing star ships, which he did occasionally see, he’d never been trained for space-faring sailing ships. Having been informed the ship was coming, he’d examined regulations in great detail until he found rules that seemed to fit, however loosely.

In truth, there was no reason for James to personally greet the captain of the new arrival, but he wouldn’t have missed the opportunity to greet the owner of such an odd ship for all the money in the empire, so he’d left his assistant in charge of the office for a few hours.

He stood on the docks with a tablet computer in hand as the plank was lowered and the captain disembarked. The woman was dressed in high, black boots and a black, leather dress that reached halfway down her calves, with a heavy, black coat over that, because it was a chilly morning. Around her neck was a multi-layered necklace of bone and steel beads, each polished until they shined, looking like some kind of ancient tribal art, with each bone bead carved into a face. To top it all off, she wore a broad-brimmed, black, leather hat that came to a point, though that had sagged and hung limp down the back. Only her bright, red hair and pale skin added any color to her appearance. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties.

She was followed closely by a small girl with dark hair and blue eyes, dressed in baggy, colorful clothes she might someday grow into. The girl looked about eight years old and was staring at the distant scenery with wide eyes.

For a brief moment, the woman seemed not to have noticed him and was instead taking in the view of the greenery-draped skyscrapers in the background, the beginning of tears forming in her eyes as she muttered, softly, “It’s good to be home.”

James cleared his throat and bowed, in greeting.

The woman stared in surprise for a brief moment, then bowed, in turn.

With the traditional gesture of greeting complete, she smiled at him, “It’s been so many years since I last saw the Imperial Bow of Greeting, I’d completely forgotten about it.” She wiped a tear away, “Thank you.”

James held out a hand, to shake, “James Stern, Harbormaster of this bay.”

She took his hand and smiled back, “My birth name is Eden Nisim, but I’m more used to my goblin name, Cha’da.”

James nodded, “Very well. Shall we begin?”

“Of course.”

“What’s the name of your ship?”

“Her name should translate as The Sanguine Maiden.”

“What’s the nationality of yourself and your crew?”

The woman answered, “I’m originally from the empire, but I’ve been away for at least fifteen-thousand years.”

He nodded and noted her response for his records, even though he already knew. The ship had been through quarantine and customs in orbit, and the docking questionnaire was simply the last piece of bureaucratic red tape. It had been quite a shock for James to see the crew’s immigration documents and passports were specially signed by the Empress, herself.

“How did that happen?” He asked, purely out of duty, once again knowing the answer already.

“I was a colonist on a disavowed colony ship, then an over-long nap in a suspension tube. That’s why my immigration documents were signed by the Empress. Once she heard my story, she wanted to restore my status as a citizen of the empire, to make up for the wrongs of her ancestors. She seems very eager to repatriate anyone from a disavowed colony.”

“What about your crew?”

She sighed and shrugged, “Unofficially, they’re without nationality and effectively nomads, but since we departed from Heart Forge, I’m told they’re legally and officially considered citizens of that city state.”

“Any other passengers to declare?”

She rubbed the head of the girl, who accepted it with a smile, “My adopted daughter, Nicole Jacobs. She was born a citizen of Heart Forge.”

“Finally ma’am, what’s the purpose of your visit?”

Cha’da looked to the city and spoke in a far-away tone, “I was born in this city. I want to live here for at least a few years and reconnect with my roots, to really learn what I left behind, because I was only a child at the time. Of course, my crew and I will have to earn a living while we’re here, so officially, we’re a traveling circus.”

James looked up from his tablet and smiled, “What kind of show do you put on?”

Cha’da grinned and looked him right in the eye as she winked, “Why magic, of course, but my husband also does a decent knife-throwing act.”

He chucked and shook his head, “I’ve heard all kinds of strange rumors about Heart Forge. If even half of what people say is true, then your show ought to be spectacular. I look forward to seeing it!”

