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Part I - The Calm Before the Storm


Chapter 1

“It just seems like a bad idea,” Brian said.

I smiled at him. “Well, you can stay out here if you want to, but I’m going where there are beds with mattresses and food and clean water. But if you do stay put, just avoid Scorpion Valley over there.” I pointed to the opposite corner of the cavern that Jack had named when we first came to the place.

Brian looked across the cave with his one blue eye and one brown eye. “Why’s it called Scorpion Valley?” he asked.

I stared at him. “Why do you think?”

“Ugh. Well, I’ll stay away from that but I still don’t know about this wall.”

“You’d do it if Jack were here,” I said. Jack was back at the base under the mountain with Momma helping her to recuperate.

Brian looked at the apparent rock wall in front of us which was actually just a projection of a rock wall and said, “Do you promise me that I won’t fall into some kind of, ah…”

I rolled my eyes and stepped through the projection. I turned to watch what he would do next. I could see him, but he couldn’t see me. He tilted his head this way and that. I supposed that he was desperate to find some angle that would allow him to see the other side without actually going to the other side.

He looked over his shoulder in the direction of Scorpion Valley, and that did it. He set his shoulders and closed his eyes, took one big step, and passed through.

“Howdy,” I said to him.

Now his eyes darted all around his new setting. He took in the stacks of provisions and the cots and the area where we parked the Jeep when we were not using it. He was especially drawn to a box of various devices that Jack and Banner had selected from the cargo hold of the 198 before our plan for a five week separation went sideways.

We played a game of “What’s this for?” Brian held up or pointed to a variety of items, and I explained their function.

“That links to transmitters I placed behind the horses’ ears before we left. Maestro has the other one in the Jeep now. It will help him round up the horses in no time.”

“That’s another kind of field medical kit like the one Jack had during Momma’s surgery.”

“That’s a slate. It can hold far more information than everything in the Archives combined.”

“That’s a personal shield generator. It creates an energy field that things like arrows can’t pass through.” I thought back to my brief trip to Society lands with Jack and Banner when I was twelve. “Trust me, that one comes in handy.”

Brian held up a final item. “And this?” he asked.

“That’s an antigrav belt. It allows the wearer to cancel out gravity.”

Brian stared at me. “Oh, come on.” Even with all that he had seen in the past few days, he expressed disbelief.

“Put it on and see for yourself,” I said. “But you should go back out to the main cavern. You’ll hit your head on the ceiling in here if you’re not careful.”

“Uh, huh.” Despite his skepticism, he did pass back through the projected wall and into the main part of the cave. I followed him.

“So I just put it on like a regular belt?”

“Yep.”

“And then what? Push the button on the side here?”

“Um, hmm.”

“And I just float up because gravity can’t affect me anymore?”

“Well…it’s more like you can overcome it up to about six meters, and then it fights you to a draw.”

“Huh. What do these dials on the left do?”

“Those are for moving around, but I’d leave them alone the first time you go up.”

“And you’re not pranking me here?”

“Would I prank one of the three people who just saved my mother?”

“I guess not. OK, then, here I gaaaahhh!!” Brian rose gracelessly upwards with his arms pinwheeling all the while. “Get me down!” he cried out.

I couldn’t help but laugh. He was kicking in the air and twisting and reaching, all to no benefit. “Just press the same button again,” I advised.

“I’ll fall!” Brian protested.

“There’s a safety function. It won’t let you.”

“I’ll fall!” he repeated.

Maestro entered the cavern leading four horses and took in the scene. He started laughing as well. “Sorcery!” he called out between chuckles.

“Help me, master!”

“Conjuring!” he called out, laughing harder now. “Witchcraft!”

“If I’m anything, I’m a warlock!” Brian yelled. Maestro and I laughed harder still at his protest.

Maestro said, “Well, witch or warlock, you do realize that at almost every point in history you would be murdered by your neighbors if you made such an appearance?”

Brian seemed to be calming down a little bit. “Are you guys going to help me or not?”

He didn’t look like someone who was going to get himself down. “I’ll find the other one and come up there,” I said. “I need to go get feed for the horses anyway.”

I rummaged through the tech box until I found our other antigrav belt and I fastened it around my waist. I smiled and decided to show off and also cut down on my labor. I filled a sack with horse feed from the large container where we preserved our main supply. I cradled the sack in my right arm so that my left hand would be free to manipulate the dials.

Maestro was still giving Brian a hard time on the other side of the projected wall. “Do you know, I think being burned at the stake was actually one of the least painful things that used to happen in situations like this.”

“When would there have been situations like this?!” Brian called down.

“Fair point. When there were accusations that someone had done something like this, but when the person had probably only gone atop a roof at night to retrieve something and had the misfortune to be an unpopular member of the community.”

I decided to make a grand entrance. I pressed the button and turned the dials just so and flew out of the concealed area of the cave towards Brian.

Maestro reacted with delight. “Dark magic! Possession!”

I swooped around Brian in lazy circles for a moment, enjoying myself. It fit my mood to do so. With Momma’s health and safety seen to, I was feeling more free than I had for a very long time. I mixed a few loops in with the lazy circles.

Brian reached out to me. “I admit that you are an expert and I am a helpless baby, so can you just help me now? Please?”

At the word please, I glided over to him. “Politeness goes a long way in this world,” I said.

I shifted the bag of horse feed to my left arm and I came to a halt in the air with my right side nearest to Brian so that he could easily hit the main button on my antigrav belt. I put my right arm around his back and under his right shoulder. “Hit your main button and then hit mine.” Brian did as I asked, and we both descended gently to the sandy cave floor. Maestro applauded for a moment and then he got to work tethering the horses to a column where a stalactite had grown together with a stalagmite.

“Thank you,” Brian said. He took the belt off right away and handed it over to me. “I think I may wait awhile before trying that again.”

“That would be my recommendation,” I said.

We walked over to the horses together and doled out their food. Three of the horses went for it right away, but not Bucky. Our swaybacked gray horse with an enormous mouthful of crooked teeth just stared straight ahead and chewed on nothing. I smiled and patted his mane. “Good to see you, old Bucky,” I said. Brian seemed puzzled that I had kind words for him.

After we saw to the horses, we piled into the Jeep that Maestro had parked near the cave mouth. I drove us across the cavern and through the projected wall. It amused me to see Brian wince a little bit when I did that. I brought the Jeep to a stop in its regular parking place.

We set up a small camp stove and heated up our food. The MREs we had in our reserves didn’t have anything that needed to be cooked, but warm food always beats cold food, or so it seems to me. We set up three folding chairs that could also recline around the stove and heated our food in the last hour of daylight.

Jack and I had run out of preserved food from the 198 years before, and so everything we ate had been transported from the base under the mountain at one time or another. I was always amazed to eat food that had been kept edible for centuries. I always meant to ask Jack how stasis vacuum sealing worked, but I had never remembered to do so. Anyway, the chicken and gravy and rice was warm and filling and tasty.

Maestro went to bed early, but Brian and I weren’t tired, so I retrieved two lanterns that ran on quark batteries from our supplies and set one up by each of our chairs. I then started to make coffee in a pot I had also brought out.

The sun set, and the night was warm. The coffee brewed, and when it was ready I poured a cup for myself and a cup for Brian.

Bright stars began to shine through the two meter hole in the top of the cavern. I tilted my chair back and watched the stars and thought about Banner out among them.

Brian had his chair tilted back as well. “So Jack’s really from out there,” he said.

“Yes. He really is.”

“And you’ve really flown on his starship?”

“I have. Five times. Two of them it landed right here where we’re sitting.”

“What’s it like?”

“It’s an experience. But you’ll see one day. Banner will be back in four years.”

“Jack told me more about him while we were riding here from the City. He said Banner has been his best friend all his life.”

“That’s true. You could tell being around them. They’re quite a pair.” I smiled as I thought of the time the three of us had spent together. “They saved me, you know. I’d have gone mad alone under the mountain if they hadn’t shown up, and Momma never would have had even a chance of getting out of the hibernation pod.”

We watched the night sky together.

“What’s it like, being Alpha?” Brian asked me.

I drank the rest of my coffee and thought about it. I eventually settled on saying, “It’s lonely.”

“It is? But you’re surrounded by people all the time.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “But there’s a distance between myself and almost all of them.”

“Even Rho?”

“Even Rho, although she is closer to a friend than the other Vals. The only true friends I have are outside the sisterhood, and there aren’t many. Just Jack, and Banner, and Maestro, and I hope you.”

“I’m your friend, Alexis.”

“Thank you, Brian. And I’m yours.”

“So if it’s lonely, then…”

“Then what?”

“Well I’m not sure if I’m supposed to know this, but didn’t you fight the last Alpha and take the job from her?”

The story was not widely known, but I supposed it was no secret, either. “It’s OK that you know, Brian. And yes, I took the job from her. I beat her half to death to do it.”

“Why?”

No one had ever asked me that question. That fact showed as well as anything else there was a gulf between me and most people. No one ever asked me much of anything about myself except for Jack and Momma. They were my only confidants, or at least my only confidants who were currently on Earth. But I thought perhaps Brian could become another. He was a boy of fifteen, true, but if there was any validity to the castle gossip, he might very well end up King of the Realm in due course.

Although it was not normally my way, I decided to open my personal vault and share some of my secrets with him. I rose and poured myself a second cup of coffee, and I refilled Brian’s cup as well before replacing the pot above the low flame that warmed it.

I settled back into my chair. “It all started when I was a novice only a few years younger than you are now,” I began. I spoke for a long time that night, and it felt good to let someone understand more about me.

I am the Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries.

My name is Alexis Ross.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

“I was twelve,” I told Brian, “when I enrolled in the Valkyrie Academy as a novice. I had all the gold I needed to pay my tuition from a cache I found under the mountain, but Jack posed as my uncle and signed all the paperwork. There was supposed to be some kind of entrance exam, but Beta knew who I was and fixed it so that I could skip that part.

“I moved into a dorm that was really just a large shared space with the few things I carried with me. Each wall of the dorm had fifteen beds with the head of the bed against the wall and the foot at the aisle down the middle. Mine was the eleventh on the left. I put my possessions into the small chest of drawers beside it and slid my bag under the bed.

“Jack hugged me and said he’d see me Sunday; that is the day when novices and initiates are permitted to leave the House grounds and visit with their families or roam about in the Merchant’s Quarter or wherever. I wasn’t happy that it was only Tuesday and I wouldn’t see him for five days, but he told me it would be alright. After he left, I checked the paper that the Headmistress had given me and went in search of my classroom.

“When I found the room, the other girls gave me a warm welcome. I joined them at lunch, and after school some of them invited me to study with them. My first week passed happily, and I had a nice lunch with Jack and Maestro on Sunday afternoon. I was still sad that Banner would be stuck on a slow ride to Saturn for years, but things were looking up.

“And then came Monday. I didn’t know it at the time, but for novices every Monday morning is devoted to combat training and sparring in the school. Older girls who have taken their Oath to the sisterhood and become initiates focus much more on combat training and work toward having a chance to be Elevated one day, but novices just fight once a week.

“We all sat in a gymnasium around a blue mat at the start of the morning. Beta was instructing that day. She called out two of the girls, and they stood and walked to the center of the mat. Beta said ‘begin’, and they swiped at each other a few times and wrestled around a bit until one of them pinned the other to the ground and the girl in the weaker position said, ‘Yield’, and Beta said, ‘Halt’.

“I asked a girl next to me how you won. She said there were three ways. ‘Get your opponent to yield, or knock her completely off the blue mat…or you can always knock her unconscious.’ That seemed simple enough to me.

“Beta called a popular girl named Elizabeth to the mat, and then she called my name. The girls leaned forward on their heels; I think they were interested because they hadn’t seen me fight before. Or maybe they expected me to lose. Beta said, ‘begin’.

“Elizabeth smiled at me. From the way she was leaning, it was obvious that she was going to charge in and try to tackle me. And sure enough, she came barreling in headfirst and aimed herself at my waist.

“I crouched just enough to center all of my weight on my left foot, and when Elizabeth came near me, I raised my right knee up sharply and drove it into her face. She was out cold before she hit the mat. Beta said, ‘Halt’. Some of the girls screamed.

“Beta told one of the others to go and find Epsilon; she was basically the school nurse at the time. I sat back in my place at the edge of the mat and smiled at the girl who had told me how to win the game. I told her it was easy. And Brian, I’ll never forget how she pulled away from me like I was an evil spirit or something.

“The girls had all had an unspoken agreement to not tear into each other too much on Monday mornings. They only fought hard when the Primero stopped by to watch their sparring, but I didn’t know that.

“Well, no one would eat lunch with me, and after lunch an initiate came to the classroom with a note that said I was to report to the Primero’s office. When I got there, Elizabeth’s parents were inside. Her father looked at me like he wanted to kill me. I think Elizabeth was still getting treatment somewhere.

“Alpha asked me to sit down in the only empty chair.”

Here Brian interrupted me. “Is this the Alpha that you took the job from later?”

“No. This was still the good Alpha, or at least the fair one. Her birth name was Rowena.”

“Ah.”

