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Rain fell down in sheets, drenching the rooftops of the town of Ka'Loen. Most of the villagers huddled inside, apart from those watching the sword fight in the village square. Two combatants circled each other in the shadow of the great statue of the Slayer, while a translucent dome kept both sheltered from the storm.
Sword clashed against sword, the two men moving nearly in lock-step, each countering the attacks of the other, waiting for an opening. The taller one spun his double-ended sword, seeming perfectly at ease in any situation, though saying little. He stepped forward without warning, one blade dipping under the enemy's defenses, stopping only a finger-width from the boy's neck.
“Damn it! I almost had you, Taevin!” The younger man sighed, knowing the Duelist was going easy on him.
“Someday, perhaps.”
“You know this isn't fair,” Quid retorted. “It's not easy fighting while holding onto an energy shield.” He let go of his sword, letting its shape fade and pulling the substance back into his own body. Shielding them from the rain took a bit of effort, but shape-shifting came naturally to him.
“Then let the rain come,” Taevin responded without emotion. “A dukkhei ratalli must be able to fight in any environment.” He still insisted on using the Aeotian language to describe his position, since the translation of “Duelist” was imperfect. It literally meant “Honorable Protector,” which was a better description of the job, if a bit of a mouthful. Over the past year, his task had become much more important, as the Aeotians had gone to war. Taevin Calseti was the most skilled of the Duelists, and the protector assigned to Mallus himself.
Over a year had passed since Quid was officially born. Actually, he was born many years earlier, but it was only during the Battle of Aeos that he became his true self. It was difficult to think of himself as a weapon, but that was his real purpose. Mallus called him a “biomagical weapon,” which didn't really make sense to him. When he was first sent to Earth as an infant, he had no magic at all. His power was somehow imbued into his bassinet, which was actually a shape-shifter. He was supposed to grow up with that power close to him, but chance had decided otherwise.
While the child was raised by the Wizard's Tower of Harinth, the shape-shifter had been taken here, to Ka'Loen. A boy named Colim had taken it from here, not knowing its true nature. If not for random chance, Quid may have never become whole.
“I think I'm done for the day, Taevin.” The few remaining spectators headed back to their homes, but the Duelist just shrugged and began practicing by himself. Quid had to admit, that man was dedicated.
Letting his magic fade, the boy with two childhoods wandered into his father's shop. Mallus of Aeos, known here as Mallus the usually-incompetent Magician, was probably the most powerful being on this planet. If his word was to be trusted, he was one of the three who originally created it. Quid wondered why he continued to play such a demeaning role, intentionally fumbling nearly every spell when the villagers were watching.
“It was a foolish choice, Xentor. You have sacrificed much, for little benefit.” Quid's father seemed to have a visitor.
“More must be sacrificed, I fear. This war threatens the very heart of the Xen Magic, and I see only a small chance of averting this catastrophe.” Lord Xentor's presence was somewhat unexpected, as Quid had been too busy fighting to notice a portal. Perhaps he was just laying low, since the arrival of the legendary Slayer was always a major spectacle these days. Xentor still resembled the marble statue in the center of the square, though it was erected years ago.
“Another prophecy, then?” Mallus shifted a few books on the counter in an idle gesture, seeming a bit less confident than his usual self. “So far your record is unblemished.”
“A prophecy is merely a tool, to encourage others to follow the correct path. They do not predict the future. They define it.”
Mallus nodded in reply, not yet noticing Quid in the doorway. “Well, you may want to start defining the future, Xentor, because the one I see is quite grim. My people are holding back the Empire so far, but that won't be the case for much longer. There is conflict within our ranks, and our lines are beginning to falter.”
If the Guardian found that disconcerting, he didn't show it. The man was as cold as ice, never a hint of emotion displayed on his face. Quid had only met him a few times before, in one half of his memories, but he had never once seen the man smile. His dark-red cloak surrounded him like armor, sometimes remaining perfectly still in harsh winds, or fluttering in a non-existent breeze. If Quid was a biomagical weapon, what was Xentor?
“When your lines break, the Empire will attack Aeos. Be ready, Mallus.”
“What will you do?”
“I must prepare for the coming maelstrom.” A dimensional portal tore open beside the Guardian, and his body faded to a red mist before passing into Trans-Dimensional space.
* * *
“A maelstrom?” Cyari asked herself, turning off her receiver. She could barely see Ka'Loen from here in the forest, but her surveillance equipment was very effective. The High Commander of the Empire didn't usually go on such errands herself, but when she noticed Xentor's recent preparations, she knew this was too important to delegate to her underlings.
Fortunately, her hunch had proven correct. She had noticed points of weakness in the enemy lines, and if the Aeotians were truly divided, then it was nearly time to strike. Once Aeos was out of the way, no force could stand against her. Finally, she would be able to purge the Frame of the chaotic magic that had ravaged it for so many centuries. Finally, there would be peace.
“Tranquility,” she said into her communicator, “This is the High Commander. Respond.” The device stood silent for a moment before barking to life with the response from her flagship.
“Tranquility here. We read you, High Commander.” That was the voice of her second-in-command, a somewhat reliable man. He had been promoted after the Sentinel's pet vampire had slain his predecessor.
“Open a portal at my location, and prepare a memory download.”
“A memory download now? Sir, we have one scheduled for–”
“Do it, Hove.” The man was talented, but sometimes he forgot his place. “Also, open a channel to General Kessin at the Institute. I have need of his services.”
“Right away, Sir. Portal opening now.” A rectangular doorway opened several feet in front of her, its border glowing yellow with the energy used to create it. The spatial portal took her directly to the bridge of the Tranquility, where Commander Hove awaited her. The lights were tinted blue, signifying that the ship was still in stealth mode. It wouldn't do to have the Uranans detect her presence in this galaxy. Their military was insignificant, but she had no desire to kill any more than necessary.
“High Commander,” he said formally, “The science team is preparing the machine. It should be ready momentarily. May I ask the reason for breaking schedule?”
“All in due time, Commander.” There was no sense in sharing her information quite yet. She had learned many years ago that soldiers were more obedient when they were less informed. Never tell them any more than what they need to do their job.
Leaving Hove to tend to the running of the ship, she made her way back to the secure facility where the cloning machine sat ready. The scientists waited patiently for her arrival, and without a word, she plugged herself into the computer.
Downloading her memories was a painful procedure, but it was quite necessary. Each day, she connected her mind to this machine, and copied the entire contents of her brain into optical storage. It was the only way to ensure that her knowledge was retained when a new clone was generated. The primitive mages called it resurrection, but Cyari knew the secret behind true immortality. The body was transient, and easy replaced when it was damaged or destroyed. She had lost count of how many times she had “died,” only to wake up the following day as if it had never happened. It was certainly an inconvenience, since each death robbed her of a day's memories, but it gave the impression that she was truly invincible. When commanding an army of this size, and presiding over an empire that spanned hundreds of dimensions, one could not afford to show weakness.
“Sir,” one of the scientists began as the memory download finished, “They have General Kessin on the comm.”