Cha’da winked again. There was a slightly theatric flash of light and a puff of blue smoke from her hand. As it cleared, he saw what looked like a pair of passes to see a show had appeared in her hand. With a smile, she handed them over.

He grinned quite wide, because he loved slight-of-hand tricks, especially when they were so skillfully delivered. He checked the date on the passes, seeing the line for it marked with ‘TBA’, meaning to be announced.

“Please let me know when and where, ma’am, and I’ll be there.” James promised.

She nodded and headed toward the city, calling out, “I will, just as soon as we book a venue!”

“Uh, ma’am, there’s still the matter of your docking fees!” James had nearly forgotten to do the last part of his job.

As if in response, a three foot tall, green-skinned humanoid with black, slicked-back hair leaped down from the ship and landed at his feet, holding up a charge card, “That’s what you need, right?”

The goblin man was dressed in a ship-board uniform of the type common on star ships, decorated in a mixture of dark red and black, with gold trim. It was both a comfortable everyday outfit and an emergency vacc suit, in case atmosphere was lost, requiring only the addition of a helmet to form a vacuum-seal, a very practical concern on a ship where the only thing keeping the atmosphere intact was a shield generator.

James had been warned to expect seeing goblins, but he was still mildly disconcerted. He’d heard rumors of all sorts of strange people living on worlds near the galactic core, in pirate territory, but he’d never actually seen anyone that didn’t appear fully human.

He recovered quickly, accepted the card and ran it through the slot on his tablet, asking, “Who would you be?”

“Umak, First Officer.” The goblin spoke in a high-pitched voice, with a thick accent, as though he’d only recently picked up the language.

The card cleared and the required fees were paid, so James handed it back, “If you or your captain need anything while you’re in port, don’t hesitate to ask at the main office. We may not have what you need on hand, due to the...unusual nature of your ship, but I’m sure we can at least help you find what you need, in the city. I hope you have a pleasant day.”

Umak nodded and climbed back on board, as James returned to the office, to file his report.

* * *
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It had been a long, busy day and Nicole Jacobs yawned as her mother and father put her to bed in her little room on board the red ship she called home.

Her red-painted wood bed was anchored to the wall, to prevent it from sliding as the ship bobbed in the water. She snuggled in under a yellow, orange and red blanket of square blocks that had been sewn in a pattern resembling a stylized sun.

To one side of the bed was her dresser, which, like her blanket, was also a colorful work of art. The bottom layer and drawer were brown, like dirt, with painted rocks, plant roots and even a set of cartoonish mine tunnels on one side. The next layer featured painted grass and trees, with an entrance to the mines on the side. The third layer was fluffy, white clouds and blue sky. The fourth and final layer was painted to appear like the stars of space and mounted to the top of the dresser was an extremely accurate model of The Sanguine Maiden, complete with little, articulated, toy figures of goblins and a woman in a black dress, at the tiny helm.

“Goodnight, Nicole.” Her mother, still in her black captain’s dress, leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, lovingly.

Her father had curly, blond hair and was about the same height as her mother. He was dressed in a larger size of the uniform worn by the goblin crew of the ship, with a pair of pistols holstered on his hips.

He smiled at her, “I love you!”

Thinking of the things her mother said when they arrived, Nicole furrowed her brow and asked, “What does ‘adopted’ mean?”

Her mother frowned and sighed, “It means I’m not really your mother, at least by blood, and Max isn’t really your father. It means we take care of you, in place of your real parents.”

“Then who’s my real Mom? Who’s my real Dad?” Nicole looked upset, “Why don’t they take care of me? Didn’t they want me?”

Nicole’s adopted parents shared a long, silent look of concern and then her mother reassured her, “They love you a lot, but it wasn’t safe for you to stay with them, so your father asked us to take care of you. I get letters from them, from time to time, asking how you’re doing.”

Nicole still looked upset, “Will I ever meet them? Why wasn’t it safe?”