“So she had me sit, and Elizabeth’s father tore into me and called me a savage and asked where I had come from, exactly, because he hadn’t ever heard of me or my family. He was a wealthy merchant and he had some minor claim to nobility, and I could tell he was accustomed to people following his orders. He demanded that I be expelled immediately.

“But Alpha said, ‘You are aware that this is a combat school, and that we train warriors here?’ And he hemmed and hawed and said of course but surely some level of restraint and fair play was to be expected.

“Alpha said, ‘I see. But you are aware, surely, that the Society and others who may one day wish to harm the Realm may or may not have a sense of restraint and fair play?’ Well, he rambled and raged some more and Elizabeth’s mother joined in.

“Alpha soon grew tired of it. She said, ‘I have a friend who runs a school that trains seamstresses. I believe I can help Elizabeth gain admission, if you are unhappy with her education here.’ Wow, did that make the merchant and his wife angry. He implied that he was friends with King Harold, and that he would let him know all about the kinds of things that were happening at the school.

“And I’ll never forget, Brian. Alpha stood up behind her desk and levelled her gaze at the man and said, ‘Harold holds no authority over me. I am the Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries. I am a law unto myself.’ That finally silenced them. Then she turned to me and said, ‘Beta described your blow as fairly struck, Alexis. Have you anything to add?’

“And I looked that silly man in the eye and told him that his daughter should either learn not to lean into reckless charges or be better prepared to block in the event that her opponent didn’t stand still and allow herself to be tackled.”

“You didn’t,” Brian said.

“I did.”

“And you were twelve?”

“Yes.”

Brian laughed. He said, “Well, you’ll remember me when I was about the same age and first came to the House of the Valkyries to train with you. I think I would have taken a different approach at that age.”

“Maybe so,” I said. “But you did a pretty good job of staring down Chancellor Bain at fifteen. Don’t sell yourself short, my friend.”

Brian didn’t have anything to say to that, but he straightened up in his chair and I could see a hint of pride in his posture.

“So they pulled Elizabeth out of the school that same day. And the other girls hated me. Elizabeth had been well liked, and I was a new kid. They didn’t take long to come for me.

“Over the next few days, my things were taken, my clothing was ripped, and by bedsheets were soiled, with what I’m not sure. The others spoke of me in low voices wherever I went.

“And then one night three of them decided that the pranks and thefts weren’t enough, and they cornered me in the bathroom that all of us in the dorm shared. Two of them pinioned my arms, and the third broke a bottle on a sink and approached me. I think she just wanted to scare me, but I wouldn’t accept being bullied, and I paid a price for that.

“She held the broken bottle in front of my face and said, ‘You can leave this school with a pretty face, or you can stay at this school with an ugly face. Your choice.’ I should have just shut up, but I was too angry.

“I insulted her instead. I said something Banner told me his grandfather once said to a bully. I asked her if she could say that in English, because I didn’t speak Donkey.

“She slashed at me then, and I was able to pull back, but not enough to avoid being cut. She sliced my chin, I guess you can see where.”

“Yes, I guess so,” Brian said, looking at my scar.

I got up from my chair in the middle of the cave and poured myself another cup of coffee. “More for you?” I asked Brian.

“OK,” he said, and I topped off his cup.

I paced around and continued my story.

“So the other two girls were shocked, I think, that she had actually cut me, and they loosened their grip on my arms. I charged the girl with the bottle, and I hurt her, Brian. I didn’t cut her, but I hurt her. Somewhere in the middle of it, the other two ran screaming from the bathroom.

“I left the third girl broken on the floor, and when I went through the door to the main room in the dorm, I called out and asked if anyone else wanted to harm me. I said if they did, I’d just as soon get it over with. I invited anyone who wished me ill to approach, but no one did.

“Someone came in with Epsilon, and she came right to me and made a fuss over my bloody chin, but after she had cleaned it for a moment I told her that her real patient was in the bathroom.

“Then I got into my bed. I didn’t know where else to go or what else to do. I was laying on my pillow when Epsilon and two of the other girls carried my attacker out. That was the last time I saw her. Alpha waited until she was discharged from the infirmary and then expelled her.

“Things settled down for awhile after that. The other girls were wary of me, but they didn’t shun me. They didn’t play any more pranks and they didn’t try any more attacks.

“Things fell into a routine. I enjoyed the school part of being at school. I never lost in combat on Mondays, not even once. It was never even close, even though Beta always matched me against the oldest or the most skilled available opponent. I saw Jack every Sunday, and usually Maestro, too.

“And twice a year, I was allowed to leave for a week to visit Momma. Jack talked to Alpha about it, and he implied that it was for some kind of religious observance without directly claiming that it was. She signed off on the absences.

“And so every spring and every fall, we’d ride the horses here to the cave and then take the Jeep the rest of the way to the base under the mountain to see what Momma had written over the last six months. Those were joyful trips, Brian. We both loved her in different ways, and it was like Christmas to get a new long message from her and to exchange a few short notes back and forth before we wrote her a long note of our own and had to leave again. Those trips, and the weeks I spent with Jack and Banner when I first met them, were the happiest times I had between the Kinetic War and right now.”

I sat back down in my chair and sipped my coffee, and Brian did the same. “But then there was a new Alpha, at some point,” Brian said.

I nodded. “Yes. Rowena retired. She was 37, and she wanted to go home to Yarmouth and marry before she got any older. A lot of Vals do that at about the same age. We can’t marry while we’re active in the sisterhood, you know; it goes against our Oath. She did get married, and she has a son now. The last I heard, she was happy, and I’m glad for her. She was a strong leader, but she was fair, too. She knew that you could be both of those things.”

“So how old were you when she retired?”

“Sixteen. I had taken my Oath the year before.”

“Who took her place?”

“Margaret. She was called Sigma then, and the other named sisters Ascended her by acclamation. With Margaret in charge, things got worse.”


Chapter 3

A scorpion scampered across the sandy floor off to my right. Brian noticed it at the same time I did.

“What’s that?” he asked, sounding alarmed. I smiled to myself. Brian was most definitely no coward. He had performed his tasks calmly during Momma’s surgery, and he had shown great bravery at the meeting of the Council. But there is something about arachnids that seems to make most people squirm and lean away.

I approached the red creature and examined it more closely. He was a big juicy one. I drank the last of my coffee, leaned down, and scooped him into my mug. He scurried about in the bottom of the cup trying to find purchase somewhere.

“Do you want to see him up close?” I asked.

“I’d rather not if it’s all the same to you,” Brian said.

I walked over to Scorpion Valley in the corner of the cave. I found a ledge and flipped my captive out of the mug and onto it. He got his bearings for a second and then disappeared into a crack in the wall. I returned to Brian.

“Why not smush him?” Brian asked.

“He’s just looking for food.”

“Well, maybe he thought one of us was food.”

“Maybe. So why didn’t you smush him?”

“Well…I mean, can those things jump?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Really?!”

“No, Brian. Not really.”

“Oh. Good, then.” He took a sip of his coffee and changed the subject. “So Margaret was the Alpha that you dethroned. Or deofficed, or whatever.”

“Yes. Eventually I did. I mean, I liked her well enough for the first couple of months that she was Alpha. I was at the top of the class among the initiates, academically and in combat training, and she complimented me from time to time.

“But then it came time for my fall trip with Jack to visit Momma. On the last Sunday before we had planned to go, I had lunch with Jack and he told me, ‘You’d better go and talk to the new Alpha. I went to do the usual paperwork, and she doesn’t seem agreeable to you taking a weeklong absence.’

“Well, I went to her office the next morning. I asked her to please allow me the week I had been granted twice a year for my entire time with the Valkyries. I promised to keep up with my studies and retain my spot at the top of the class. I expected that everything had been a misunderstanding, and that she would tell me I could go.

“What I got from her instead was a question. She asked, ‘Is Jack your lover?’

“I was so surprised I laughed in her face, and that didn’t help any. I asked her if she was quite serious.

“She said she was completely serious. She asked me, ‘Well then, if not that, who is he? And don’t say your uncle. He is most certainly not that.’

“I tried to explain that he was a dear friend of my mother’s, and that he looked after me while she was ill. But under her skeptical glare, it sounded false as it came out of my mouth even though it was the truth.

“Margaret peppered me with questions, and I often couldn’t give a complete answer. Sometimes I couldn’t give any answer at all. Where was I from? Where was my mother now? What relatives did we have in the Realm? What specific faith required a twice-annual, seven day observance of holy days? Where, specifically, would Jack and I be going? Where, specifically, would we be staying along the way?

“I felt confused and flustered and battered about in a way that I never do when I’m fighting in actual combat. Margaret was just toying with me at the end, I think.

“She closed the meeting by saying that she would never approve of an initiate taking an extended journey with an older man who was not a relative, and that I should not ask again. She dismissed me and went back to her paperwork.

“I almost quit the Order that day. I spent half an hour fully intending to. But then it occurred to me that I had no alternate plan, and nowhere to go, and nothing else to do. I didn’t want to get a random job in a shop, and I didn’t feel that I could impose on Maestro and demand that he house me. I could have purchased a cottage, I suppose, but living alone and being idle at sixteen held no appeal.

“I decided to channel my anger into earning Elevation as quickly as possible. I could already beat the other initiates in combat, even those who were several years older than I was. I figured that I could meet the other requirements to enter the Trials in two years, and that I might only miss four of the trips west with Jack. I didn’t like it, but I thought I could bear it.

“For the next two years, I trained, and I studied, and that was all. I sometimes didn’t even leave the House grounds on Sunday to meet Jack and Maestro; I became a single-minded creature.

“And I did it, Brian. I qualified for the Trials and passed them and earned the right to be Elevated just after my eighteenth birthday. I have since learned that no one before me or after me has done the same at an age younger than twenty two.

“On the night of the Elevation ceremony, any sister who has earned Elevation is given a private room off the formal hall, and every Named sister visits her before the ceremony. I had a lovely two hours in that room. I was dressed in my formal robe, and every sister had nothing but joy and welcome for me. And then, a few minutes before the ceremony was to begin, Margaret entered the private room.

“After a few pleasantries, I said to her, ‘I have worked so very hard, and I am relieved that I have earned the right to be able to take my trip west this fall.’

“And Brian, she looked me in the eye and said, ‘You have earned no such right.’ I asked what she could possibly mean, and she said, ‘Absences from the House on all days save Sunday remain at the discretion of the Primero.’

“I had never even considered that an Elevated sister might have her movements restricted and I said so. Margaret told me, ‘Not so, Alexis. You will have to be content to see him on Sundays, because I tell you again that I will never approve a weeklong liaison requested…by a common…tramp.’

“I got that flustered and confused feeling again, and I said, ‘I told you two years ago that it isn’t like that at all between myself and Jack, and I tell you the same now. I swear before God that it’s not.’

“She levelled her gaze at me, and she said, ‘Liar.’ Then she left the room before I had any chance to respond.

“Well, before I had a chance to even put my thoughts in order, Zeta knocked on my door and told me to follow her because it was time to begin the ceremony. I followed along like a sheep, because I was so much in shock that I couldn’t formulate any alternative course of action just then.

“I was the last of the three sisters to be formally Elevated, but I barely remember that part. The next thing I knew, Margaret asked me what name I would be known by, and then I saw what I had to do. Take. I had to take Margaret’s authority over me, take her position in the sisterhood, and take her very name. ‘Alpha,’ I said.

“After that, there is another stretch of time where I don’t remember everything. My next sharp memory is being behind Margaret on the ground with my arm around her neck and her blood dripping from the back of her hair and onto my face until Zeta shouted ‘Halt!’

Brian said, “Rho told me about the elevated reverse roundhouse kick.”

I smiled a bit. “Well, it is good to have an attack that your opponent doesn’t expect when you are fighting a difficult adversary. And Margaret certainly was that. She was Alpha for a reason. Her level of power and speed and skill were very high.”

“Can you still do it?” Brian asked.

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Will you show me?”

I thought about that. I had guarded my secrets closely for so many years that my first inclination was to refuse. But if Brian was to be my friend…I decided to demonstrate. “Stand,” I said to him.

He did. I stepped away from our chairs and into an open area. I held my left leg straight out, and said, “Hold my foot by the heel.” He did so. As soon as he had it, I crouched and leapt into the familiar violent clockwise circle and brought my right foot through a 360 degree revolution that ended with it whistling just over the top of Brian’s head.

“Holy crap!!” he said, laughing and terrified at the same time.

I laughed as well. “You wanted a demonstration.”

“How did she survive that?!”

“She almost didn’t, I think.”

Brian shook his head. “Well, no one can do that. It’s amazing, Alexis. Just amazing.”

“Thank you, Brian. But do you know, I felt the same about you when you confronted the Chancellor and exercised your Right of Detention against him. You did just about the same kind of thing that night.”

“Oh, come on.”

“It’s true. You used your wits and not your foot, but you struck a completely unexpected blow that nearly decapitated him. The effect was the same.”

“I don’t know about that, Alexis.”

“Well, I do.”

“Hmm. Thank you for saying so.”

“You’re welcome.”

“And thank you for telling me your story. I feel like I understand you better, now.”