Cyari made her way back to the bridge, surprised that the probes were deployed so quickly. Communicating between dimensions was a difficult task, even with the Empire's advanced technology. Two probes were required to open and maintain a path through Trans-Dimensional space, and these probes were lost once used.
“General, so nice to see a friendly face at the Xen Institute,” she said with a smile.
“It is good to hear from you, High Commander,” Kessin responded after a short delay. He sat behind a desk in full military uniform, clearly broadcasting from his office at the Institute. Cyari had discovered in recent times that there were many high-ranking officers on Xen that strongly objected to the presence of the Guardians on their home world.
“Are things well on your world, Kessin?”
The man smiled, immediately hearing the unspoken question. “Quite well, High Commander. By my latest count, nearly a third of the fleets share our views, and only one in ten strongly support the mages. The rest may turn in either direction, but I suspect most will side with us.”
Decisions like this could make or break a war, and this one would be more difficult than most. Only a third of the enemy forces had been turned, and ten percent would firmly oppose her. If the operation was carried out quickly enough, she would have the advantage of surprise against a disorganized opposition. General Kessin was an able leader, and would likely be able to squeeze out a victory even if only half of the fleets followed him. Given more time, this could become a nearly-bloodless transition, but the Aeotians were weak now. It had to be done.
“It's time, General,” she said solemnly. “Begin the operation.”
* * *
General Kessin switched off the communicator, opening a channel to the fleets orbiting Xen. He had seen the expression on Cyari's face, and knew this was no easy decision for her. The Guardians and the Trans-Dimensional Council were so busy demonizing the Empire, that they refused to even consider an alternative viewpoint. Magic truly was a threat, not only to planetary security, but to entire dimensions. Only a year ago, Sentinel Rikket had wiped out two populated worlds, including one of the three capitals of the Evassian Triumvirate. That kind of power did not belong in the hands of a spoiled child. It was foolish to distribute power merely by accident of birth.
“Attention all fleets,” he began formally as the channel was opened. “This is General Kessin, commander of planetary defense. Ever since our dimension was opened to the outside, we have been subjected to intruders on our world. They ignore our laws and customs, and they hold the ear of Empress Qinami herself. Our once-mighty society should not be influenced by the whims of the Guardians!” He paused a moment, hearing the muffled cheers and objections of the men on the other end of the connection. It was difficult to tell how many there were of each, but it was too late to turn back.
“Who controls the Guardians, my friends? No one! They answer to no authority, here or elsewhere! We're supposed to trust them to act in our best interests, yet what have they done for us? They have dragged us into a pointless war merely to preserve their own way of life! This must end!” The cheers were louder now. It was time to drive the point home.
“My friends, you have followed me into battle countless times in recent years. You followed me against the Telthans. You followed me against the Consortium. You followed me against the Empire. Now I ask you to follow me once more. This time, the enemy is not some foreign military, but rather our own government, which has been infiltrated and warped by magic! I call upon you all to rise up against the Empress, against the Institute, and against the corrupting influence of the Guardians!”
As the cheers rose, he closed the communications channel and brought up his tactical display. One by one, the various fleets adjusted their friend-or-foe systems to signify their stance. Three carrier groups had already designated themselves as his supporters, and more would soon follow. Two fleets were now displayed as enemies, but the battle had not yet begun.
“General Kessin!” The next incoming transmission was not unexpected. In fact, he was surprised that Empress Qinami had not tried to overpower his broadcast. “What is the meaning of this!?” His screen lit up with her face, and that of Researcher Belryn, her liaison to the Guardians.
“This is a redistribution of power, Empress. Your regime has now ended.” There was no longer a need to play the diplomat. The gauntlet had been thrown, and the conflict would now begin.
“General,” the scientist interrupted, “If you have concerns, there are other ways to address them! A civil war will only make us vulnerable to the Empire!”
Kessin paused a moment, wondering if the Empress would put Belryn in his place, but she said nothing. She was actually letting the fool speak for her! “The Empire opposes the Guardians, not us. Once we cleanse our world of magical influence, the Empire will make a powerful ally.”
This time, the Empress silenced Belryn with a gesture, switching her broadcast to reach not only the entire military, but the entire planet. General Kessin sat back and allowed her one last speech, as trying to interrupt her would only show weakness, and suggest that he feared a dissenting voice. Displaying weakness was not an option.
“People of the Xen Institute, this is Empress Qinami. As some of you know by now, General Kessin, our head of planetary defense, has voiced opposition to our government, and seems to think he would make a better head of state. I know the General quite well, and I was in fact the one who appointed him to his position. He is a good man, and an able soldier, but there is a vast difference between leading an army and ruling a civilization.”
He had to admit, she was a gifted orator. Without her interference, this operation would have been over in a matter of hours. Now, the conflict was likely to drag on for days or weeks.
“As I speak,” she continued, “Our fleets are hovering above the surface of Xen, prepared to do battle with one another over dominance of our world. General Kessin has initiated this, because he has apparently forgotten that we live in a free society! If he truly feels that he would make a better leader, I invite him to prove it in the next election. I serve as Empress only because you, the people, allow it. If you choose to elect a military ruler, I will step down peacefully. This, however, is not a peaceful transition of power. This is an unlawful military rebellion! I ask our officers to stand down so that we may discuss this publicly and resolve any issues without bloodshed. Let us set an example, and show the other races that we do not so easily resort to violence. Thank you.”
* * *
Empress Qinami shut off the communicator and turned to Belryn, who shared her concerned expression. “Tell the guards to lock down the building. He probably doesn't know where we are, but I'm not taking any chances.”
“Do you think we have a chance?” the scientist asked.
“It's not that simple, Belryn. If I rally the troops and set them against Kessin's forces, we'll lose half our fleets, and the Empire will roll right over us. We can't afford a civil war right now.”
“So you'll just let him win?”
The man was a genius with machines, but he could sometimes be lacking when it came to people. He had to understand that winning wasn't always the best option. She made the speech that was required, but she knew it would never work. She tried to calm everyone down and resolve this non-violently, but Kessin was intent on war. She had suspected for some time that Cyari had his ear, and that he might be leaking intelligence, but could not risk losing such a gifted general on mere suspicions.
“Yes. For the sake of our people, I will let him win. Now speak with the guards, and quickly.” Once Belryn had left, she turned to her communicator, bringing up a link to the Guardian Palace. Lord Treloc, one of the two rulers of the mages, appeared on her screen.
“Yes, Empress?”
“The coup has begun,” she said simply. “Get your people off the planet as soon as possible.”
“Already?” The man actually seemed panicked. “We are not yet prepared!”
“Apologies, Lord Treloc, but I did not set the timetable.”
Before the mage could speak again, another man stepped into view. The unnatural movements of his dark-red cloak made him seem almost an apparition, and his stoic expression only added to the illusion. Lord Xentor was more than just the leader of the Guardians, though Qinami was still not quite sure of the details. Some said he had joined with the magic itself, but that seemed ridiculous.
“Cyari had reason to move early,” Xentor said without emotion. “Thank you for the warning, Empress. Treloc, begin the evacuation to Tavni Kintara. The Evassians have prepared accommodations for us just outside of the capital.”
“But what of Xen?” Treloc asked nervously.