“I’m not sure if it will ever be safe for you to meet them, but we won’t know for sure until you’re older.” Her mother explained and then asked, “Would it be all-right if I answer your second question in the form of a bedtime story?”

Nicole loved bedtime stories and since the story promised to be about her, she was eager to hear it, enthusiastically answering, “Yes!”

Her parents sat on the edge of the bed and her mother began, “About eleven years ago, your aunt, Nicole, who you were named after, by the way, had just died...”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
Summons
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Cha’da was in her quarters aboard The Sanguine Maiden, examining the newest bone bead on her necklace, which bore the face of a woman with extremely short hair, resembling a buzz cut, though not quite so even.

The room was unique, compared to most on the ship, because it bore many drawers and cabinets built into the wall, as well as a small stove to warm the room, mounted on top of a set of fire bricks, for safety. There was a bed crammed into one corner, where it barely fit, and across from that was an elderly couch, just large enough for two to sit, comfortably, though in the case of goblins, it was enough for three or perhaps even four, if they were particularly friendly. In the center of the room was a small, folding table with a knife and a cutting board on it, left out from the last time she’d prepared an herbal remedy.

Cha’da sat on the couch and focused her mind on the bone bead. It had once been the molar of the most skilled fighter she’d ever seen, a woman that moved with the grace of a ballerina and the lethality of a pouncing tiger, the very best dual-wielder she’d ever seen, mixing ballet and swordplay as though the two had always been intended to be used together. She’d been a near-unstoppable force and when she died to stop an invasion of rock monsters from the world’s invisible moon, Cha’da swore she wouldn’t let the woman simply rot.

From what she knew, the woman she’d met, Nicole, had been a clone of a broken, remorseless serial killer, complete with intact memories, though she’d been captured before she did any real harm. She’d spent two years in prison, because she was extremely dangerous, with the mind and habits of a killer, even though, technically, she’d done nothing wrong. In truth, the dwarves of Heart Forge had partially rehabilitated her by the time the rock monsters invaded and they needed every fighter they could get.

During the final battle, Nicole used troll song, a powerful form of telepathic magic, to reach all the way from their world to the leader of the monsters, to deliver a message of peace, because she had a talent for pushing thoughts. She’d been supported by others, through the same troll magic, but at the last, critical moment, everyone else had been distracted and Nicole was left to reach out, alone. In the end, she used troll song to rewire her own nervous system to amplify her telepathic talents at the cost of her life. She ended the war and saved the world, casting aside all doubts as to her character, marking herself apart from the woman she’d been cloned from. In short, she’d been a powerful testament to the power of personal choice, proving anyone could choose to change.

Cha’da poured magical power into the bone bead and commanded, “Nicole! Come to me!”

She sensed heavy resistance, marking how strong the will of the spirit was, so she poured even more power into the spell!

As a necromancer, Cha’da was quite used to summoning spirits and she consulted with fallen members of the goblin tribe she ruled over, the crew of her ship, on a regular basis. She’d performed such magic so many times, it had become routine, with no surprises.

However, as a furious reaction began in the air, she was surprised by the formation of a swirling vortex, causing small objects to scatter!

Cha’da focused her mind on more magic, quickly putting up a personal shielding spell, just in time to avoid being stabbed in the eye by the knife she used for cutting herbs! Several more objects bounced off the shield as she stared into the vortex, which appeared composed of equal parts light and darkness, swirling around each other, as though they were part of a greater whole!

She’d stopped feeding the spell magic, but realized, too late, she’d already given it too much; whatever was going on had become self-sustaining and was even growing, moment by moment! It didn’t make sense! How could a simple summons produce a self-feeding chain-reaction?

As the wind intensified, cracks formed in the floor of the room and out of them flowed darkness, while at the ceiling, other cracks formed, producing light! The two opposing forces fed the vortex, increasing its power and accelerating its growth!