“And thank you for that,” I said. “I do feel that I am misunderstood, ah, well, most of the time, actually…do you hear that?” I asked.

Brian said, “Yeah. What, ah…what is it?”

The snuffling sound got louder in the cave. I could almost place it…

Uh, oh, I thought.

I snatched up one of our lights and hit the function that made it project a beam and aimed it up at the two meter hole in the top of the cavern. I saw a gray snout up there with teeth pointed every which way and chewing on nothing. “Bucky!” I shouted. “Be careful!”

I took off running for the mouth of the cave. I grabbed the rein that our swayback had somehow slipped, ran out of the cavern, and began to bound up the hill outside. “Don’t fall, Bucky, I’m coming!” I shouted.

I needn’t have worried. He stood perfectly still until I got there, and he stayed motionless while I looped the rein around his neck. “I’ve got him!” I shouted down to Brian. I led Bucky down the hill, back into the cave, and I tied his lead very securely around the rock column near the entrance.

I returned to my seat by Brian and caught my breath. I had really sprinted up that hill.

“You go to a lot of trouble for Bucky,” Brian observed, smiling.

“Yep. I do.”

“Is he…I mean, no offense, but he’s not a very good horse, right?”

I laughed at that assessment. “Bucky has a certain charm once you get to know him,” I said. Then, lowering my voice, “But you’re right. He’s not what most people would call a very good horse.”

“But he’s Banner’s horse,” Brian said.

“But he’s Banner’s horse,” I agreed.

Brian hesitated for a few moments, then asked, “What is Banner to you?”

I exhaled. It was a grown up question from my young friend. I answered him honestly. “It’s so hard to know, Brian. I only knew him for a short time, and I was a kid when I did. But when he gets back, I’ll actually be a little bit older than he is if he decided to make his journey in cryosleep like Momma just came out of. And even if he didn’t do that, he’ll have been taking something they have that radically slows the aging process, and we’ll be about the same apparent age anyway.

“And don’t even get me started on how to score the fact that I knew his mother and his grandmother before he was born and before I went into cryosleep myself for 600 years. I just don’t know exactly what Banner is to me.”

“Yeah. He’s something to you, though, or you wouldn’t still be watching after his horse.”

I nodded. “Oh, he’s definitely that, Brian. He’s definitely something to me.”

I sat for awhile and watched the small flame under our coffeepot and wondered what that something might be.


Chapter 4

Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

“Thank you,” Lord Jeffrey said to a nervous servant. “Do see that I am not disturbed for the next hour. Lady Lorelai may enter at seven o’clock.”

The servant bowed and backed away and used great care to make sure he did not drop any of the plates or glasses or utensils that he had been sent to clear away from the table in Lord Jeffrey’s private bedchamber.

When the servant had exited and closed the main door behind him, Lord Jeffrey walked to the door and turned the largest of the locks until he heard a click. He then moved to the smaller door at the back of the chamber.

He smiled a little bit at the legends he had cultivated about what lay beyond the second door. They were varied and inconsistent and designed to make sure that no curious soul would ever even think to investigate. At various times, he had implied that the room beyond the door contained:

A coffin in which he slept. A torture chamber for his most despised personal enemies. The remains of his most despised personal enemies. A portal to hell. The place where Jeffrey transformed himself into a bat. A haunted place from which no mortal could ever escape. “Here there be serpents,” Lord Jeffrey said to himself.

In truth, the room contained none of those things, but it did contain the two items that were the source of his power.

Jeffrey unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt and fished a key out from beneath it. A necklace was threaded through a loop at the back of the key, and Jeffrey had worn it at all times for centuries. He even wore it when he actually used the key.

Jeffrey crouched down to one knee, turned the key in the very sturdy lock on the small door, and opened it. He passed through the opening, and on the opposite side, he locked himself in.

The room was ten feet square, and it contained four things. A worn but comfortable chair sat in the center of the room. Jeffrey sat down in it and sighed contentedly.

Immediately next to the chair on the left stood a stack of five identical boxes. The four at the bottom of the pile were still stasis vacuum sealed. The one on top had its lid removed. Inside were a hundred smaller boxes nestled in ten rows of ten. Each of the smaller boxes contained twelve small vials. Some of the smaller boxes were open, but most were still sealed.

Lord Jeffrey’s long fingers moved past open small boxes that contained twelve empty vials until they reached one that contained eight empty vials and four that contained a cloudy liquid. He selected a liquid-filled vial, brought it closer to his face, and looked at the label. It read,

New England Longevity Corporation
Janfaxen Sulfide, 25ml
Manufactured September, 2299
Sample - Not for Distribution

Jeffrey twisted the cap off and gulped down the liquid inside the vial. As it always did, it tasted faintly of oranges. Or maybe the ghosts of oranges.

Jeffrey replaced the cap and then set the vial back in the small box he had drawn it from.

The third of the four things in the room was a stack of six large boxes in a corner. Those large boxes were all open, and each contained a hundred smaller open boxes, all with twelve empty vials inside.

The bottommost box also held a small relic from Lord Jeffrey’s past that he kept as a memento of sorts. It was an identification card on a lanyard. It featured text next to a faded photograph of a young man with an easy grin and a casual, almost messy hairstyle. The text read:

Jeff Hamm
Assistant Manager - Sales
United States / Southwest Region
4 Years of Valued Service

New England Longevity Corporation
“Let’s see what the future holds.”

The last item in the room was a safe on the ground in the middle of the far wall. It was attached to the floor with four thick bolts that passed from inside the safe, through the bottom, and deep into the stone surface that the safe sat upon. It was utterly immoveable.

Jeffrey walked to it and squatted. He rotated a large dial that turned smoothly to the right, and then to the left just so, and then to the right again until he had paused at the day, month, and year of his father’s birthday. He pulled down on the safe’s sturdy handle, and it gave under his hand.

He opened the thick door and withdrew the two belts that were the only things inside. He closed the safe, spun the dial, and returned to the chair.

He pressed a button on the back of the first belt until a small display showed him the information he wanted to see. “Quark Battery Life 36%”, it read.

He set that belt aside for Lorelai. He had used it so often in the beginning. It wouldn’t last forever. But then again, he thought, the vials with the ghost-of-orange flavored contents wouldn’t last forever, either.

Lord Jeffrey went through the same process with the second of the two belts and was pleased to confirm what he already knew: “Quark Battery Life 88%”. Jeffrey stood, lifted his black shirt, and fastened the second belt around his waist. He tucked his shirt back into his black trousers.

He then unlocked the door to the small room, opened it and passed through, and closed and locked it behind him.

He spent the next half hour putting together the look he thought of as “full vampire”. He always wore black, and he always adopted the mannerisms of one of the undead, but he had another level of theater that he reserved for special occasions. The people followed him with more loyalty, or at least with more fanaticism, if he stepped up his performances from time to time.

Lord Jeffrey sat at his dressing table. He concealed the second belt he had retrieved from the safe by placing it in a drawer. He then turned his attention to his face.

He applied white powder liberally and smoothed and evened it out. He applied far more oil than usual to his hair and slicked it back to emphasize his pronounced widow’s peak. A fortunate accident of genetics, that peak; it did a great deal to help him build his character, no effort required.

He examined his fingernails and determined he had done a good job earlier painting them a glossy black, and that no touch up would be required.

He opened a new drawer in the dressing table and grabbed a handful of rings. He sorted through them and selected the largest and wickedest looking examples that he could find. Some had been shaped into skulls, some contained great shaped ovals of onyx, and some bore symbols of the occult. He put the rings onto his fingers one by one.

None of the things he added at the dressing table enhanced his abilities, but they did add to his power, because his power was based upon fear. The people in his Society were not, by and large, particularly smart, and they were easily frightened. The few who were smart either joined his inner circle or met with unfortunate accidents. Or they were convicted of various crimes and Harvested. None lasted for too long if they were not a part of his household.

Except for his servant Ronnie. She was smart. Her parents had been smart as well, and that was why they had died in a house fire that he had ordered. Since Ronnie had fled, Jeffrey had come to regret that she had not been made to perish in the fire as well. But no matter, he thought. She would be returned to his domain soon enough.

Jeffrey heard a knock on the main door to his chamber at the same time the clock in his room struck seven. He walked to the door, unlocked it, and admitted Lorelai. After she entered, he locked the door again.

“Darling,” she said.

“Welcome my love,” he replied. He looked at her red gown and fingernails and makeup, and he smiled. Her look was even more angular and severe than usual. “You are dressed perfectly for the occasion.”

“As are you, Jeffrey. You will be adding the cloak?”

“Of course. One can’t expect to incite the populace to prosecute a war without wearing a suitable cloak.”

“The High Gentlemen are waiting to report. You have the other belt?”

“Yes.” Jeffrey retrieved the second antigrav belt from his dressing table and gave it to Lorelai. She threaded it through two slits in her gown at the sides of her midriff that were carefully concealed by a wide ribbon. They allowed easy access to the main power button on the right and to the dials on the left. When she had fastened the belt, she rearranged the ribbon. “Shall I admit them now?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. That will be fine.”

Lorelai unlocked the main door and waved in Lord Jeffrey’s top lieutenants.

They were also dressed more formally than was usual. They wore the same style of black clothing that they wore when they flanked Lord Jeffrey on the dais in the Great Room, but they wore jackets with long tails and medals of rank as well on this occasion.

Lord Jeffrey did not invite them to sit. He simply said, “Report.” The three men alternated statements that always contained six syllables.

“No sign of Ranger Stone,” said Glen.

“We’ve searched both high and low,” said Gary.

“He’s certainly fled north,” said Greg.

“Mmm,” Lord Jeffrey said. “I’m not sure I agree with your assessment of ‘certainly’, Gregory. The absence of a man in one place does not serve as a guarantee that he must be in another place.”

Greg started to sweat. “What else would he think of?” he asked.

“Well, Gregory, I can think of a lot of things. He is a Ranger Captain, after all, and he may have notions still of aiding his king and kingdom, even after his long captivity. You will keep the guard on high alert until we discover a corpse or receive a report from our assets in the Realm that he has been spotted there.”

Lorelai said, “I agree. We have a rat in King Harold’s castle. It may well be that he has a rat in ours.”

“I’ll make it so, my Lord,” Greg said.

“Yes,” Jeffrey said. “Make it a priority. Now, Glen, what of the investigation into the fork that proved sufficient for both unlocking manacles and ending the life of one of my least able but nonetheless somewhat useful physicians?”

“We have arrested two,” he said.

Gary added. “A new cook and a guard.”

“Mmm. Very good. Arrest whoever hired each of them as well. And bring all four before me tomorrow. Be sure that they know they will be Harvested if convicted of Malfeasance against the Society. Drop to them as well that I am in a foul mood.”

“We’ll make it so, Lord J…now,” Gary said.

Lord Jeffrey frowned and said, “Begone, all three of you. I have much to consider.”

The three High Gentlemen bowed and scraped and left the chamber, closing the door behind them.

Lorelai said, “Will you Harvest them all, then, Jeffrey?”

“Mmm? Oh, no. No, I shall give them unexpected clemency and then send them to serve in the infantry and wreak havoc in the Borderlands. Men who believe they have received a second chance serve as unusually motivated zealots.”

“Brilliant.”

“Thank you, my love.”

“Have you made any alterations to your speech?”

“Not really. I will rise up to the spot above the dais that amplifies one’s voice so well and make menacing and mysterious gestures and boom out the call for a Great Harvest and national pride and noble sacrifice and all the rest of the rot.”

“Are my lines unchanged?”

“They are. Rise when I call for you.”

“Should I fly around the chamber at all?”

“Mmm. No, I think just up and down for both of us this time. But do spread your arms and be dramatic and wicked looking. And hiss. You do a better job than I do at hissing.”

“Thank you. I do enjoy it.”

“How is the assembly shaping up out there?”

“Most chairs were filled half an hour ago. We have seats for three thousand, and space for another thousand to stand at the back.”

“My, that is a good number. I compliment your organizational skills.”

“Thank you. We need as many as possible to see this firsthand.”

“So we do. Well. I will grab my cloak.” Lord Jeffrey walked to his wardrobe and withdrew an ebony cloak with crimson lining from a peg. He wrapped it around his shoulders and asked, “How do I look?”

Lorelai looked him up and down and said, “Like a Vampire King, my love.”

Lord Jeffrey nodded and said, “And you are my Queen. Come. Let’s go start a war.”


Chapter 5

The next morning, we ate breakfast and moved the chairs and everything else back behind the projected rock wall. We mounted our horses and rode east.

I could have made the journey in a single day, but Maestro certainly could not ride at the necessary pace or go for hours without resting, and so I planned to get us to the second of the Ranger stations between the cave and the City by evening.

Bucky often set his own pace and his own direction. He always ended up at the correct destination, but I spent long stretches of that day riding alongside Maestro with Brian off somewhere between us and the horizon.

Although I had done so many times before, I thanked Maestro for saving Momma. It didn’t seem like I could do that enough times. As he had every time before, Maestro played down his own role.