Xentor hesitated a moment, seeming distracted. His response was brief, as always. “Xen will endure.”
* * *
A small bird leapt up from a nearby bush, momentarily blocking Rotai's view of the altar in the village of Sankasi. The sun was making its way down to the horizon, and the villagers were finally beginning preparations for their daily rituals. This was the fourth evening he had waited outside of their village, and he hoped it would be the last.
While he lay still, his crossbow waiting to be drawn, he thought back to the previous year, to the so-called Battle of Aeos. It seemed a distant memory now, for things in Serpentooth had gone downhill quickly. After a few days resting on Tavni Kintara with the Sentinels, he and Anya had insisted on returning home. Unfortunately, it was not the same world they had so recently left. Lord Gorenton, the ruler of the kingdom, had been overthrown, replaced by a puppet of a man who served the new self-proclaimed Overlord of the Kingdom of Grent. This “Overlord” had made his home in the Crescent Moon Tavern, now called a Palace despite not being very much changed. There he waited, protected by magic beyond anything even Rotai had seen, waiting to enact revenge on a certain pair of Sentinels.
Orp, as the Overlord called himself, had been seen in Serpentooth once before, quite some time ago. The mischievous little dwarf had wreaked havoc upon the townspeople until Rikket and Trellia finally vanquished him. Of course, they hadn't actually killed him. Apparently, he had been banished to the void between realms, known as Trans-Dimensional Space. There he floated for what should have been an eternity, until he somehow freed himself one year ago.
It wasn't long before he asserted dominance of the entire kingdom. Serpentooth was only the first to succumb to his might, followed quickly by Grent, defenseless once Lord Gorenton was slain. Harinth took a bit longer, the wizards actually putting up a fight before being slaughtered. Once the three largest cities were taken, the new Overlord took up his throne and slowed down. The golem armies of RockStone now fought for him, as Tychen Rockmage wasn't foolish enough to go against such power. As those golems systematically conquered all of the small towns and villages north of the mountains, Orp had sent Rotai to tie up one loose end.
Rotai silently cursed himself for agreeing to serve as the dwarf's private assassin. With Anya held hostage, he really had no choice but to come out of retirement and play lapdog to the new ruler. He had killed dozens of dissenters in all three of the major cities, and now he had been sent to slay one of the gods.
The sun touched the horizon, and the Children of Daco began their rituals. He could hear every word from his nearby perch, but had no desire to listen to their mindless chanting. As far as Rotai was concerned, the gods did their thing while he did his. As long as they stayed out of his business, he didn't bother them. So far, it had worked out well.
The leader of the Children, an old man by the name of Herraim, was reaching the culmination of his speech, praying for Daco to appear and guide them, or guide them by appearing, or something of the sort. Honestly, it didn't matter, because if the god actually did show himself, he would regret it.
At first, Rotai had been a bit hesitant to strike out at a deity, but Overlord Orp had assured him that Daco would die as easily as any man, so long as he was not given time to defend or heal himself. That was, of course, a trivial matter. It surprised the assassin that no special weapons or techniques would be needed, since the other mystical creatures tended to be more difficult to kill. Vampires needed to be stabbed in the heart, golems were usually resistant to anything but fire, and dragons were best handled when in their human form, as they were quite formidable otherwise.
Gods, however, could die to a simple crossbow. Rotai drew back the bolt, carefully locking it into position with a muffled click. No one reacted to the sound, and no one had spotted him. Most of the Children of Daco were oblivious to anything but their religion, so it wasn't difficult for an assassin as skilled as Rotai to remain unseen.
The ritual ended, and there was no sign of Daco. It seemed he would have to retreat to his camp and try again the next–
“I am here, my Children,” the deity announced as he shimmered into view. Aside from the white aura, he looked just like any other man. A white robe hung loosely around him, and the last bits of sunlight glinted off the golden jewelry on his hands.
The crossbow made a faint click as Rotai pulled the trigger. The bolt flew true, and struck the unaware deity behind the left ear, neatly punching a hole through his head. It wasn't a pretty sight, but this job was not for the faint of heart. A wave of shock spread through the village as their former god collapsed onto the altar in a bloody heap, and the assassin quietly made his way back to his camp.
In truth, Rotai had no moral objections to killing this particular deity. The man had, after all, tried to kill his friend Rikket on more than one occasion. If he had known it was this easy, Rotai probably would have done it a year prior. After all, he couldn't allow his friends to be targeted. He had a reputation to maintain.
Why this particular deity, though? Sure, Daco had been an annoyance, but why did Orp want him dead badly enough to send Rotai after him? The little dwarf had made no secret of his desire, but had never given a reason. Did they have some personal history?
“You look proud of yourself, Rotai.”
The voice startled him for a moment, until he recognized Caleia stepping out from behind a tree. She had a habit of popping up at the strangest times, but he supposed that was to be expected from someone her age. She looked to be in her early teens, but it was hard to tell how becoming a Forestal had affected her. It had certainly turned her onto the colors of nature! Her hair looked as if it was painted green, her skin was tending toward a paler version of the color, and her clothing seemed to be constructed of leaves and grass.
“I did what I had to do,” he responded simply.
“You mean you did what you were told to do.” She certainly was sharper than she looked.
“You'll understand when you're older.”
“I understand perfectly, assassin. I just never thought you would be such an obedient lapdog.”
His hand moved of its own volition, bringing a knife to the girl's throat faster than would seem possible. To her credit, Caleia barely moved, though her confidence was shattered in an instant. After a silent pause, he drew back his blade and let her breathe. He may have overreacted, but he didn't like to be insulted, particularly by a bratty little girl.
“Look,” she continued hesitantly, “I... I just don't get why you're letting him boss you around.”
He resumed the short trek back to his campsite, the Forestal keeping pace beside him. “If I don't, he'll kill Anya. Besides, no one will miss Daco.”
“The villagers in Sankasi will.”
Rotai shrugged, not caring about a bunch of foolish cultists. “No one of consequence.”
“What about the other gods?”
“If they wanted to stop me, they could have.”
He reached his campsite without another word passing between them, though Caleia still followed him. She knew more than she was telling, but so did he. As he packed up his things and strapped them onto his horse, she merely sat on a large tree root and watched. For a moment, he thought she would remain behind once he rode off, but she soon popped up beside him again, riding bareback on a brown stallion.
“Do you know why Orp wanted Daco killed?”
Rotai knew she had gained some magical ability when she became a Forestal, but he didn't think she could read minds. He merely shook his head in response.
“Daco knew how to bring people back to life.”
“So? All of the gods can do that.”
Caleia shook her head. “They only want you to think that. On this world, only Daco knew how. He's the one who brought back Rikket and Trellia.”
Their horses waded across a narrow stream, her stallion easily keeping up with his borrowed mare. Suddenly everything made sense. Orp was waiting around to kill the Sentinels, and now he had made sure that if they died, they would stay dead. Rotai began to feel the first twinges of regret, and it wasn't a pleasant sensation.