Cha’da cursed, realizing if she didn’t somehow stop the spell, it would soon tear her ship to kindling! She wasn’t entirely sure, but reasoned the two cracks were potentially portals to other planes of existence, each a source of energy that was opposed to the other!

Just as she was about to enact a spell in the hopes of sealing the tear in reality, a hand emerged from the dark crack in the floor, producing a shock wave of energy that shattered Cha’da’s personal shielding spell like glass and knocked her flat on her back! The hand appeared to be covered in an ink-like, vile-looking slime and as it scrabbled for purchase on the floor, its touch stained the surface! Next emerged the creature’s head, looking like someone had taken a swim through a pool of crude oil and then walked away, without bothering to clean up! Though no features of its face could be made out, its eyes were marked by a pair of faint glows, one green, the other blue!

Starting to get back to her feet, Cha’da shielded her eyes from flying debris with her hands as she tried to see what would happen next! As the creature pulled itself out of the dark crack in the floor, it became clear that clawed hands were scrabbling to pull it back, but with a few deft kicks, it beat them down and the dark crack started to close! There was a howl of frustration from the other side and the crack sealed, as though it had never been!

Despite all the goo, the demonic abomination clearly had a feminine shape, especially on the bust line. Goo dripped from her continuously, but the dribbled muck was starting to evaporate away as a black mist, without leaving a trace behind.

Shielding her eyes from the light with one hand, the demon looked up through the vortex, to the other dimensional tear and then shouted, in a female voice accustomed to giving orders and being obeyed, “Close that crack, foolish witch, or we’ll be assaulted by things best never seen by mortals!”

Reluctantly, Cha’da obeyed and focused her mind on sealing the rupture in reality. As she poured power into it, the crack shrunk until it was the size of a pin head, then winked out.

With the emergency over for the time being, Cha’da restored her shield and raised her hands, in preparation to fight the creature, fully expecting an attack. As she focused her mind to prepare a deadly spell, the creature held up its hands, in a gesture of peace.

“What are you?” Cha’da demanded.

Sounding like it was absolutely insane, it giggled like a teenage girl on hard drugs, “Don’t you know?” It laughed in pleasure and smiled broadly, revealing the shape of teeth tainted black by the slime, “You summoned me, after all! I’m Nicole and I’m ever so grateful you saved me from my endless torment in Hell! Without your summons, my escape plan would never have worked! Thank you!”

“I don’t believe you!” Cha’da muttered, in shock, still holding her hands up, ready to cast!

The creature nodded and wiped the slime off her face. Though it was still covered in a thin layer of the oily, slimy goo, Cha’da was able to make out the distinctive features of Nicole, with a green eye on her left side and a blue one on her right. There was also a divide down the middle of her face, between pale skin on her right and slightly darker skin on her left. Both versions of Nicole had been chimeras, because great pains had been taken to ensure the clone was a near-perfect copy of the original, down to the level of muscle memory, with much detail put into getting her genetic composition right.

Cha’da cursed, realizing she’d summoned the original Nicole by accident, who by all accounts, may as well have been a remorseless demon. Seeing no alternative, Cha’da wasted no time and focused her mind on re-opening the dark crack, to push the demon back where it belonged!

Nothing happened other than more insane laughter from Nicole, who added, “That won’t work! If it were so easy to put the genie back in the bottle, do you think I would have bothered to plan my escape? You’re stuck with me, though I gather I wasn’t who you were trying to summon.” She chuckled, “Go ahead, try again! Summon my dearly departed sister-clone! I’d love to see the look on her face!”

“Not as long as you’re here, demon!” Cha’da declared and focused her mind until she could see the raw ribbons of magic flowing through the air, using it to examine Nicole closely.

Nicole was drawing energy from Cha’da, like a familiar or summoned spirit, and she was horrified to realize she was the demon’s anchor to reality. However, such ties could be severed, which Cha’da did without hesitation.