“She is strong,” he said, “and Jack’s solutions worked flawlessly. And with the quality of the synthetic artery in the field medical kit, my part was only somewhat more difficult than darning a sock.”

“I think it was a job much harder than that, but even if what you say is correct, I thank you anyway for saving a very important sock.”

“Hmm…yes! An important sock indeed!” he laughed aloud. “But being serious, now, Alexis, I am very pleased to have played some part in completing the task you came to me with all those years ago when you were but half your current age. Actually, less, I think.”

“A little bit less, that’s true.”

“Much has changed in that time. You have grown from a child to the leader of the Valkyries. Although I must say that you always showed great promise even from my first times with you. Most children have limited abilities to identify problems and attack them. You have always possessed those skills, and they have served you well.”

“Thank you,” I said. “And you’re right about how much has changed.” I looked at Maestro, hesitated for a moment, and said, “But not with you. So much.”

Maestro raised his eyebrows, then lowered them and smiled. “It is possible that a certain friend of mine has supplied me with a certain dietary supplement that tastes faintly of oranges and which seems to favorably benefit one’s…rate of decline.”

“I knew he’d been getting life extension treatments to you,” I said. “I’ve never asked, because I figured it was between you and Jack, but I suspected.”

“Suspected because I would surely have passed on by now but for the EXTs in the field medical kits or something like them?”

“I wouldn’t necessarily say that,” I told him.

“Well, I certainly would.”

“Has Jack taken any?”

“He did for three years after he turned thirty, but he’s been reserving all of them for me so that I’ll have a better chance to survive until Banner and the ship return. The supplies run low, you see.”

“That’s Jack, always looking out for his friends.”

“It is. It truly is. And I am not doubting his generosity, but I do wonder if he took just the right number of EXTs himself to make himself the same apparent age as your mother.”

I thought about that and did the complicated aging math that cryosleep and EXTs can require when assessing someone’s age. After a few moments, I determined that Jack and Momma, by radically different paths, had in fact arrived at the same apparent age.

Momma had been twenty three at the time of my birth, had lived twelve years after that in the time before the Kinetic War without ever taking life extension treatments, and then had been frozen for a long, long time to get to her 35 years.

Jack was actually 38, but if he had taken EXTs for three years, then he had a biological age of 35 just like Momma did. “Well, that is some nifty planning,” I said. “I guess you know that there’s a machine under the mountain that’s supposed to be able to make those that doesn’t work.”

“So I’ve heard. The world will have to wait another four years at least before EXTs can possibly be reintroduced to the masses.”

I supposed that when Banner got back, he could start turning out large numbers of life extension treatments with whichever Valkyrie ship he returned in.

“Would we even be ready for something like that?” I asked Maestro.

“Mmm…hard to say. And it isn’t my technology, but it seems to me that it would be better if everyone got to decide that for themselves. History seems full of problems when things are withheld from people for their ‘own good’.”

“I suppose so,” I said.

“What about you, Alexis? Will you line up to extend your lifespan almost indefinitely if given the chance, or will you let nature take its course?”

I thought about my answer for awhile. “I suppose it mostly depends on whether the people who matter the most to me are extending their lifespans as well. I don’t think I’d want to age much more or less than they do.”

“Well said. I imagine most will feel the same way.”

Brian caught up to us and looked exhausted. “Can we take a break?” he asked. “Bucky’s been driving me crazy roaming all over the place.”

I agreed and we stopped and ate and watered the horses next to a small creek.

The rest of the day and the night passed without incident. We slept at the Ranger station, left early the following morning, and arrived back at Maestro’s laboratory just before noon. A constable stood outside the door, and he straightened up to his full height when he noticed us.

“Hail!” he cried to us. We all raised a hand in acknowledgement. We dismounted and tied the reins of our horses to a post in Maestro’s yard, and the man approached. What he said was most unexpected.

“Maestro and Brian Stone, His Majesty has directed me to escort you to an audience with him as soon as is practicable upon your return.”

Maestro said, “His Majesty. As in, the king?”

“Yes, sir. He gave me the orders himself.”

“And he is…well?”

The soldier broke into a genuine smile. “He is, sir. It’s like the old days come again.”

Maestro said quietly to Brian, “I knew the toxins would clear his system in the fullness of time.”

Brian made a funny little jump that I usually saw younger boys make. “We were in time then!” Brian said. Maestro nodded.

The constable addressed me as well. “Valkyrie, although I have no power to command you, the king wishes for me to invite you to accompany the others and join in their meeting with him.”

“Let’s go,” I said. “Can you see to our horses after you deliver us to King Harold?”

The constable said, “Yes, I will see to their care myself.”

During our short walk to the castle, we learned that King Harold had awakened five days before with a clear mind and a strong constitution. We learned that three days before, the Senate had dissolved the Regency, and that the king was once again in full control of the government.

The constable led us to the Tapestry Room and asked us to be seated before hurrying off to notify King Harold of our arrival. Within minutes, I heard a familiar voice that I had wondered if I would ever again hear issuing words of strength and command. “Maestro!!” it boomed.

The king walked in and crossed the room to us in half a dozen long strides. He clasped Maestro’s hand and then covered it with his opposite hand and smiled from ear to ear as he did so. Maestro made a small bow.

His Majesty had lost weight, but he otherwise looked every bit his old self. “And young Master Stone!” the king said. He turned his attention to Brian and gave him the same two-handed handshake. “I hear from Old Greta that it was you who first discovered the source of my ailments. Well done, young man, well done, indeed!”

Brian blushed and muttered something I didn’t quite catch.

“I owe much to the both of you, as does my family, as does the Realm. You will both be well rewarded.”

Maestro said, “Our reward is in seeing you well, Your Majesty.”

The King smiled and greeted me. “Greetings, Primero. I thank you for standing by the queen in a difficult time.”

I had done little more than dole out punishment to a traitor, but I accepted King Harold’s praise with humility. I had always liked him. He wasn’t my king - Valkyries owe fealty to no one - but I thought he was a good king.

King Harold took a seat and invited us to do the same. He said, “Much in addition to my own recovery has transpired while you have been away. We caught a spy in the castle, and we believe it was his aim to abduct the girl who has recently defected from the Society.”

“Ronnie?” Brian asked.

“Yes. She has been an invaluable source of information, and besides, we have offered her our protection, and so losing her to kidnapping or assassination would have been utterly unacceptable. Fortunately, Old Davy was able to spot the danger and raise resistance just in time.

“But the spy is not the only way in which the Society has become more active in the last several days. The Rangers have reported no fewer than six attacks on civilians in the Borderlands during that time, and rumors swirl of some kind of massive mobilization at the northern edge of Society lands. The Rangers have sent scouts to investigate.

“The Keeper has called for a second Council of War and set it for tomorrow night. I am most pleased that the three of you have returned in time to attend. We would have had a quorum without you, but it would not have felt right to put the question to a vote with your three seats at the table empty.”

The first Council of War had ended without a vote. No one had seemed eager to authorize a war at a time when the king was mentally incompetent, the Realm did not yet have a Regent, and the chancellor had just been placed under arrest.

I asked King Harold, “If the Council authorizes you to declare a war, will you? And if so, will you seek assistance from the Valkyries?”

“I will do so if the Ranger scouts discover an organized march into the Borderlands, or if there is a single attack within our own lands. And yes, if I declare war, I hope the Valkyries will fight at our side against the Society as they did at the founding of the Realm.”

“We will fight,” I said. “I will inform the sisters and order them to prepare for the possibility upon my return to the House this afternoon.”

“Thank you, Primero. It is good to have allies that may be counted upon in time of need.”

“The Realm has long been an ally to us, and we will honor our longstanding partnership. Besides, we certainly have no desire to see the Society grow its lands or reach.”

“Very good. Well.” The king looked at the three of us. “I am pleased to be once again counted among those who can contemplate the world and influence the direction that events in it will follow. I look forward to your input at the Council tomorrow night.”

He stood, and we did the same. He once again shook hands with all of us. He got to Brian last, and he said, “Claire has asked that I pass along an invitation to take tea with her at your earliest convenience.”

“Oh, ah, thank you very much, Sire,” Brian managed to stammer out.

“However, if you were to detour for a short time to…wash the road from yourself…I am sure that she would not be disappointed.”

I turned away to hide a smile. None of us had bathed since we left the base under the mountain, and we had been on horseback for long hours for a day and a half.

“Yesss,” Brian said.

King Harold said, “I will have a page direct you to the bathroom in the Clan Suite. No one ever uses it save my cousin Eunice, and it seems a waste to have it sitting idle the rest of the year. Besides, it is my fault that you were ordered here directly from the road. Johnson!”

A man entered the room promptly. “Yes, Sire?”

“Show Master Stone to the Clan Suite and see that he is provided with toiletries and a suitable change of clothing.”

“At once, Your Majesty. Come along, please, Master Stone.” Brian followed the page and left the room.

King Harold watched him go and waited a few moments. Then, in a lowered voice, he said, “Just between us, I am quite relieved that Claire has taken an interest in a young man with ability and courage.”

“Well, he certainly has both of those qualities,” Maestro said.

“I can vouch for that,” I added.

“Yes. The last young suitor she allowed to come around for awhile had no more spine than an earthworm. And not much more personality than one, either.”

Maestro laughed. “But he must have been older and had an excellent head of hair and a very fast horse, or at least two of those three things.”

“Yes!” the king exclaimed. “All three. Thank God she has outgrown him. I grew so weary of him sitting on my couch and complaining about everything. But Brian, I like.”

“Don’t we all, Your Majesty,” I said.


Chapter 6

We parted with the King, and shortly afterwards, Maestro returned to his laboratory and I returned to the House of the Valkyries.

Brian wasn’t the only one who was in need of a bath. I ordered the first novice I encountered to prepare one for me. After I met briefly with Rho and determined that nothing demanded my immediate attention, I locked myself in my private bathroom and soaked in the tub until the piping hot water was lukewarm and my fingertips were well and truly pruned.

I dressed, unlocked and opened the main door to my chambers, and went to my desk to examine the papers that had piled up in my absence.

I spent the next couple of hours approving payments, schedules, disciplinary actions, and changes to protocols. One paper that stood out said that two initiates had passed the first two stages of the Trials and were a single stage away from earning Elevation. Another was a letter from Omega that stated she would retire at midsummer.

“Thirty-five?” I said aloud. “No, she’s thirty-six.” I set that one aside, and made a mental note to go and visit her and congratulate her on many years of distinguished service to the sisterhood.

I was deep in a complicated budget proposal when an initiate knocked on my door. “Yes?” I said.

“I am sorry to disturb you, Primero, but there is a man here who claims to know you and demands to either see you personally or learn the location of Brian Stone and his mother.”

My senses became heightened. The Stones lived on the House grounds because they had crossed the former Chancellor of the Realm, and we wondered if they might be in danger from other traitors who had not yet been discovered. I stood and said, “Take me to this man.”

“Yes, Primero. He is in the outer receiving room.”

We started walking quickly. “He is under guard?”

“Of course, Primero.”

“And the Stones’ cottage is under guard as well?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Who does this man claim to be?”

“He claims to be a Ranger, also by the name of Stone.”

I stopped in my tracks and faced the initiate. “Describe him.”

“Um…tall. Thin, maybe undernourished. Full beard. Dark hair. Middle aged, I think. He does stand like a fighting man.”

Was it possible? I wondered. Lost people did resurface on occasion in 30th Century America. Without tech, it was at least possible to be lost or captured or otherwise separated from others and undetected for an extended period.

I resumed walking, even faster than before. Could it possibly be? I turned the last corner and had a view of the outer receiving room.

The man was standing and facing away from me. He was the correct height, and there was something about his posture that seemed familiar…

“Ranger Stone?” I asked.

He turned around. It was him!! I ran to him and embraced him fiercely. “Hello, Alexis,” he said. “Can you please tell me where to find my wife and son?”

“Yes! They are but a few minutes’ walk from here.” I pulled back and looked at Ranger Stone’s face. “Were you held?”

“I was. I have escaped. It is interesting what a motivated person can do with a fork.”

I laughed and said, “I look forward to hearing that story in full! But come, come, let’s go!” I took him by the hand and led him outside and towards the cottage where Brian and his mother had taken up residence.

Ranger Stone said, “One thing I must ask first. Is Miriam…ah, alone?”

“Only if Brian has not yet returned from the castle, but he almost certainly has by now.”

“No, no, that’s not what I’m asking. I mean, is she, ah…single?”

“Oh! Yes, of course. Or maybe not ‘of course’, but yes, there is no one else in her life.”

“Does she think me deceased?”

“Yes. She and Brian, and everyone else for that matter, we all believed that you were killed in the attack on your scouting party all those years ago. There was a bloodied helmet found.”

“Mmm, yes, I did lose that. But it was not my blood upon it. Or mostly not my blood.”

“Ah.” The cottage was now in sight.

“Quickly now,” he said, “what can you tell me of them?”

“Miriam continues to work for the Archives and takes great pride in Brian. And Brian is a hero in many ways - you will marvel to hear of them all. He has worked for Maestro for many years.”

“Splendid. And you are the Primero, now. I must say that having met you as a child, I am not surprised. I have never met such a young person as you were.”