Her message delivered, Caleia wordlessly separated from him, vanishing into the forest and leaving him to return to Serpentooth alone. A pair of wooden golems met him at the edge of the city, silently waving for him to enter. They couldn't talk, but they were smart enough to watch out for certain people. Rotai would wager that the alarm would be raised in moments if one of the Sentinels tried to walk past.
The Crescent Moon Palace was under heavy guard, with two iron golems flanking the entrance gate. It used to be a simple doorway, but after the first assassination attempt, the dwarf had beefed up security. If Rotai had been involved in that first attempt, things may have turned out differently.
“Look who's back!” The dwarf yelled cheerfully as the assassin stepped inside. “Did you bring me the head of Daco?” Fools. First-time customers always wanted the heads of their victims, or some other stupid token to nail to their mantelpiece. Orp never seemed to outgrow that fixation.
“You wouldn't have wanted it, Overlord. There's a hole in it.” The last time Rotai had addressed the dwarf by name instead of title, it had been quite unpleasant.
“How big a hole?”
“Big enough. He's dead.”
“You wouldn't lie to me, would you?” The dwarf's stupid grin started to transform into an angry glare that would have terrified most men. Personally, Rotai found the grin more disturbing.
“See for yourself,” he said without emotion. It was best not to show any feeling around Orp, as he tended to act more randomly when encouraged or provoked. “By now, they're probably burying him, trying to figure out how their invincible deity was killed by a crossbow.”
The grin returned, leading Rotai to wonder if he'd survive the next few minutes. “If I find out you're lying, I'll rip out your spleen and lynch you with it, or maybe lynch your girlie with it. Maybe I'll tie them both together, put one of you on each end, and...”
He went on like that for a bit longer, but it was best not to pay attention. The little bastard was homicidal the first time he visited Serpentooth. Now, he was downright sadistic, in ways that would make even one of the demons cower in fear. He even had Anya brought out of her cage so he could illustrate the various ways he would punish Rotai for any disobedience. The assassin tried desperately not to react, for Orp seemed to thrive on such responses, and soon he started to realize that both he and Anya would survive the day.
Tomorrow, of course, would just be another roll of the dice.
Three suns bathed the monstrous serpent in orange light as it plummeted toward the surface of the lake. Its leathery wings lay at its sides, folded back to allow a faster descent. Its tail rippled in the wind, the triangular tip providing only a small amount of guidance.
At the last possible moment, the mighty beast spread its wings and curved upward, seeming to bounce off the cushion of air that lay across the water. With a mighty roar, jets of fire poured from between its man-sized teeth, eliciting a burst of applause from the spectators.
Even Rikket had to smile at that amazing display, though he had seen similar creatures before. In fact, it bore a close resemblance to the dragons on Earth, though it easily dwarfed even the dragon goddess herself. Perhaps she had visited this world in her youth, and chosen the form after standing on this very platform.
“It's so big,” Tizra commented, hugging her arms across her chest nervously. He knew that it wasn't the lizard that frightened her, but rather the location of the observation deck. A metal railing lined the edge of the platform, protecting the group of tourists from falling down the side of the mountain. Actually, the railing merely served the dual purpose of a visual aid, and of a mundane backup, in case the energy shield lost power.
“One of the biggest animals in the Frame, it seems.” He eyed the text appearing on his guide pad, a hand-held tablet that delivered information about whichever exhibit they were viewing. “Oh, look. They actually call it a dragon here, or maybe that's just the translation.” She looked to be chewing on her lower lip again, something she tended to do when worried, so he reached one arm around her back. “Are you alright, Tiz?”
“You never said we would be this high up,” she muttered.
“It's safe here, Tiz.” To illustrate, he held up the data pad and tapped it against the inside of the energy shield. “Besides, the exit portal is right over there.”
Three portals graced the back wall of the observation deck, two of which were accessible. The one on the right would take them directly to the next exhibit, while the center portal, outlined in red, would immediately deliver them to the tour office, back on Mycon Six-Four.
“Can we just go to the next one, Rik?”
He wanted to watch the dragon a bit longer, but he also wanted Tizra to be happy. With a warm smile, he guided her to the portal, and they entered Trans-D space to reach the next attraction.
Multi-dimensional tours had become popular in recent years, since the war with the Empire had severely limited travel for most people. The Myconian Commonwealth, always ready to milk their neutrality policy for a few extra credits, let tourists view the most interesting sights on some of the most interesting worlds in the Frame, for a modest fee.
“Please remain on the path at all times,” announced a small speaker as they entered. “To leave the tour, continue to the next viewing area, then enter the red portal. Your safety is important to us.”
That was the fifth time he had listened to that speech, as it was broadcast at the entrance to each dimensional portal. At this point, he wished they would just shut it off, because it only served to remind Tizra about how dangerous it was to travel between dimensions. They had been exploring the Frame for the past year, since the Battle of Aeos, but she was still nervous in Trans-D space.
The red-blue void surrounded them, and Rikket held her closely as they walked. “It says the next one is some kind of giant bird.”
“Does that mean we can watch from the ground?”
“Tiz, if you want to go back, we can–“
“No, it's ok,” she interrupted.
“Sure?”
Tizra nodded, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. He wasn't sure why, but then, he wasn't about to complain. Kissing was about the most they ever did, since he was unable to really satisfy her. It seemed as if the Aeotians had played a cruel joke on him when they created his magic. The same restriction that prevented him from killing also prevented him from making love to her.
Of course, now that he thought about it, she hadn't even brought up the topic in the past year. She would even gasp or twitch sometimes when he touched her, but always insisted that everything was fine. Whatever was bothering her, she would tell him when she was ready.
The exit portal deposited them on another platform, this one thankfully at ground level. A vast grassland stretched out in every direction, bordered only by the clear blue sky above. He had checked at the beginning of the tour that none of the dimensions they visited would be in the territory of one of the vampire deities, for obvious reasons. As long as they were outside their range, Tizra was basically a normal human, with some odd dietary requirements. Her magically-enhanced strength and reflexes were ineffective, but at least she wouldn't burst into flame at the first hint of sunlight.
Maybe she picked up on his concern, for she wrapped her arms around him as they watched a majestic avian soar overhead. It was a bit frustrating to have her so close, as she looked amazing in her dark-green bodice. He wished they could be more intimate, but then no relationship was perfect.
“Feeling better?”
She nodded, giving him a little squeeze as they watched the giant bird fly in a loop-d-loop. Rikket wondered if the animals were trained to do tricks, or if they just acted that way naturally. He wouldn't put it past the Myconians to squeeze a little extra fun out of the show, but there didn't seem to be any trainers watching. He could verify that with a bit of magic, but it was best to avoid that.
Only one portal, aside from the arrival point, graced the back wall of this viewing area. Apparently, this was the last stop on the tour. If Rikket had designed it, he would have saved the dragon for last, as it really made the bird look dull by comparison. Maybe the Myconians weren't quite as shrewd as he had suspected.
“Please stay on the path at all times,” came the announcement. “Your safety is important to us.”