Nicole started to fade away, “Fine, then. You win, for now. I’ll go quietly and get some much needed rest. You know, where I was, they didn’t let me sleep. They just kept torturing me, both day and night. It was fun at first, because I love pain, but after a while, a girl needs a little shut-eye, you know what I mean?” She giggled again, her laugh lingering longer than her presence.

Cha’da shuddered and stared down at the bone bead in her hand, horrified to know it had been infused with a demon! It was going to take long hours of research and study to learn how to exorcise the monster from the bead, if it was even possible.

* * *
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It was a day later. Cha’da had cleaned up her quarters and calmed down the crew, after the violent reaction she’d experienced accidentally summoning the demon. She’d tried and failed to exorcise the creature from the bead, but its tenacious attachment to the real world was stronger than Cha’da’s magic and the only sure-fire method she knew of was the physical destruction of the bead, which would prevent her from summoning Nicole with it.

So, she’d decided to try again, despite the awful failure, because the Nicole she’d known deserved a better fate than being worm food. She deserved not just a second chance at life, but a third.

However, that internal argument was just the one that convinced her to try again. In truth, Cha’da wanted to learn more about troll song and knew no one living that was willing to teach her.

She also spent several hours consulting the tribe’s previous witch, Teni, because she was an even more experienced necromancer than Cha’da, having spent forty years interacting with summoned spirits.

Before she began the summoning, Cha’da prepared several spells. First, she constructed a shield to protect the walls, ceiling and floor of the room from damage. Then she cast a sound-proofing spell, so the crew wouldn’t worry, even if another unexpected reaction occurred.

Finally, she summoned Teni and gave her enough energy to cast spells, if needed, as a sort of backup plan. The goblin witch appeared in the prime of her youth, complete with the memory of all the old bone beads from Cha’da’s necklace tangled in her unkempt hair, which was where they’d resided before she gave them to Cha’da. Teni was unique among the spirits Cha’da summoned, able to control her appearance to a small degree, most often appearing old, but every once in a while, when her mood was nostalgic, she appeared as a young woman.

Cha’da commented, “Thinking of your youth lately, are you?”

“A bit, yes. I’ve been thinking of the first spirit I ever summoned. My mother was a force to be reckoned with and far too overbearing. I spent weeks being harassed by her, until I decided on a way to get rid of her. I never summoned her again and that’s the only bead I didn’t give you, because no one deserves that kind of punishment.”

Surprised, Cha’da asked, “What did you do with it?”

“Bottom of the ocean.” Teni grinned evilly and took a more serious tone, “All your talk of accidentally summoning a demon got me thinking of my mother and made me feel young again. Hopefully, we’re not making that kind of mistake today.”

Cha’da nodded her agreement and then turned her mind to the task at hand. She very firmly put the image of the Nicole she’d known into her mind, remembering seeing the woman fight to defend one of the old gates of Heart Forge, after the outer gate had fallen.

After several minutes of deep meditation and visualization, she held the bead in her hand and called out, “Nicole! Come to me!”

* * *
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Nicole opened her eyes and wiped the tears away, hoping to see her heart balance with the feather.

Instead, she was disappointed to find herself in a room with wood walls, ceiling and floor, with the necromancer, Cha’da, in front of her. Nicole felt an extreme kind of loss, realizing she’d been stolen away from the afterlife, just before finding out if she deserved punishment or not! It was one thing to lose a loved one, which stung for a long time, but to lose the afterlife? It was unbearable! Even worse was the lingering, unanswered question of the worth of her soul.

She looked on the necromancer with tears of hatred in her eyes, “How dare you do this to me? Why?”

Cha’da spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, “I’m always in need of strong spirits and I’ve seen none stronger. You have unique talents I refuse to see go to waste.”

“No, I won’t serve you!” Nicole decided aloud, in a defiant tone.

She started to sing and reached out, to touch her would-be master’s mind! The necromancer was strong and surrounded her mind with rigid, steel walls of will! Nicole’s powerful telepathic waves of energy bounced off them, causing Nicole to get even angrier!