“Thank you.”

“Were you ever able to free your mother from her…situation?”

“Do you know, just recently, Jack and Maestro were able to do it. And Brian assisted them.”

“Really?”

“It’s just one of the ways he is a hero.” We were almost to the cottage.

“Would you like for me to let them know that you are here, or do you want to present yourself?”

“Ah, good point. It might be too much of a shock if they have no warning at all. Do please let them know that I am alive and well, and then when you think they are ready, call me inside.” Ranger Stone positioned himself to the side of the door so that he would not be visible when it was opened.

“I will make it so,” I said.

I knocked, and Miriam answered. “Alexis. Thank you for watching over Brian on your journey. Won’t you come it?”

“Thank you,” I said.

I found Brian seated at the kitchen table. “How was your tea at the castle?” I asked.

“Very good, thank you.” He kept a neutral expression. His poker face was really coming along.

“Please sit,” I said to Brian’s mother. “I have news.”

Miriam sat in the chair next to Brian’s and said, “Oh? And of what?”

“Of whom, actually. I have news of your husband.”

Miriam’s eyes bugged out, and Brian’s poker face evaporated. “Of Tom? What can there possibly be…has someone discovered his remains?”

“No, Miriam, not that. I have received compelling new evidence that he was not killed in the raid nine years ago, and that he was in fact captured by the Society.”

Miriam put her face in her hands and started sobbing, and Brian made unusual little gasps. “And…he is a captive still?”

“No, Miriam, he has escaped. He is free.” Miriam let out a startled cry, and now Brian’s eyes teared up as well.

I spoke my next words quietly. “He is here.”

“Where? Now?!” Miriam asked.

From behind me, I heard Ranger Stone’s voice. “Hello, Miriam,” he said.

Brian gaped, but Miriam shrieked. She sprang from her seat and charged the front door and knocked Ranger Stone to the ground. He was perhaps still weak from his long captivity, but I truly believe that she would have knocked him down regardless. I am the leader of a society of warriors, and I have simply never seen a woman move with as much purpose as Miriam Stone did that day between the table and her husband.

Brian soon ran to his father as well, and the three of them rolled and laughed together in the thin grass and dust outside the cottage’s front door.

“Tom!!”

“Dad!!”

“Darling!!”

“Brian oof! Careful lad!”

“I can’t believe it!!”

“Tom!!”

I had intended to offer them refreshments, or something, but it seemed better to leave them to their reunion and I slipped away and returned to my chambers.

I found the Keeper of the Archives and Rho seated on the bench just outside my private suite’s doors.

Rho said, “Hey there, Alpha, I found this suspicious character lurking around the building.” She smiled at the Keeper, but his face remained expressionless. He wasn’t angry, I don’t think, but smiling was not his way.

“Come in, please,” I said to the Keeper. “And thank you, Rho. Oh, wait one second.”

I went to my desk and scribbled off a quick note to Maestro to tell him that Ranger Stone had returned. I folded the note in two and gave it to Rho. “Please deliver this to Maestro with all possible speed.” I didn’t bother to seal it. It contained no sensitive information, but even if it had, I was quite sure that Rho wouldn’t read one of my private communications for a hundred gold crowns.

“Right away, Alpha,” she said. She jogged from the room.

“It is true?” the Keeper asked. “Has Ranger Stone returned?”

“He has,” I confirmed. “I have spoken with him myself.”

“That is wonderful news. I am so pleased.”

“Yes, it’s quite a miracle, isn’t it?”

“Quite. It does present one difficulty, though, at least for me.”

“Oh. What…what would that be?”

“Well, I have called a Council of War for tomorrow, and it is not clear to me who should occupy the hereditary seat that the Stone family lays claim to, the father or the son. I have formally transferred it to young Brian, as was proper after his father was missing and presumed deceased for seven years. But then his father is the rightful holder…or was the rightful holder…it is difficult to define. I shall have to research the Articles and resolve this before tomorrow night. It may well be an unprecedented occurrence.”

“Ah.” Law was not my thing, precisely because of problems like this. I preferred to attack problems directly and run them through with a sword, most often figuratively, but on occasion literally. Debating subtle nuances of rules and language and precedent was for someone else.

“Well,” the Keeper said, “I shall straighten it all out. I thank you for the information, Primero. Good day.” He left me alone in my suite.

I looked at the paperwork on my desk, but instead of returning to it, I retrieved a mug and poured in hot water from a kettle that sat above a small flame. I added a strainer of tea leaves and let them steep for a few minutes while I tidied up my desk. When the tea was ready, I took my cup into my bedchamber and shut the door.

I sat in one of two high backed maroon chairs that faced a window which overlooked the training yard. Several meters below, sisters went about the business of the House. I took tiny sips of the very hot tea and let my mind wander where it would.

It turned out to be one of the last truly quiet and peaceful respites I would have for some time, but for half an hour, I was fully content and happy. And an occasional half hour like that is all one really needs to keep going, I have found.

Momma was back. Ranger Stone was back. And in due course, Banner Dawson would be back as well.


Chapter 7

Before the second meeting of the Council of War, King Harold solved the Keeper’s dilemma by appointing Ranger Stone as his interim Chancellor. This maneuver satisfied the Senate and allowed Brian to keep his hereditary seat and his father to be a member of the Council as well.

The seating was the same as it had been at the previous Council except for Ranger Stone taking Bain’s seat at the left hand of the king. I still sat by Zeta and Rho with Maestro directly across from me. Portraits of the Realm’s early monarchs lined the wall I faced, with Good King John at the far left.

When Brian sat down next to Maestro and greeted everyone, I glared at him as I had at the previous meeting of the Council. I have found that engaging in staring contests at inappropriate times and winning them all adds to a mystique that I have carefully cultivated over the years. I find it useful for people to think I might be a little bit crazy.

This time, though, he didn’t look away. He merely tilted his head slightly to one side and gave me subtle crazy eyes of his own. We locked eyes for twenty seconds, then thirty. Neither of us looked away, nor blinked, nor laughed.

The rest of the group began to quiet down. The meeting was about to start. I gave Brian a ghost of a smile. I picked my hand up off the table, held out my thumb and pinky, and wiggled them a fraction of an inch each way, signaling, we’ll call it a draw.

Brian shook his head and continued to stare right through me. The cheek! Ten seconds more elapsed, then twenty more. The Keeper began to speak and open the meeting and still he held my gaze.

I saw Rho move in my peripheral vision. She would know what was going on. I heard her breathing change and her posture shift as she sought a better angle to watch the competition.

The Keeper welcomed Ranger Stone to the Council and everyone clapped, and still Brian stared on. The Keeper mentioned Brian by name and described how he would be allowed to keep his seat and I thought that surely Brian must turn to acknowledge the Keeper, but he just kept staring.

It was at that point I first thought I might actually lose. I had never lost a staring contest. I rarely lose at anything. And yet, I did not have a strategy for the scenario I found myself in.

It was fascinating.

The Keeper ended his opening remarks by welcoming King Harold back to the committee. I thought I had my chance to snatch a win from what had seemed certain defeat when the members of the Council began to rise and give their monarch a standing ovation. Brian stood, and he clapped, but he continued to look straight at me.

He is dating the man’s daughter! I thought. How can he possibly not turn and direct his applause and attention to King Harold?! Madness!

“Thank you,” the king said. “Thank you so much. Please be seated. Thank you.” We all sat, and Brian continued to stare me down.

Then King Harold made going on with the game impossible. He said, “For my part, I wish to begin the meeting of the Council by thanking you, Alpha, for your pledge of support in this difficult time.” Brian wiggled his eyebrows up and down at me. Twice.

His Majesty continued, and I could see in my peripheral vision that he had risen from his seat and was rounding the conference table to approach me. “Since the time of Good King John,” he said, “the Realm and the Independent Order of Valkyries have always assisted one another, and always to our mutual benefit. I am proud to be a part of that continuing tradition.” And he was at my side, and I could see his hand extended to shake.

What else could I have done? I dropped my gaze, looked the king in the eye, and shook his hand. Rowdy cheers broke out around the table. King Harold smiled at me, but it seemed more mischievous than anything else.

Across the table, I heard Old Davy say, “I should’ve had more faith in you, Brian old son, and that’s the Lord’s truth.” He handed Brian a silver mark. I then noticed Zeta hand a mark to Warden Smith. She shook her head, and the Warden nodded his and grinned.

“Wait a minute…” I said. I looked to my right, and the Keeper, looking even more dour than usual, handed a mark to Ranger Stone and slid another across the table to Princess Claire.

“You’ve all been gambling on me!” I exclaimed. The table dissolved into laughter.

Maestro put his right hand on the table with his palm up. He twitched his fingers towards himself twice and Rho slid three marks across the table to him.

“You, Rho?”

She put her hands up and said, “Hey, I bet for you, Primero.” I looked around the table in disbelief.

King Harold returned to his seat at the head of the table and let everyone calm down for a moment before resetting the mood in the room. “We’ve serious business to attend to this evening, but I saw no harm in beginning with something light to serve as a reminder that, if we do go into battle, it will be because of - and to protect - the love that we have for one another.

“But now, to business. The Keeper has received a new report from Ranger Ford, whom I believe you have served with, Tom.”

Ranger Stone said, “I often rode with him before my captivity. He was among our very most capable, and he has had nine years to increase his abilities since I knew him. If something is in his report, it is true and accurate.”

The Keeper said, “Ranger Ford reports that the Society has fielded an army and not a mere raiding party, and that it is on the move in the southern Borderlands. He estimates its strength at four thousand men. Of those, five hundred are cavalry, and five hundred are archers.”

“That seems high. What is the Society’s overall estimated strength at present?” Queen Sarah asked.

“Four thousand, Your Majesty. Ford believes that he has seen the entirety of the Society’s military force.”

“I see. So Jeffrey is going for broke.”

“So it would appear. They are routing the small defensive forces that they encounter. Anyone who does not flee is captured or killed and, ah…”

“Drained of blood,” Ranger Stone said.

“Yes, quite so. And then all structures in each captured village are put to the torch, according to Ranger Ford. They seem more intent on establishing a reign of terror than in capturing useable assets.”

“Mmm,” the king said. “Are there defendable assets anywhere in the region?”

“In the southern Borderlands, no, Sire. However, I have received reports that a township in the northern borderlands is in the process of establishing a sizeable stronghold. They call it Fort McGrath. I believe it is named for the farmer who was the first victim in this current period of increased Society activity.”

The king asked, “And if that stronghold exists, and if it meets our needs, could we reach it before the Society forces?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. If we leave in the next week, even the infantry would be able to arrive in time to establish a base of resistance.”

“I see. Now, Ranger Stone, tell me of the, ah, special ability that you suspect the Society has.”

“Yes, Sire. The guards and the other inmates in the dungeon spoke frequently of Lord Jeffrey and his many dark powers. He has built a most incredible cult of personality around the idea that he is a vampire lord. Most of the stories are inconsistent or even contradictory, but the one that never wavers says that Lord Jeffrey can rise up to a great height. He appears to make menacing speeches from an elevated position with some frequency.

“The same kinds of stories surround his wife, or mistress, or whatever she is, nearly as frequently. Her name is Lorelai, and she is said to often join him in his elevation act.

“They are most often said to levitate in their great hall, and they are said to speak from ‘a man’s height short of the ceiling’, which I would estimate at twenty five feet. So less a man’s height, that places them nineteen or twenty feet off the ground.

“The citizens of the Society no doubt attribute the show to dark magic, but it sounds to me as if they have discovered lost tech, Sire.”

I spoke up for the first time since the real meeting had started. “I agree with Ranger Stone’s assessment. As it turns out, I have access to a pair of devices that do the same thing.”

“You DO?” King Harold asked.

“Yes. They are belts that limit the effects of gravity, at least up to a height of about what Ranger Stone describes.” I did not say that Brian had seen and used one of them. I decided that was his story to reveal or not.

“Really?” the king asked. “A pair, you say.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. If they have two fighters who can attack from an elevated position, we can counter with two of our own. I am already adept at using the belts. I will retrieve them by week’s end and I will train one of my lieutenants to fight while using the other one.”

“That is good news. I thank you, Alpha.”

We spoke for another hour of the strength of our forces and the level of threat to the Realm and the ancient treaty that Good King John had signed to establish the Borderlands.

Just before the vote, King Harold said, “I am undecided on whether a war is in the Realm’s best interests. You are not voting for a war, if you vote yes tonight. You are only voting to give me the option to declare war if I determine it is the proper course of action.

The Keeper called the vote. It was 12-0 in favor of giving King Harold authority.

The meeting ended a short time after the vote. The king was eager to meet with the High Constable and the Captain of the men-at-arms and the Rangers for a detailed report on their level of readiness for a significant campaign. He asked Queen Sarah, Princess Claire, and Ranger Stone to attend that meeting as well, and the four of them left together almost as soon as the Keeper ended the meeting of the Council.

After we adjourned, I caught up with Brian outside the castle. I congratulated him on his victory in the staring contest, and asked him how he had managed to pull it off.