The red-blue void surrounded them once again, and Rikket took a relaxed breath. Ever since the bridge of Cyari's ship, when Tizra shared her magic with him, only Trans-D had allowed him to truly relax. Just like after the ritual with Kirelle, his mind felt overloaded with power, and he had to fight constantly to keep it under control. As long as he avoided the use of magic, it was somewhat bearable, but even the smallest exertion of those abilities strained his willpower. He had spent many hours trying to meditate in Trans-D to keep things in check. Taevin Calseti, the strange man from Prame'klen, had given him that idea, and it was somewhat effective. Here in the void, he knew his magic would not function, so he could safely let down his guard and relax his mind.
“Welcome back to Mycon Six-Four,” came the recorded announcement as they emerged in the tour office. “We hope you enjoyed the Mystical Creatures tour, and look forward to serving you in the future.”
The five suns beat down on them once they exited the office, and the waves beat up against the island shore. Despite the magic and technology powering the various facilities and attractions, the resort was designed to feel like a tropical island paradise, complete with sandy beaches and little drinks with umbrellas. It was a nice place to relax, even if it was a bit of a tourist trap.
“So, what do you think?” he asked, walking beside her on the dirt path back to their hotel.
“About what?”
“The tour?”
Tizra shrugged. “It was nice, except the high parts.”
“Want to try a different one sometime?”
“Maybe later.”
The path snaked its way through a small bamboo forest, so well-designed that one might almost think it was natural. Sometimes, they went out of their way to make these resorts feel exotic.
“Raise your hands, kids, or we'll ventilate you!” Now there was a great way to ruin a relaxing vacation.
Rikket glanced over his shoulder, and was greeted by the sight of five well-dressed men with knives. Even on a tropical island, or the clever imitation of one, criminals were impossible to avoid. He slowly raised his hands over his head, nodding for Tizra to do the same. Maybe it would be possible to reason with them.
“Good boy! Now, looks like we got a couple of rich foreigners on our hands, don't we?” They were all dressed about the same, but it seemed a safe assumption that the one giving the speech was in charge.
“Rich? You guys are dressed better than we are.” Actually, Rikket was moderately wealthy, having been thanked by some of the worlds he had assisted in past years. He had tried to refuse some of the gifts, since it didn't seem right to accept payment for living up to the responsibilities of a Sentinel, but they had insisted.
“You've got a smart mouth, boy! Maybe I should cut it off!” The man waved his little blade around menacingly, and Rikket started to think words would be a waste of time.
“Look, guys, you really don't want to do this,” he said calmly.
“Oh, I think we really do!” the thief said with a rude laugh. “Now give us your credit chips, and don't try anything stupid!”
Tizra caught the Sentinel's glance, gesturing with her eyes for him to do something. He sighed and nodded. “The only thing I'll give you is the count of five to leave my girlfriend and me in peace.”
“Peace!?” the man yelled angrily. “I'll leave you in pieces, you stupid sh–“
That was enough out of him. The magic leapt forward almost before he called it, binding and gagging all five men before they even knew what was happening. He felt the pressure start to build behind his mental dam, threatening to tear his mind to pieces, but this had to be done.
“I really wish you hadn't forced me to do this,” he said calmly as he and Tizra lowered their hands. “But I wouldn't be much of a Sentinel if I let a bunch of thugs with dinner knives rob me.” He could see their eyes open wide in shock as they realized who he was, and noticed a slight giggle from Tizra, but he needed to focus on his magic.
With another microscopic exertion of power, he opened a spatial portal to the nearest constable's station, and tossed all five of them directly into a detention cell, nearly severing the trailing foot of the last man as he hastily released the magic.
The last trickle subsided, and he squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating intently to cut off the flow of magic. He pushed the dam back into position in his mind, holding back the irresistible pressure for a short time. When he finally opened himself back up to the world, he found Tizra quietly guiding him along the path to the hotel. They had gone through this ordeal before, and she would watch out for him, just as he watched out for her.
“Welcome back, Sir,” the man at the front desk called as they passed. “Will you be checking out today?” He fixed the couple with a suspicious stare, as if he didn't expect them to actually pay. To be fair, it was a rather luxurious hotel, and Rikket didn't exactly dress like a nobleman, even if he did look like one of the Sentinels. Using his real name would just attract the attention of the media, and he wasn't in the mood for that. He especially didn't want them to see him in this state, barely able to keep his eyes focused.
“Haven't decided yet. Why?”
The man hesitated a moment, but came up with an answer readily enough. “We have a group of important guests coming in tomorrow, and we may need the room.”
Tizra squeezed his hand to get his attention, then flashed him a questioning glance. She wasn't catching the subtext here, but then, she wasn't very familiar with life outside of Earth. Rikket drew the credit chip from his pocket, and tossed it over to the rude fellow. “In that case, I guess we will be checking out.” If they were going to treat him like a vagrant, he had no desire to stay at their hotel.
“Is this some kind of joke?” the man asked as he scanned the chip. “You dress up like one of the Sentinels, and then you use a fake credit chip with his name? Do you think this is funny?” He must have noticed Rikket's strained chuckle. “I'm calling the authorities.”
“Rik, what's going on?” Tizra was concerned.
“This guy is about to make a complete idiot of himself.” Indeed, he was already waving a hand over his communicator, or whatever system they used here. “Should we let him?”
“Be nice. You need some rest.”
She was right. If he stayed around here much longer, he was going to lose control in public. Still, the man was putting him in a bad mood, and he was too distracted to be polite and diplomatic. “You better be calling the authorities, and not the press,” Rikket said angrily, drawing the Xianite cylinder from his pocket. The Guardians and Sentinels had no official insignia or membership card, but only one of them would be carrying a weapon like his. With a metallic sound, the cylinder telescoped out in two directions to form a five-foot staff, the ends tapered to points. “If I find a bunch of reporters camped outside, I'm going to take this Blade Staff, and shove it so far up your–”
“Rik! Be nice!”
“I'm so sorry, Sir!” The guy seemed dangerously close to having a heart attack. “You have my deepest apologies for thinking– That is, for not believing– I mean, it won't happen again, I promise you!”
Rikket retracted his weapon and had Tizra retrieve the credit chip. Maybe he should have been a little less cruel to the poor man, but he felt like his mind was about to explode. As soon as they made it back to their room, he opened a portal to Trans-D and left Tizra to rest alone.
The red-blue void soothed him, and the stone path felt soft beneath him as he sat down to meditate. The pressure was gone, but he still had a demon to face. No matter how many times he killed it, the monster just kept coming back. Now who did that remind him of? That green-skinned witch had trapped this creature in his head, when she tried to dominate his mind. He could still feel the implant at the back of his neck, though it had no real power over him. No matter how many times he asked, no one would attempt its removal, always claiming that it would leave him with irreversible brain damage. It was his own magic that turned that implant into the monster that once again stood before him.
The stone path was gone, and he stood on one of the building-sized chunks of rock, looking into the eyes of a perfect copy of himself as they floated aimlessly through the void. The doppelganger twirled its Blade Staff menacingly, eager for another chance to defeat him. He couldn't let it win. Xentalia had explained to him that his mind was taking the struggle to regain control of his magic, and putting it in terms he could understand. None of this was real, but the outcome still mattered. If the doppelganger was victorious, the implant would once again take control of his mind, and Rikket would be no more.