Cha’da’s face twisted into an expression of deep concentration as Nicole started to worm her way past the woman’s defenses, but then the necromancer spoke a word of command, “Stop!”

It was then Nicole realized she’d lost the battle before it began. By being summoned, she was bound and required to obey the commands of her summoner. Since the summoning had been skillfully and flawlessly performed, that rule was inviolate and could not be broken, but she imagined, with practice, it might be made to bend.

As the necromancer dabbed at her nose, which had started to bleed from Nicole’s mental assault, she added another order, “You will never again try to enter my mind.”

Nicole was shackled, but not beaten, “Fine. I have no choice, but I’ll always hate you. If Lyra or her husband ever find out, I can guarantee you, they won’t stop until I’m free to pass on. That’s just the kind of people they are.”

“Let them try!” Cha’da grinned like a goblin, “I’ve already beaten that fool wizard and his familiar, once already! I can beat them again.”

Nicole shook her head, taking note of the woman’s arrogance, hoping it might someday be her undoing; Cha’da had no idea what Lyra was capable of when roused and angry. After all, the last time she’d fought with Lyra, Nicole had lost.

Feeling frustrated, Nicole looked away from the smug woman and saw another bound spirit, that of a goblin woman, who smiled and nodded, “She’s not as bad as you think. She doesn’t ask much of us and in the end, we get to see more of life.”

Nicole shook her head, feeling frustrated and trapped, but in the back of her mind, she started making plans. Cha’da wouldn’t and couldn’t control her forever. At some point, she’d make a wrong move and that was all Nicole needed. She swore to herself, she would see the woman punished for violating her right to pass on.

After taking the time required to staunch the flow of blood, Cha’da ordered, “Teach us both more about troll song.”

Reluctantly, Nicole began a lesson.
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Chapter 2
Persecution
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Two and a half years had passed and The Sanguine Maiden was tied to the top of a skyscraper, in Heart Forge, with crews of goblin engineers constantly coming and going, busily working to make the ship capable of space flight. It was difficult to make a sailing ship space-worthy and an entire year had been spent just on design work, because it had never been attempted before. In fact, all known star ships had been purpose-built for the task.

However, the engineers involved were having a lot of fun with the project and worked eagerly, even though they weren’t crew of the ship. When the work was finished, the ship would have a variety of propulsion systems, including an FTL drive for moving between stars, gravity plating that could serve as thrusters, if desired, along with a set of magically-enhanced solar sails and finally, a magical propulsion system Cha’da had designed herself, able to use the ship’s existing shield generators to propel the ship, if all else failed. What’s more, the last three systems could be used at the same time, to give the ship surprising acceleration, in a pinch.

So far, most of the work had been focused on sealing the hull and interior spaces with a lightweight, radiation-resistant, plastic coating, along with replacing all doors and hatches with something capable of holding an atmosphere, though each had been customized with a wood veneer, to maintain the look of the ship.

She disliked giving up twenty percent of the ship’s cargo space, but the extra equipment had to go somewhere and she didn’t want the pair of FTL drive cores bolted to the exterior, preferring to keep them as a surprise, if required. They were effectively a pair of long tubes that ran nearly the whole length of the ship, which required installing hatches in the lower decks, to allow them to be replaced, if they were ever severely damaged. She remembered the day they’d been flown in, with three shuttles each, dangling in the air, via cables. It had been a delicate operation, with both of them installed at the same time, to maintain the ship’s balance without disrupting the flight spell keeping it in the air.

One year of exhaustive alterations and the work was still nowhere near done. She had to oversee all of it, because there were perpetual difficulties and new problems to solve. Some days it was frustrating to be tied to the ship, unable to leave, but others, it was exhilarating, imagining what the ship would be capable of, once the work was complete.

Today, she was tired and in need of a good distraction.