“I feel many things toward you, Alexis,” he said. “I respect you. I am frequently in awe of you. I have great affection for you as a big sister of sorts. But after the last couple of weeks, I will never again fear you. That’s how I could win.”

“That and also conspiring with the others.”

“I conspired with no one. I merely declared to them that I intended to win a staring contest with you, and the wagering took on a life of its own.”

“Yes, but you knew that the king wouldn’t be angry with you if you failed to look in his direction.”

“Well, the early bird gets the worm, or something like that.”

“Hmpf. You realize I will make your life utterly miserable in the training yard for the foreseeable future.”

“Worth it,” Brian said with a sly smile.

“Worth it?! We’ll see about that!” A new thought occurred to me. “Things must be going well with the princess or you would not be quite so bold, I think.”

Brian looked at me with his one blue eye and one brown eye and said, “You’re darn right things are going well with the princess.”

I squinted my eyes and said, “Who are you, and what have you done with my shy and timid friend who was alarmed at the appearance of a scorpion not a week ago?”

Brian said, “I think I may have outgrown that version of myself.”

“I see. Well, I liked that version of you very much, but I am most eager to see what this version of you can accomplish.”

“Thank you, Alexis. I am as well.”


Chapter 8

Interlude: Farmer Michael

Michael ate the last bite of his sandwich and washed it down with the last of his coffee.

“Have we got any more straw, maybe, at least for the new kids?” Molly asked.

“I’ll see what I can find after my shift,” Michael said. “The Archies are supposed to have another barge of logs for us today, but I should have a little bit of time after that.”

“OK. That’s good about the logs.”

“Yeah. How’s Little Mike?”

“He’s with Mama playing with his toy soldiers. Is your Watch shift tonight or tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow. I’m off tonight.”

“OK, we’ll have supper all together then.”

“That’ll be nice. I’ve got to go, Molly, they’ll be needin’ me at the river.”

“Alright, Michael, I’ll see you tonight.” She gave him a small kiss. “See about that straw when you get a chance.”

“I will. I’ll see you tonight, Molly.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Molly returned to the old schoolhouse where the mayor had been sending all of the families who were fleeing the Society. Three hundred had made their way to the township, and still they came on. Molly and the others who worked there tried their level best to make everyone comfortable, but their resources were stretched thin.

Farmer Michael headed to the river, and when he arrived, he could see the barge a half mile away and making steady progress towards the shallows where its payload would be unloaded.

Michael was pleased to see the barge stacked high with large diameter logs. He had seen enough shipments arrive to know that the one he saw was larger than usual.

He supposed that the Archies knew what everyone in the Borderlands knew: within a few weeks, there would be no more shipments, one way or another. By then, the Society army would be at the township, and it would be able to defend itself or not with what it had.

Michael sat and waited for the barge. He had learned to rest his body when possible. He and the other people in the township had worked almost nonstop for many months since the last Society raid. Once they had decided to stand their ground, the preparations to defend themselves had seemed almost endless.

But Michael was glad to do it. His farm was his. It had been in his family for seven generations. Molly’s land had been in her family for nine generations. It was the same for most in the township. Michael intended to leave the land of his fathers to Little Mike in due course, and if there was a price to be paid, then so be it.

A man wearing a blue headband named Luke sat next to Michael and joined him watching the barge come in. “I hear King Harold is makin’ ready to march south,” he said.

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Michael said. “Besides, I hear there’s a Regency.”

“There was, but there ain’t now. The king’ll be here soon.”

“I hope you’re right, Luke, but we’ll see.”

“I hope he brings them Valkyries. You ever seen one of them fight?”

“Nope.”

“Well I have. Hoo-whee! They’ll run them vampires clear down to the Republic!”

“Shoot. You think they’re really vampires, Luke?”

“You’re the one who’s got bit by ‘em. Twice, now.”

“Yeah.” Michael glanced at the scars on his forearm. “But I think they’re just cannibals. Me n’ Molly beat two of ‘em off with a baseball bat and a frying pan. They didn’t look like storybook monsters to me.”

“Well I’m gonna load up on garlic an’ holy water anyways. And I think I’ll make me a silver bullet for my slingshot.”

Michael laughed. “Shoot, Luke, silver bullets are supposed to be how you kill a werewolf. What you gotta do is drive a wooden stake through those vampire hearts.”

“Hmm…” Luke said.

Michael laughed harder. “You’re thinkin’ it over!”

“Darn tootin’ I am!” But then Luke started to laugh as well. When he quieted down, he said, “How’s your people?”

“Fair,” Michael said. “Stayin’ brave best they can. How about yours?”

“Same.”

The barge had closed to less than a hundred yards away. The foreman of the work crew said, “Alright, now, let’s form up!” Michael and Luke and the others took familiar positions aside the river.

The barge slowed, and its captain began to shout orders on the deck. He and his crew, and most of the Archies that Michael had ever seen, for that matter, wore red hats with the letters s, t, and l interlocked on the front. It was their symbol for the lost City of the Arch, but Michael couldn’t remember what the letters stood for.

“Hail, good citizens of Lawrence!” the captain called out.

“Hail, captain,” the foreman said in return. “’Tis a fine shipment you’ve brought this day!”

“Aye. The loggers have been working overtime. We’ve thirty extra this trip.”

The foreman muttered to an assistant to increase the size of the payment by thirty percent. “Can you deliver two shipments more of the same size in the next fortnight?” the foreman asked.

The captain seemed surprised. “Can you expand your fort as quickly as that?”

“We can now. We’ve refugees from the southern Borderlands, and all of the young and able have joined the work on the walls. It goes more quickly now.”

“Ah. Well, then, yes. We can run in two more, provided you’ve payment.”

“That we have, and never fear.” The culture of the township for many generations had been to hold onto wealth against a time of need. Many strongboxes under many beds had been raided in recent months, but the silver and gold needed to meet the Archies’ prices turned up without fail.

The barge slowed to a crawl, and some of the Archies aboard started to hop over the side and drag ropes ashore so that the vessel could be brought to a full stop.

The foreman asked, “Have you any weapons this time?”

“Aye,” the captain responded. “The Union was willing to sell a hundred pikes and two hundred slingshots. They are not new, but they are undamaged and they will serve your purposes.”

“Any crossbows?”

“Nae. The Union considers those its primary advantage over the Dixies. They’ll not part with them at any price.”

“More skirmishes between them and the Dixies, then?”

“Aye. Always trouble between the Union and the Dixies, always.”

The captain hopped ashore and grasped hands with the foreman. The foreman handed over a burlap sack bulging with coins, most from the Realm, a few from other parts of the continent, and a tiny handful minted before the Kinetic War. The captain didn’t count it. He didn’t even look inside the bag - payments from the township were always correct down to the last copper.

“We’ll get to the unloading, then. ‘Twill be another man bringing next week’s shipment, and then myself the week after. And then…you’ll have a spot of trouble before a third week goes by, if the reports I hear are correct.”

“Aye, that is our belief as well.” The foreman looked to the captain with a pesky smile. “Are you sure you Archies won’t drop everything and join in the fighting, then?”

“We’ve no love for the Society, but no, it is not our way. Always to our east, trouble. Often to our west, trouble. We Archies stick to our riverlands in the middle and keep clear of it all. And such fighting folk as we have are needed to handle the Swamp Men near the Delta and the Nords who live in the bitter cold up northeast of the Badlands.”

“I know little of the Nords,” the foreman said.

“I’ll tell you of them sometime. Dangerous.” The captain shuddered at the thought of them. “I’ve only traded in their lands twice, and I’ve felt lucky to return each time.”

“Mmm. Well, for profit enough, men have always been willing to embark on reckless adventures, I suppose.”

“They have indeed,” the captain said. “Until they get old, like me. Reckless adventures are a young man’s game.”

“So they are. Unless they come to your homeland.”

“Aye. Unless they come to your homeland.”

The Archies used their pulleys with skill, and soon the first of the great logs was ashore and ready to be moved the few hundred yards to the construction site.

Michael and Luke and four others shrugged themselves into their shoulder harnesses. Luke said, “I surely wish I had me a job shaping the tops of these logs into points. That one sounds like a vacation, don’t it, Becky?”

The young woman in the harness next to Luke said, “Bah! ‘Tis an honor to work on this crew. Only the youngest and strongest backs here, am I right?!”

The other five members of the team, including Luke, gave a cheer to that. They all leaned forward at once, and the log began to move.

In the distance up ahead, Michael could see the fort. Three sides of the great structure were complete, and the last side was underway. Through the open side, he could see the two wells at the fort’s center and the collection of hastily constructed dormitories that were scattered among the well-constructed older buildings that made up the township’s main square.

Men and women hustled about and worked at a variety of tasks. Some dug the great cylindrical pits into which the ends of new logs would be lowered. Some built walkways high up behind the completed sides of the fort. Some worked with planes to sharpen the tops of newly installed logs to a point, and some worked with great lengths of rope to tie the logs together after they had been placed.

Michael tried to count logs as he labored. It looked like they would need about three hundred and fifty more to complete the last side. With their shipment today, and if the Archies could deliver two more jumbo shipments in the next two weeks, they might just finish before the Society arrived.

Michael thought of Molly and Little Mike. He leaned forward in his harness and worked even harder.


Chapter 9

Two days later, Brian and I were back in the cave. We left Bucky behind for the trip, and with Brian on a faster horse we got there in a single day. We planned to return in a single day as well.

I needed to retrieve the antigrav belts, but there were other items that we planned to take back as well. Jack and I had worn collar mics when Banner made his departure from Earth, and they were both in a box in the cave behind the projected wall.

I had been regretting that Jack didn’t have one now; I would have liked an update on Momma and I couldn’t spare the two days it would require to get to Colorado and back in the Jeep. But when we had last headed to the base under the mountain, we had focused on grabbing things that would be useful in performing surgery, and we had been in a great rush. The collar mics had stayed behind.

The silver lining, or maybe the golden lining, of not being able to talk to Jack and Momma was that I would be able to communicate at a distance with someone of my choice in the forthcoming military campaign. I had much to weigh before I decided if that person would be one of my Valkyrie lieutenants, or a Ranger scout, or perhaps King Harold.

We also had a powerful telescope and two sets of strong binoculars - one of them with night vision capability - that were far beyond anything the Realm had for spotting and tracking.

Finally, we had a field medical kit. The others were under the mountain, but with even one we might be able to save ten soldiers who would otherwise not survive.

I thought of taking the Jeep back with us. On one hand, I no longer worried about revealing that I had access to lost tech. I was beyond well established in the Realm, and besides, I was about to be flying about with an antigrav belt around my waist, and perhaps on a regular basis.

On the other hand, the Jeep didn’t seem likely to provide too much of a tactical military advantage, and if it were torn up in battle, we didn’t have any spare parts. Two shredded tires would be the same as the Jeep falling off a cliff in terms of my ability to use it to get back and forth to Colorado in a reasonable amount of time.

In the end I decided to leave the Jeep in the cave.

Brian and I fed and watered the horses, and then we prepared and ate our own meal.

“Boy, a lot’s changed since we were here last time, and it’s only been a week!” Brian said as he sat in a chair beside mine and finished the last of the food on his plate.

“Life’s like that sometimes, Brian. I mean, my life has had a lot of periods where everything is exactly the same every day, and then, boom! It’s all different. One day you’re a fifth grader, and the next day you’re in the middle of a nuclear war and you live under a mountain.”

“Yeah,” Brian said. “One day you’re Old Davy’s towel boy, and the next day you’re promoted to Maestro’s number two assistant.”

“One day you’re the President’s granddaughter, and the next day you’re a popsicle.”

Brian started to laugh. “One day you’re getting shaken down for your chocolate bar by bullies, and the next you’re training with the Primero of the Valkyries.”

Now I started laughing. “One day you’re getting bullied by the Primero, and the next day you are the Primero.”

“Because you beat the crap out of the old Primero!” Brian said gleefully.

“I did do pretty well that night,” I said. “So you see, life always changes, but the changes usually come in furious little bursts that can be far apart.”

“Yeah.”

I saw a scorpion scuttling around the edge of the light cast by our quark battery powered lanterns. It was at least ten meters away from us, and I doubted it would come any closer. Brian followed my gaze and saw it as well.

“I’ve got this,” he said.

“Got what?”

“The scorpion. I’ll get him back to his little valley this time.” He stood up and dumped the dregs of his coffee onto the sandy floor. I smiled to myself. I was intrigued to see how the new, bolder version of Brian would handle the situation.

He walked over to the scorpion and leaned down slowly. He held his empty coffee mug out at arm’s length, crouched, and prepared to scoop as I had done the week before.

He hesitated.

“Do you think it’s the same one?” he asked.

“I have no idea. Probably not.”

“It’s been a red one both times, is all,” he said.

“OK…it could be the same one. How would that impact your strategy here?”

“I’m just wondering if he’s expecting me to scoop him up in a mug. Maybe he’s got a plan for that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Quit stalling.”

Brian looked over at me. “Fine,” he said. “And I wasn’t stalling.” He resumed his crouch and pulled his mug back.