That was unacceptable.
Xianite weapons clashed in a shower of sparks, and the battle began. He didn't let his rage control him, as he knew that he was the stronger combatant. Every time the doppelganger struck, Rikket was there to block. They circled each other, trying not to pay any attention to how the world spun in odd directions around them. The doppelganger thrust his weapon forward, trying to impale his opponent, but Rikket knocked the weapon aside and spun to deliver an elbow to the figment's gut. The enemy's weapon swung at his back, and Rikket stepped around it, retracting his staff for more mobility, and knocking the man off his feet.
“You can't defeat me!” it yelled in frustration. “No one can defeat me!”
The Sentinel planted a foot on his double's hand, immobilizing the weapon. “No? Watch me.” His own weapon extended and slashed, and the doppelganger's head left its shoulders.
Rikket opened his eyes, finding himself back on the path, his mind at ease.
* * *
“So where are we going next?” Tizra asked, folding her invisibility cloak and packing it into her bag with a few other items. “Another tourist trap?”
Rikket slung a small pack over his back, with a couple changes of clothes. It had taken a while to get used to the idea of carrying luggage, but he really couldn't afford to keep using his magic for every little thing. “Actually I thought we might see how things are going on Xen.”
“I thought we were staying away from all those stupid wars.”
“They're still my friends, Tiz. Besides, don't you want to at least see it?”
“I guess.” That was all the approval he expected to get from her, so they made their way to the transit center. Mycon Six-Four was a tourist-friendly planet, so they of course had a public transportation system, including dimensional travel. After a quick scan of his credit chip, they were on their way through Trans-D to the closest thing Rikket had to a home world.
My, how things had changed.
“This world is under military lockdown! Identify yourselves!” What a rude way to greet someone! The energy rifles really gave a bad impression. There was enough firepower in this portal station to wipe out a battalion of troops, and all of it was pointed at Rikket and Tizra. In the first few moments, he counted about twenty soldiers with rifles, four heavy cannon emplacements, and a whole bunch of automated turrets mounted on the walls and ceiling.
“What the hell is going on here?” He demanded arrogantly. All of that firepower was a bit scary, but he didn't want them to know he was nervous. Besides, Tizra was probably nervous enough for both of them, and he wanted to reassure her by showing that he was in control.
“Identify yourselves! Now!” The soldier seemed to have a limited vocabulary.
“I am Sentinel Rikket of Xyn! Now if you're going to shoot me, you better do it quickly, because if you don't get out of our way, I'm going to throw you all into a portal, and let you float through Trans-D until you die of thirst!” The brief silence following his ultimatum was quite satisfying.
“If you're really Rikket,” the soldier slowly deduced, “Then you can't hurt us anyway.” Clever, but not clever enough.
“Trust me. It doesn't hurt a bit.”
Sometimes, having the magic was just as effective as using it. Rikket watched the soldiers carefully as he and Tizra walked past, but no shots were fired. In a moment, they passed through the outer doors, and found themselves face-to-face with total anarchy.
The streets were utter chaos, filled with riots and lynch mobs. Some of them held placards with such uncreative sayings as “Guardians get out” and “Death to magic.” Several nearby buildings burned freely, and Rikket could see discarded corpses piled with some of the rubble. He found himself gripping his Blade Staff, ready to defend himself and Tizra if necessary.
“Rik, we should go.”
“I have to see if they're alright, Tiz.”
A broken bottle shattered on the pavement beside them, and Rikket extended his staff in time to deflect a second, but he would need his magic if things got any worse.
“Guardians! Kill them!” It was worse.
His energy shield faded into view a moment later, blocking the approach of what looked like thirty or forty angry men and women with makeshift weapons. The pressure started to build inside him, but he had to fight it for the time being. He modified the shield to muffle the noise, and all they could hear was the dull thuds of people pounding on the outside surface. They had no chance of penetrating it, as long as he kept in control of his powers.
“Rik, are you alright?”
“Let's just get to the palace.” He started walking, his shield gently pushing the crowd aside. Progress was slow, as he didn't want to hurt anyone, but they moved steadily in what he hoped was the right direction. He had been trying to avoid all of the politics, so hadn't been to Xen since shortly after the Battle of Aeos.
Fortunately, his memory was still accurate, and the red brick walls of the palace soon came into view, protected by a much larger energy shield than his own. More importantly, there were thousands of angry people crowded around it, trying to break those walls down.
“Is that it?”
Rikket nodded. “Not impressed?”
“How are we going to get in? Isn't that a shield?”
“Let me worry about that. I'm trying to figure out how to get past all the people.” His gaze strayed upward, as he considered just flying over them.
“No!” She must have noticed.
“Well if I push through on the ground, I might hurt them.”
“So we can sneak in.” The way she said it, it sounded pretty simple. “Do that illusion thing.”
Actually, it did make a lot of sense. He closed his eyes for a moment, and formulated the scene in his mind. He and Tizra rose off the ground, their shield flickering as if ready to fail. In moments, the first cries of “Get him!” started to rise, and several hundred people chased after the flying shield as it zipped away down the street.
Meanwhile, two ordinary-looking civilians walked to the front of the crowd, paying no attention to the spectacle.
“See? That worked much better.”
Rikket sighed, pressing his hand against the shielded wall and smiling at the dull-looking woman beside him. “Alright, Tiz. You were right.”
She smiled smugly, and he examined the energy shield. It was definitely Xen Magic, and the interwoven swirls in the clouds suggested that more than one of the Guardians were working together to maintain it. Still, he was stronger than all of them put together. Clenching his fist, he pushed it slowly through the shield, shoving aside the other magic to carve a hole big enough for the two of them. It was actually easier than he expected, though it still took a bit of concentration. Hopefully the rest of the mob wouldn't notice.
“Rik, hurry!” People were pressing in from all sides, and the two of them were likely to be crushed if they stayed much longer. Fortunately, he was finished.
As soon as the hole was big enough, he grabbed her hand and charged forward. The bricks flew out of his way to allow passage, then slammed back into place behind Tizra. They were inside.
“What is the meaning of this!? Who are you two?” Rikket let his illusions dissipate, and the white-cloaked mage did a bit of a double-take. “Sentinel?”
He didn't recognize the young man, but that wasn't surprising. The magic raged in his mind, but he kept it under control for the moment. “What the hell happened here? I try to stop by for a visit, and I end up with rifles in my face and angry mobs trying to kill me!”
The courtyard looked more like an outdoor hospital, with lines of wounded soldiers laying on conjured cots, being tended to by Lady Xentalia and several other healers. He saw Javin and Seiril, the Calrean twins, working on some kind of contraption off to one side. Most of the rest of the Guardians were sitting in a circle, cooperating to maintain the shield. There had to be thirty of them there! Had he really overpowered that many so easily?
“You should talk to Lord Treloc. He's over there in the circle.” The white-cloaked mage hurried back to one of the wounded soldiers.
Exchanging a shrug with Tizra, he set off toward the circle, strengthening the dam in his mind. He needed to keep his senses a little longer. If he went to hide in Trans-D now, he would have to fight his way back here afterward, as portals were apparently being redirected.