There was a polite knock at the door to the quarters she shared with her husband and bodyguard, Max, so she called out, “Come in.”

Umak stepped in and informed her, “Levi is here. He wishes to challenge you to another duel.”

Cha’da grinned with anticipation. Levi Jacobs was at the same time, both infuriating and quite amusing. He constantly persecuted her for her necromantic magic, which gave her power over the dead or could manipulate the life energy of the living. However, on the other hand, she enjoyed dueling with magic. He was technically more powerful than her, but despite constantly training to improve, his magical techniques were still flawed. She’d won every duel and the look of defeat on his face was always entertaining. Then there were the wagers. Most of the work on her ship had already been paid for by Levi, as a result of losing their duels.

The most amusing part of it all was that he need not try so hard to get her to leave, because the only thing keeping her in Heart Forge was the modifications to her ship. Once they were complete, she intended to take a long voyage to the Northwestern Empire, where she’d been born, perhaps never to return.

“Tell him I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Umak left and closed the door.

Levi’s skill with magic was always improving and he’d probably win the next duel, if she didn’t try something new. She’d been saving Nicole for just such an issue; after all, she had extensive experience fighting wizards.

Cha’da touched Nicole’s bead and whispered her name, carefully imaging the clone in her mind, rather than the demon.

* * *
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Nicole stared into the eyes of the necromancer, yet again, and spoke with contempt, “Another lesson? Troll song, ballet or swordplay, this time?”

The necromancer shook her head, “I was thinking I’d give you a chance to fight, for once. Are you interested?”

Nicole loved to fight, but she knew better than to accept simply on blood-lust, alone, so she asked, “Who would I be fighting?”

“Levi and likely his familiar, Inorath. He’s just challenged me to another duel. It won’t be for keeps, likely just for a wager.”

Nicole shook her head, “No. I won’t fight my brother-in-law, even if you order me to.”

Cha’da nodded and sighed, “Fine, then.”

* * *
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Cha’da didn’t like it. She needed the edge Nicole would give her, because her usual tactic, summoning a pair of goblins armed with the spirits of a pair of destroyed swords, probably wouldn’t be enough, because both Levi and Inorath had become better fighters. The last time they faced off, her goblins had nearly lost to Inorath, when Cha’da finished the fight by breaking Levi’s shield spell, just as he’d been about to shatter hers.

She considered her options, including the possibility of summoning Teni, but didn’t like the odds. Teni wasn’t a good fighter. She was powerful, but wasn’t a quick spell-caster, requiring a minimum of a few seconds to pull off a decent attack spell.

There was no better option, so Cha’da summoned the demon.

The demon yawned, “Ah, that was a good, long rest, just what I needed. What can I do for you, Master.” She spoke the word in a mocking tone and giggled, clearly amused with herself.

“You up for a non-lethal fight?”

“Foolish witch!” Nicole grumbled, “I’m a stone-cold killer, an assassin, and what do you ask? A non-lethal fight? Ugh. Though, I do so love to fight and if you order me not to kill, what’s a girl to do? I guess I’ll do it.”

Cha’da explained, “We’ll be fighting Lyra’s husband, Levi, and his familiar, Inorath, which happens to be an ancient creature of darkness. You’re free to kill the dark monster, but Levi has to be defeated without killing him.”

For a brief moment, the creature trembled, “Lyra still lives? She has a husband?”

Cha’da snapped, ordering, “Forget Lyra!”

“Never!” The demon screamed, in stark defiance of the order, having overcome it through sheer madness, “Lyra is my entire purpose for being, the entire reason I escaped punishment! I will destroy her mind! I will break her and make her suffer for betraying me!”

“Not today!” Cha’da got ready to put the demon away, threatening, “She isn’t our opponent and if you continue to resist, I’ll put you away and never summon you again!”

The demon’s rage faded and she responded, “Are we at least punishing the boy wizard?”

Cha’da shook her head, in amusement, asking, “Boy? He’s the
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