The scorpion moved about a centimeter and rotated so that its claws were pointed in Brian’s direction. Brian yelped and jerked backwards and dropped his mug all at once. His feet slid in the sand and he lost his balance and fell down squarely on his backside. The mug fell on its side and rolled half a revolution until its handle came to rest on top of the scorpion’s tail and pinned it to the ground.

Brian’s feet scuffed against the cave floor and kicked up a fine cloud of sand as he tried to gain purchase and slide himself backwards and away from the trapped arachnid.

I didn’t laugh too loudly, and I think that made it worse for him. Then I said, “What was that?” and I know that made it worse for him.

He got up cautiously and took in the scene. The red scorpion was very active. He was using his two clawed legs to try to attack the mug’s handle and his other six legs to try to generate enough force to pull his tail free.

“You’ve got him at a disadvantage now,” I said. Brian frowned, turned, and headed for the cave mouth. “Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’m going to find a stick or something.”

“For what possible reason?”

He didn’t answer me.

Meanwhile, the scorpion had apparently given up on trying to pull his tail free, and so he detached it from his body altogether. He left the tail behind and ran as quickly as he could in the direction of Scorpion Valley.

Brian returned in a little while with a rock. “I couldn’t find a stick,” he said. When he got back to the mug and saw the tail by itself under the handle, his eyes went wide. “Did you get him while I was gone?”

“No. He detached his own tail and scampered off.”

“They can do that?!”

“Apparently.”

Brian started to look all around. “Well where did he go?”

And most of the time, I would have told him. But he had just beaten me in that staring contest, and I still felt like he had rigged it, at least to a degree.

“He could be anywhere by now,” I said.

Brian took one more quick look around and headed for the corner of the cave opposite Scorpion Valley where the projected wall hid our cots and supplies and the Jeep. “I’m going to bed,” he said.

I watched him go for a moment and then called out, “Are you taking your rock with you?”

“I’m going to bed!” he repeated without breaking stride.

So I was glad that the timid version of Brian hadn’t disappeared all at once.

The next morning, we collected our supplies and headed out early. Brian had slept well and wasn’t bothered by the scorpion thing any longer, and we had a pleasant conversation for the first half of the ride back.

I could tell that he was fatigued by the end of the ride. He wasn’t accustomed to multiple full days in the saddle, but he soldiered on and we made it back to the City before dark.

The next day, King Harold called a gathering in the throne room. Brian and I were seated in one of the balconies that ran half the length of the room high up on the walls on either side.

If Old Davy’s gossip was accurate, Brian and Princess Claire spent time in the space with some frequency. I looked over at my young friend and imagined that he would much rather be alone with Claire and seated next to her and not a dozen seats away from her and separated by nobles and merchants and members of King Harold’s extended family.

Down below us, the throne room was packed tight with most of the adult population of the City. There were a few rows of seats near the throne, but the crowd was mostly standing. I thought there might be two thousand people inside.

The king emerged from behind a curtain at the side of the dais that held his throne. He was alone, although I was certain that there were many constables just out of sight. The room fell silent, and King Harold wasted no time beginning his speech.

“Fellow citizens, I bid you welcome,” he began. “And I offer you my gratitude for standing with the queen during my incapacity. Your loyalty humbles me, and I thank you for it.

“I have asked you here today to speak of the dark times in which we find ourselves, and to publicly declare how the Realm will respond.

“The rumors are true. The Society has fielded an army and sends it north through the Borderlands, burning and pillaging and killing as it goes. They seem intent on destruction for its own sake. And all are aware of the cannibalistic rituals that they perform on their victims; I will say no more of that.

“Our friends in the Borderlands suffer. We are bound to defend them by treaty, and we will do so, both because it is right, and because if the Borderlands fall, the Realm will be next to face attack and ruin.

“We have had skirmishes with many since the founding of the Realm, but we have had no major war for three hundred years and more. It is not our preference. It is not our way. We do not choose war, but war has chosen us.

“The time has come to take up arms against an aggressor. In three days’ time, we will march to the township of Lawrence in the northern Borderlands. With that as our base of operations, we will confront the Society, and we will see them defeated.”

The crowd started to get noisy with cries of agreement and anger and pride and determination. King Harold began to shout, and to pump his closed fist at the end of each of his declarations. The crowd’s shouts grew with each of them.

“From Lawrence, we will defend ourselves!” Roar!

“We will defend our families!” ROAR!

“We will defend the REALM!!” ROAR!!!

I was surprised by the volume. My Valkyries would be ready to fight because of their training, but these people would be just as ready to fight because of their righteous anger.

It looked to me as if the Society would soon have a great deal of trouble on its hands.


Chapter 10

After myself, Rho was the most skilled fighter in the Valkyries at the time of King Harold’s war against the Society. I defeated her when we sparred, but I had to be very, very careful. She was my equal in strength, and almost my equal in speed.

Rho has the most important characteristic for a warrior to possess: when she sees an opening, she takes the opening. I don’t think she even thinks about it. If there is a gap of a single inch for one eyeblink, the blunt edge of her sparring sword, or the deadly edge of her attacking sword, is at the neck or heart or abdomen of her opponent. Every. Single. Time.

It is a rather different story in the air.

I’d had visions of the two of us flying together and raining destruction from above down on our opposition in coordinated and elegant attacks. But what I got when Rho put on the antigrav belt and rose off the ground was more like…have you ever seen a horse that has just been born? All wobbly and clumsy and uncoordinated? She was like that.

We worked for a full day, and then part of a second before it became apparent that it was hopeless; she was no more skilled than Brian in the air. When we landed at around noon on the second day, I asked Rho for the belt, and she handed it over with great relief.

I spent the rest of the day assessing Beta and Iota and Upsilon as they took turns with the belt, but I saw no real promise in any of them. I couldn’t understand it.

I had become adept in a handful of sessions. When Jack and I made the return trips from our visits to Momma, I used to experiment with the belts in the cave and try to figure out how they might be used in combat. It all came naturally to me. But it seemed that I was an unusual case.

I wracked my brain trying to think of who might be able to leverage the second belt into an advantage for our side, but I couldn’t come up with anyone.

And then I thought of Jacqueline. She had been one of our better initiates until a few years ago, and I had expected her to be Elevated within a year or two. But she had resigned from the Valkyries so that she could marry. She joined the Rangers, who had no prohibition on marriage, and she became one of their best archers.

I thought of her because of a habit, or maybe a pastime, that she’d had as a novice and then initiate in the years just before and after I became Primero.

She was a walljumper. She would roam around the House grounds and look for obstacles and contrive ways to leap and climb and flip over them. She was very clever at it.

She was always traipsing across some narrow ledge or handrail, dangling from an improbable handhold on an eave or windowsill, or leaping from one elevated perch to another. And Jean Valjean in Les Misérables had nothing on her in climbing up walls that came together to form an angle.

I always expected her to sustain major injuries at some point, but so far as I know, she never visited the infirmary for anything at all while she was a sister. I was sorry to lose her, but I understood. I went to her wedding and gave her four settings of good silverware as a gift.

I walked to her cottage and found her at home. “Alpha!” she said when she opened the door. “What a pleasant surprise!” She looked the same as ever. She was a shorter than average young woman, whip-thin but strong. Her auburn hair was pulled back in two braided pigtails as it had been most times I had ever seen her.

“Hello, Ranger Voss,” I said. “But I think I’m Alexis to you now.”

She nodded. “Well, then I’m still Jacqueline. Come in, come in! What brings you here in these times? Is it the war?”

“It is,” I said. “But actually, I’d like for you to join me outside. I am wondering if your unique skill set might be enhanced by an item I have in my possession.”

“Aye?” she said. She stepped onto her porch. “Is it a weapon of some kind, then?”

“Not exactly, but I believe it may nevertheless increase your…offensive capabilities. Perhaps dramatically.”

“I see. Well? Do you have it here?”

“I do.” I pulled both antigrav belts from a knapsack I carried over my shoulder and handed one to Jacqueline. “It goes on like a normal belt,” I said. I fastened mine around my waist to show her.

She turned the belt over a few times before putting it on. “’T’would appear to be lost tech of some variety, eh?”

“So it is. I think you’ll like it. We should move out from under the roof above your porch, though.” We stepped off the porch and into Jacqueline’s small yard. “So if you just press the button on the right, it will…” I had intended to explain what would happen, but she pressed the button and rose up with a cry.

I hit the button on my own belt and elevated and came to a stop next to her six meters off the ground. She had a delighted look on her face. “Amazing!” she said as she floated in midair. “Can I move about?”

“The three dials on the left control that. From the top they control up and down, left and right, and forwards and backwards.”

Jacqueline fiddled with the dials and made a few jerky movements in the air, but only for a few moments. Within seconds she was flying a broad circle around the roof of her home and then a tight circle around her stone chimney. She swooped and darted, and she just got it. She was a natural.

She brought herself to a stop and floated in front of me, and to my surprise, she suggested, “Open hands? First the three touches?”

“As quick as that?” I asked. “You don’t want to experiment with it for awhile longer?”

“If we’re to use these in combat before the next full moon, we’d best get to training, I figure.”

“You speak true, sister,” I said.

“Sister no longer.”

“Once and always, Jacqueline.”

Jacqueline just smiled and assumed a fighting stance. Or maybe it was a fighting float. We’ll need new terms, I thought.

The exercise was interesting. I had never sparred in the air against an opponent. It quickly became apparent that aerial battles without weapons would be more like hockey fights than anything else.

I loved hockey. Grandpa used to take me to see the Stars play at least twice a year. Everyone else in Dallas loved the Cowboys best, and I liked them fine, but football players weren’t really allowed to fight. In hockey, though, it was almost encouraged. It was part of the fabric. And watching two huge guys just pound on each other and then skate off to the penalty boxes bloodied and shouting and maybe missing a tooth or two electrified me. It was the best thing in sports before the Kinetic War, in my opinion.

Hockey players didn’t use their left hands to attack much, because they had to use them to grab hold of the other guy’s jersey so that they wouldn’t fall on the ice when they threw haymakers. Aerial combat wasn’t exactly the same, but it was pretty close.

Jacqueline and I both used our left hands to grab and our right hands to strike. I was quicker, and so I was first to three touches, but she got in one sharp slap to my cheek before it was over.

When I smacked her midriff for my third touch, we separated and floated across from each other. We both brushed stray hairs from in front of our faces and grinned. I hit my power button and started my slow descent to the ground, and Jacqueline did the same.

“This is some kind of new toy!” Jacqueline said when she landed. She loosened the belt and held it out to me, but I didn’t take it.

“No, you’re the right person to use it in the campaign. Practice with it today. Come to the House tomorrow morning if you’ve the time; I’d like to spar with training swords.”

“Aye, I’ll make the time. But you must know that I’m an archer now.”

“I know. The training with swords is for me. I want you to keep the belt to work on drawing and loosing arrows from the air until you can do it as well as you can on land.”

“Mmm. I won’t need to find an elevated position anymore - I’ll be the elevated position!”

“So you will.”

Jacqueline’s expression changed. “Of course, being up there will leave me vulnerable to the Society’s archers, will it not?”

I smiled. I had found the soldier who would wear the other antigrav belt, and I had also found the person who would carry the other force shield. “I have another little item that can help with that. I’ll show you how that one works tomorrow morning.”

Jacqueline shook her head. “Another item. Do you know, for all the rumors of all the secrets of the sisterhood that I’ve heard over the years…none may match the reality, I think.”

I thought of the document in the safe in my private quarters and the thing that no one other than myself knew about except for Margaret and Rowena - my predecessors as Alpha. I couldn’t get to it in time for the war against the Society, but one day…

“You have absolutely no idea,” I said to Jacqueline.

“Well, I’ll ask no more about that.”

“Thank you. Can you report to the training grounds at eight o’clock?”

“I can. It will be good to be back. I do miss the House and the sisterhood sometimes, you know.”

“Things are well with Vincent?”

“Very well indeed. I’ve no regrets.”

“I am glad to hear you say so. Tell him I send my greetings.”

“I will. Tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow, then.”

I left Jacqueline’s cottage and headed towards the castle. I had four more special items to distribute: the regular binoculars, the night vision binoculars, the telescope, and the second collar mic. I wasn’t exactly sure where each could be put to the best use, but I knew that the leaders of the various groups that would play a role in the campaign were consulting with the king, and I wanted to seek their input when His Majesty finished talking to them.

There were actually a lot of different groups. The Realm hadn’t had a war in three hundred years, and it didn’t have a large centralized army. For fighters, it could muster the following:

Constables. These hundred people were the personal guards of the royal family, and they went where the royals went. Their level of skill and discipline was very high, as was their level of loyalty.

Men-at-arms. This force consisted of a hundred mounted soldiers and two hundred more on foot. They were, more or less, the Realm’s cavalry and infantry. They guarded the castle and handled a lot of construction projects in and around the City when they weren’t training, guarding, or patrolling.

Rangers. There were about a hundred and fifty of these at any given time. They patrolled the Realm’s lands outside the City and kept order. They sometimes patrolled the Borderlands as well. Many of them were archers.

Watchmen. These were essentially police officers. They made arrests for crimes committed in and near the City, but they mostly kept order and helped with emergencies of all sorts. Most of them had some medical training. They numbered about a hundred and fifty.