“Rikket!” The ArchMage exclaimed as they reached the circle. “What are you doing here?”
“Just stopped by to say hello. Did I miss a war?”
“Worse,” Treloc said. “A military coup. General Kessin led a revolt, and most of the Institute fleets are with him. We're outnumbered, and–”
“Incoming!” Another mage yelled, and the circle reacted immediately. Rikket could see the magic swirl into a frenzy as they nearly tripled the strength of the shield. It wasn't a moment too soon.
A massive beam of energy struck the shield from above, more than fifty feet wide and powerful enough to melt right through just about anything. He had seen those weapons before, being fired by the Institute's capital ships. Those cannons were the size of skyscrapers, and used so much energy that it took several minutes to charge them between shots.
Another struck right beside it, and another. Rikket started to count the number of beams, and reached eighteen before the assault ended. The last nearly broke through, but the Guardians barely managed to endure.
“They've been doing this every few minutes for most of the day,” Treloc said as he stepped away from the circle. “We can hold for now, but eventually we'll have to rest.”
“Shouldn't the twins be helping?” He glanced at Javin and Seiril, both of which were lying halfway under that odd device, doing something that Rikket probably wouldn't understand.
“They are helping. They're trying to fix a shield generator we salvaged from one of the enemy ships. If they can get it running, it won't take as many of us to hold off the attacks.”
“So get Belryn in here to fix it.”
Treloc sighed. “I wish we could. He and Empress Qinami are hiding in one of the labs to the west. We've been too busy defending the palace to retrieve them.”
That sounded like an easy problem to solve. “Do you know where they are?”
“Yes,” the ArchMage said with a bit of hesitation. “But the enemy does not, and we must keep it that way. If they learn where the Empress is hiding, they'll wipe out the entire building to get rid of her.”
The man was asking for something, but Rikket was having trouble reading the subtext of the conversation. The pressure in his mind was nearly unbearable, and he felt like he would explode if he didn't release it soon. Did Treloc want him to fly over and rescue the Empress?
“Incoming!” came the cry of another mage. Treloc instantly shifted his attention back to the circle, and the shield glowed more brightly. The cannons began to strike with a vengeance, and Rikket could see the strain in the faces of the other Guardians.
“Enough of this.”
The energy beams slammed down again, but never reached the shield. The mages in the circle looked up almost simultaneously, wondering what had spared them the effort. As realization spread among them, all eyes turned to Rikket in silent awe.
Tizra squeezed his hand and smiled, as if she could sense his sudden relaxation. It felt good to vent that pressure toward something useful.
“I'll handle the shield,” the Sentinel said calmly. “You guys can get the Empress.” He glanced upward with a smile. “I'll be on the roof.”
* * *
As Rikket floated into the air, Treloc quickly gathered the assembled mages to discuss their battle plan. Everyone just kind of forgot about Tizra, it seemed. She was used to that sort of treatment, though it was still a bit frustrating.
“What's going on, Guardian?” A woman approached the group of mages, dressed in a military uniform with more than a few shiny medals pinned to it. Tizra had no idea what any of them meant, but it was pretty obvious that she was considered important.
“Ah, Colonel Jatelle,” Treloc replied politely, “I was just about to ask for you. Sentinel Rikket is handling our defense for the moment, so it's time to concentrate on rescuing the Empress.”
The woman nodded. She seemed pleased, but looked like one of those people who had forgotten how to smile. “About time one of them showed up.” She tossed a small metal object to the ground, and a map appeared in the air in front of her. That was a neat little trick, Tizra thought. “We don't know the Empress's exact location, but we managed to partially trace her last transmission before the enemy started jamming us. She was somewhere in this cluster of buildings.” Colonel Jatelle pointed to a spot on the map, and it enlarged to show a group of large buildings surrounding a nice-looking garden. They must have drawn the picture before everyone started burning things.
“That's all?” Treloc asked, a bit annoyed. “I thought you had an exact location, Colonel. You said–”
“I said I knew where she was, Lord Treloc.” Jatelle stared at the older man, as if daring him to provoke her. Was she really as powerful as Treloc? The woman didn't look like a mage, but then neither did Rikket with the right disguise.
“If we fly over,” another Guardian commented, “We'll be spotted for sure. We know they can detect our magic.” The man looked ridiculous in that orange cloak, but it did spark a memory. Tizra knew she had seen him before, but couldn't remember where.
“Correct, Fenid,” Treloc replied with a nod. Right, he was there on Aeos when the Empire had locked them all in that big cage. “And if they see us searching a building, they'll know the Empress is there, and then...”
As if on cue, the sky lit up again, and fire rained down on the palace. They had called it some kind of energy thing, but it looked like a huge beam of yellow fire, splattering against the shield. More came down, one after another, and everyone just stared until the attack finished. Tizra glanced at the roof of the palace, wondering if Rikket was alright,
“Amazing,” the Colonel said with some measure of awe. “Is that shield really being held by just one man? I didn't think it was possible to block one of our heavy cannons so easily, but eighteen of them?”
“Don't get any ideas,” Tizra said before she could stop herself. “He's mine.” Maybe that was a little much, but at least they weren't ignoring her anymore. She quickly changed the subject, as all eyes turned to her. “Wait, what do you mean your cannons? Which side are you on?”
Jatelle gave Tizra a condescending frown, but Treloc spoke up before the woman could make a fool of herself. “The army is divided, Tizra. Most of them are now enemies, but a number of fleets are still loyal to the Empress, and hence, still our allies. Colonel Jatelle is in charge of the soldiers here at the palace.”
Tizra tried to think of a polite response, but Fenid spared her the trouble by speaking first. “Alright, so we can't use magic while we search for her, or they'll blast her from orbit. Stealth, then?”
A younger mage in a black cloak shook his head. “Invisibility would be just as bad as flying.”
“I didn't say invisibility, Akto. I said stealth. There's a difference.”
“Yeah, one's a waste of time.”
The bickering went on a bit longer, with Akto really acting like a spoiled brat. It was surprising to see that kind of behavior from one of the Guardians, but Tizra supposed there were all types of people here. She did, however, wonder why there were so few women. Almost all of the mages she could see were men or boys.
“Enough of this!” Treloc ended the argument, glaring angrily at Fenid and Akto. “You will both stop acting like children. We have work to do.” He paused a moment, then turned to the soldier woman. “It seems we'll be searching for the Empress covertly.”
“None of my men are trained for that sort of operation, Guardian. General Mayfel has a few commando teams on his ship, but he can't get through the blockade.”
Another barrage of yellow fire poured down on the shield, and Tizra glanced again toward the rooftop. Rikket was doing his part to help the other Guardians, and once again, Tizra felt useless. When sorcerers and wizards started fighting with magic, everyone else was wise to stay out of the way. When dealing with these wizards, it was best to just be as far away as possible. Still, she was already here, and felt like she should be contributing. Maybe, if she helped out, they would show her a little respect.
“I'll go,” she said quietly. All eyes turned to her, but she managed not to flinch.
Treloc shook his head dismissively. “We need people with combat experience, Tizra.”
“No, you need someone who can find that Empress lady without being seen. That's me.” A few of them seemed to agree with the idea, but none spoke up. Interestingly, the Colonel nodded right away, probably having a little more respect for people who didn't do everything with magic.
Akto, on the other hand, wasn't convinced. “You don't even know where to look! And even if you find her, how are you going to get her out of there without magic?”
Tizra was tempted to show her fangs, just to shut that brat up for a second. Some of these Guardians thought that just because they could use magic, everyone else was completely inferior.
“Then you can go with her, Akto.” Treloc flashed him a look that prevented any argument. “Once Tizra finds the Empress, you can port everyone out. The Myconian home world is neutral territory, so I suggest going there until you hear from us.”
The black-cloaked mage looked like he was going to say something he'd later regret, but managed to clamp his jaw shut and nod. “Yes, Lord Treloc.”
“It's settled, then.” Treloc glanced to Jatelle, pausing a moment to let her comment. When she merely nodded approval, he continued. “Tizra will lead the rescue mission, while–“
“She's leading it!?” Akto interrupted angrily. This was going to be trouble, unless she could get him under control from the start.
“Yes!” Tizra yelled back. “I'm leading it, because you don't know anything about stealth. So you're going to follow me and do as you're told, until it's time for you to do your magic thing and take us home. Got it?”
That felt good.
Treloc and Jatelle both gave her a warm smile, and some of the other Guardians were clearly impressed. Tizra supposed most people didn't spend enough time around Guardians and Sentinels to realize that under all of that magic, they were just regular people.
“Fenid,” Treloc continued, “You'll be in charge of the diversion. We need to get Tizra and Akto out of the palace unseen, so organize a few teams to search other directions.”
“And make sure to keep moving,” Colonel Jatelle added. “The cannons take some time to orient themselves. They have trouble with moving targets.”
Treloc nodded. “Elly, inform Rikket of our plans. He'll have to open holes in the shield for us. Also, let Lord Xentor know. He's likely still in his chambers.”
Xentor was here, but wasn't outside helping? That seemed a bit strange. On that subject, someone else was missing.
“Where's Trellia?” Tizra asked curiously.
“Hey, Meat Wagon! You won't believe who just transferred to our unit!” Blaze called out as he rushed into the barracks. Most of the commandos were busy running some last-minute checks on their Tac-Fives, but a few looked to see what had Corporal “Blaze” Mioro so excited.
“Relax, buddy. You raiding the supply bays again?”
“Nah, I was chatting with that hot redhead in personnel.” Blaze grinned, and Meat Wagon had a pretty good idea of what was coming next. “You know, the one with the huge–“
“Yeah, I know the one.”
“Think I might hook up with her after the raid. Meat, you still got that keycard for the storage room down the hall?”
Corporal Yarz was really starting to get sick of his nickname. Everyone in the unit had some kind of handle, but “Meat Wagon” reminded him of the first time he'd lost a limb in battle. “Call the meat wagon,” they'd said over the comm link. “Yarz went down!” It was embarrassing.
“Yeah, I still have it, but get to the point, buddy.”
“Meat, man, you're not gonna believe it.”
“Just spill it already, Blaze. Who's joining us?”
Blaze paused to heighten the suspense, but just a few moments before Yarz would have smacked him upside the head, he finally spoke. “Deathbringer.”
Every grunt in the room suddenly gave Blaze their full attention. Conversations stopped, and all was silent.
“The Deathbringer?” Yarz asked incredulously. “Corporal Dinalla's joining our squad?”
Blaze grinned and nodded. “Cool, huh?”
That didn't even begin to describe it. Ever since finishing the commando training last year, Corporal “Deathbringer” Dinalla had been breaking records and necks, not necessarily in that order. She earned that nickname on her first mission by slaughtering four elite enemy troops in a matter of seconds, while the rest of her squad was still moving into position. Rumor had it that she had scored so high on the marksmanship trials that they had sent her into the live-fire exercises with a pistol instead of a rifle. It was the only way the other team would have a chance. They said that Empress Qinami herself had contacted Deathbringer to commend her after the–
The door slid open, and twenty-four pairs of eyes focused on the figure that stepped into the infantry barracks.
“That's her?” Yarz said quietly to Blaze, not at all impressed. Corporal “Deathbringer” Dinalla looked more like one of the girls Blaze was always sleeping with. Her uniform was regulation, and the striped bar on her shoulder marked her rank properly, but she was far too young to be a killer. She was easily a head shorter than anyone in the squad, and sported a long, blond ponytail that hung down almost to her waist. As if that wasn't enough, it was held together with thin, colored ribbons! Ribbons, of all things! The girl was wrapped up like a holiday present!
“Yeah, Meat. That's her!” Blaze whispered back, his eyes fixed on the little minx. From the way he was staring, it was starting to look like that hot thing in Personnel was going to be sleeping alone tonight.
“What's with the ribbons? Is she a commando or a schoolgirl?”
“Each one is a confirmed kill,” Blaze responded with a grin.
Suddenly the ponytail took on a whole new meaning. Deathbringer was scanning the room with her eyes, giving each member of the squad a once-over, but she finally settled her gaze on an unused cot and headed over to it. She just dropped her pack on it without a word.
“Wait a second, Mioro! Get back here!” Blaze was already strolling over to her, and Yarz just had to follow.
“Hey, Dinalla,” he said without hesitation. “My buddy here was just commenting on the ribbons. Nice touch.”
Deathbringer fixed her eyes on Blaze, then spared a glance for Yarz. “Thanks,” was all she said.
Blaze, however, wasn't done. “Is it true that each one marks a kill?”
Surprisingly, the girl shook her head no. “Not one.” Not one? Not one what? She must have noticed their confusion, as she continued. “It was one each, but I ran out of hair. Now I have a system. Reds are one, greens are five, blues are ten.” With that, she started unpacking her bag, turning her back to them. Yarz looked back to her ponytail, noticing at least a dozen blue ribbons above some greens and reds. He tried to add it up, but they were too close together and moving too quickly as she emptied her pack.
“How many total, then?” He asked, finally working up the courage to speak.
Deathbringer shrugged, not even turning around. “I lost count. That's what the ribbons are for.”
Sensing that he may have overstayed his welcome, Yarz nudged Blaze and they headed back to their own cots. Only moments later, Red-eye hurried over to them.
“What did she say to you?” The younger woman asked. Private “Red-eye” Rialti wasn't the best soldier, though every member of the squad was elite. Her nickname was even less flattering than “Meat Wagon,” in that she earned it after sleeping through her first briefing.
“She said–“
“Attention!”
All conversations stopped, and every commando snapped to attention at the Sergeant's order. One of the fleet officers was standing beside him at the entrance, and waited only a moment before beginning his speech.
“At ease. As you all know, we have joined General Kessin in his mission to cleanse Xen of the malicious Guardians. Therefore, you may be wondering why our ship is in a distant dimension, instead of battling the loyalist fleets above Xen.” A few men nodded, but the squad was too disciplined to interrupt an officer.
“General Kessin has begun a campaign to recruit allies to our cause, and bolster our diminished manpower. Tell me, how many of you have heard of demons?”
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