Valkyries. We fielded two hundred combat ready sisters at all times as our charter required. All of the Named sisters and most of the older initiates would march south and aid King Harold.

Volunteers. We also had about three hundred citizens, mostly men but some women as well, who enlisted to act in support of the men-at-arms.

That was it.

I knew King Harold had decided to leave half of his constables and a third of the men-at-arms and watchmen to defend the capitol against any traitors or small Society forces who hoped to find the City helpless. All told, we would send about a thousand fighters to the Borderlands. There, we hoped to join perhaps five hundred others of fighting age who were said to be nearly finished constructing a fort in the northern Borderlands.

And so our army would consist of perhaps 1500, and we would wage war against a force that the Rangers estimated at 4000, but that didn’t concern me. One of the mottoes of our Order is, “A Valkyrie is worth ten men!”, and we believe it. With a defensible position, and with our special assets, I believed that we would have enough to win.

I arrived at the castle and went inside.


Part II - The Battle of Lawrence


Chapter 11

I marched at the front of the Valkyries alone as I had for the last 300 miles. Behind me, all but one of the others marched in a rectangle with nine sisters across each of twenty two rows. The Named sisters were in rows one and two.

Trailing all of us was Bonnie, who was our bagpiper. She was allowed breaks, but she had played for more than half of the time we had marched. We always marched into battle with a piper.

I walked at the front of more than just the Valkyries; I led our entire force. The constables and men-at-arms and all the rest followed us on the march. Only a handful of Ranger scouts were up ahead, hidden in hills and forests and shadows. King Harold was back there somewhere, unwilling to send men into battle unless he went as well.

The people who mattered most to me outside the Valkyries were not on the march. Brian was too young for combat, and Maestro was too old. Jack and Momma were still under the mountain.

Ranger Stone was along with us. He wasn’t quite in my inner circle, but as Brian’s father he was close to it. Brian and his mother had begged him not to go, but he insisted. “I’ve got to help hit back at them, Miriam, and make sure they can’t hold another family apart for years or forever. Besides, I’ll only be scouting.”

There was actually one other who was special to me trailing along at the very rear of the procession. Dear old Bucky was pulling a wagon of hay that would feed the warhorses. I hoped he’d be OK in whatever was to come.

We crested a hill, and off in the distance, I could see the fort for the first time. It was larger than I had expected. The people of Lawrence looked to have done a good job.

Soon after I saw the fort, they must have seen us. I could hear faint cheers roll across the plains that must have been very loud to be able to carry such a distance.

I thought I’d respond to them. I started to shout “Ha!” each time my right foot hit the ground, and soon all the sisters behind me did the same. After a moment, I heard male voices join in, and before long I think our entire compliment of fighters had taken up the chant. It became very loud, and the people in the distance seemed to cheer louder.

I started to be able to see small figures atop what must have been battlements at the top of the fort. They were waving their arms and hats and weapons. It was an exciting scene. People who shift from having slight hope to having great hope are a wonder to observe.

My collar mic chirped and Ranger Stone’s voice said, “Wave to my lenses, Primero! How do you like the stronghold?”

“From here, much more than anticipated,” I said. “I’ll want to do a closer inspection, but I can see that the walls are thick and have no large gaps, and that there are favorable positions for archers. It’s certainly large enough to house the entirety of our forces, if necessary. They’ve done well, to my eye.”

“Such is my assessment as well.”

“Where are you?”

“Atop the hill to the west of the township. Ranger Ford and I have a very favorable 360 degree view from here.”

I had given the other collar mic to the Ranger scouts. I figured that they would be the most likely to be able to communicate new information to me. I had thought of giving it to King Harold, but by the time he received notice of anything, I knew it likely would be old news. On a battlefield, speed is key, and I wanted to be able to get the newest information fast.

The Ranger scouts had the telescope and the regular binoculars as well, but I had given the binoculars with night vision capabilities to the High Constable.

I wasn’t worried about an army sneaking up on us at night; a large group would make far too much noise to catch us unaware. But a single assassin or a small group of them might well approach the fortress at night, and being able to detect them early might be critical.

“Who’s in charge down there?” I asked Ranger Stone.

“The mayor’s name is Rodgers. Seems like an OK guy.”

“OK. Nothing on the ‘scope so far?”

“Just the smoke off in the distance. Otherwise all clear for now.”

“Let me know as soon as that changes.”

“Will do.”

“We’re still sure they’re heading this way?”

“There’s just nowhere else for them to pass through. The Topeka crater is to the west of here, and the land even five miles away in that direction isn’t fit to march a force across. It’s the same with the Kansas City crater to the east and the lands around it. If they want to come north without going wayyy around the outside and through the Archies’ lands, they’ll pass through here.”

“Right. Just confirming that nothing’s changed in our assessment. You have everything you need up there?”

“Unless you’ve got any more toys for me out of the forgotten past, then I’m good, Primero.”

“Alright. I’ll check back in with you in a couple of hours. Looks like the welcome mat is officially out for us.”

The next hour was all welcome and handshakes and celebration. King Harold praised the people’s bravery and congratulated them on the construction of the fort. The mayor praised His Majesty for coming to the township’s aid.

I and the rest of the leaders of each of the king’s forces toured the fort while our subordinates set up camps near but not within the fort. We planned to retreat inside only if and when it became necessary.

I could see places that needed some reinforcement, but we believed that we had at least a few days before the Society would arrive, and I thought we could shore up the fort’s few weaknesses in less time than that.

The mayor invited us to a dinner where we mingled with notable townspeople. I was seated at a table with the daughter and son-in-law of the man the fort was named for. They introduced themselves as Michael and Molly.

“We’re so glad you’ve come at last, ma’am,” Molly said. Her eyes were wide set and the palest blue I’ve ever seen.

“It feels good to have a fighting chance,” Michael added. He was a strong, rugged looking young man.

“Well, a fighting chance is what we have at least,” I said. “And I’m sorry for your loss, ah…Molly. It’s your father the fort is named for?”

“Yes, ma’am. They came here two years ago and took him from us. And they almost got Michael that time, too. One of ‘em bit him.”

“Ah,” I said.

Michael said, “Then they came back seven months ago and killed four. Two of ‘em came to our house, but we fought ‘em off.”

“After another one of ‘em bit Michael,” Molly added. He rolled up his sleeve and showed me an ugly scar on his forearm.

I hadn’t been told that the couple had been in the middle of so much action. “And how did you repel them at your home? What weapons did you have?”

Molly said, “Michael hit one of ‘em with a bat, and I got the other one with a skillet.”

I assimilated this new information and made rapid assessments in my mind. The farmers at my table were young and strong, true, but they’d almost certainly had no combat training. If the two of them could turn away two of the Society’s common foot soldiers, then those fighters were simply not a threat to the Valkyries or the other trained men and women in our force.

I knew from my own experience as a girl that some in the Society had crossbows, and the Rangers reported some mounted forces. We also strongly suspected that they had at least two antigrav belts. They no doubt fielded some in their army who were dangerous, but I began to wonder if they might be fewer in number than we had projected. I started to form some hope that the battle might be over quickly and decisively and with few casualties, at least on our side.

After dinner I parted ways with Michael and Molly. I liked them, and it was good to pass an hour with some of the people we would be defending. They were good and decent folk, and they were more than worth protecting.

The king asked us to return to our forces, and I left the fort and found the Valkyrie camp. Although I was entitled to a larger one, my tent was the same size as all the others. It had been set up in my absence, and it flew a small flag with my personal insignia from a bracket at the top of the entrance.

I checked in with Rho and my other lieutenants and found that the camp was running in perfect order. I also had a brief talk with Ranger Stone through my collar mic, but he had nothing new to report.

I entered my tent, closed the flap, and lay down on my bedroll. We had marched a long way in recent days, and I was exhausted. I fell into a deep sleep within minutes.


Chapter 12

We worked with the township’s people for all of the next two days improving the integrity of the fort. We reinforced the walls and strengthened the battlements from which archers and swordsmen could repel enemies who tried to scale the walls.

The people were enthusiastic and ready to help with any task. They took direction easily and worked well with us and with each other. I could see how they had been able to build the fort from scratch in a short amount of time.

I encountered Michael and Molly a couple of times during those days. Once they had a toddler along with them. He went by Little Mike, and he reminded me of Brian when I had first met him. As Brian had, Little Mike liked to peek around from behind his mother’s skirts.

On the morning of the third day, Ranger Stone reported that he had spotted the advancing army on the ‘scope. By late afternoon, they had advanced enough for me to be able to spot them with my binoculars. They halted in the evening and set up camp a few miles away.

We tripled our patrols, but there were no enemies in our midst that night.

Late the next morning, Lord Jeffrey marched his army to just beyond the range of our archers. We formed up into units in front of the fort, and his army did the same. It appeared that the conflict would begin in earnest before the sun reached its zenith.

King Harold, dressed in full battle regalia, rode back and forth at the front of our assembled troops and called upon all to fight for freedom and family and homeland. He said that, united, we could not fall. He got everyone whipped up into a frenzy by ending with a shouted battle cry that went back to the time of Good King John: “For Honor!! For Glory!! For the Realm!!!”

King Harold centered himself in front of the lines of his army and raised his hand high. I stood at the front of the Valkyries with my sword in hand, ready to activate my antigrav belt and fly at full speed and absolutely wreck anything in my path the instant the king’s hand fell. There were more of the enemy, but we were the stronger force, I had no doubt. I expected blood and mayhem and victory, and I was ready for all three.

Then something unexpected happened.

Directly across from the king, two Society soldiers removed a tarp that covered an odd cylindrical object mounted on a cart. It looked vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t remember what it was.

Then, two of the enemy elevated twenty feet off the ground to either side of the cart. One was dressed in a black suit and cloak, and the other wore a long dress of scarlet. They do indeed have antigrav belts, I thought. I prepared to hit the button on my own belt and make straight for the two figures in the air.

They were making strange motions with their arms, those two. Their gyrations were theatrical, and almost…silly. I wondered what they could possibly be doing. I thought they might be pretending to conjure up a curse or something like that. I gripped my sword tightly and relished the thought that I would run it through both of them in the first thirty seconds after King Harold dropped his hand.

Then came the sound.

It was low and loud and overwhelming and everywhere. Men and women fell to the ground all around me crying out and flailing and trying to cover their ears. Horses panicked and reared up and threw riders from their backs. The king stayed in his saddle, but his destrier bucked like a rodeo horse and I feared for His Majesty’s safety.

I looked behind me. I was proud that most of the Vals had kept their feet, but they were staggering around in circles and looked anything but ready for combat. Most of the watchmen and constables and men-at-arms lay writhing on the ground, and many of them were vomiting.

Ahead of me, Lord Jeffrey’s lines remained calm and well formed. And if they didn’t advance, they didn’t show any ill effects, either. The two elevated figures continued with their dramatic arm motions. They’re still pretending to cast a spell, I thought. But that wasn’t what was going on.

They had found a functional sonic weapon somewhere. I remembered them from my childhood. The President had invested heavily in upgrading previous models in the years just before the Kinetic War when protests and riots had reached a fevered pitch in America. When angry crowds were too large for soldiers to contain with clubs and firearms, sonic weapons had often been deployed.

I remembered watching news vids of rioters being flattened by the tens of thousands, and I had wondered how mere sound could have that effect on people.

But as I struggled to keep my feet in front of the fort at Lawrence that day, I understood in full. The sound broke you. It resonated somehow with an animal part of your brain and dominated your consciousness in a way that willpower and training couldn’t really overcome. The sound was a crushing enemy that pressed on you from all around but which was at the same time in your mind.

About twenty men carrying axes began to advance on our forces. They all wore great over-the-ear headsets that reminded me of those that had been worn by groundcrews at airports.

I could just make out screams of “Retreat!” above the devastating and pulsing and endless low note blasted out by the sonic weapon. All around me, Valkyries and others scrambled and ran in crooked lines and made for the fort’s great gates which now stood open. We poured inside - men and women and horses - ahead of the men with the axes. I stood aside the gate until I was sure that none of my two hundred remained outside, and then I ran as well as I could to help the group that stood ready to swing the heavy doors on their great hinges and close the fort.

There was somewhat less noise behind the great logs, and I could hear others a little bit. “Is that the last of them?” someone shouted.

“Aye, ‘tis the last. Push!”

“Altogether now!!”

“Heave!”

“Push!”

“Hurry!!”

We struggled together and worked and got the gates shut. We then lifted the huge cross brace above the brackets behind the doors and dropped it in place just before the axe men arrived.

With the doors fully closed, the sound was blocked enough for slightly more coherent thought, but the sound was still everywhere and painful and it made everything confused. Soldiers looked to one another for ideas, but everyone was in their own private hell and coordinated efforts seemed beyond us.

I started to hear loud thuds punctuate the ever present low tone. They came from the direction of the gate. Through the centimeter wide gaps between the great logs, I could see that the axe men were active.

They were chopping at the gates in a wild frenzy. Their movements were jerky and uncoordinated, but they were completely unopposed and free to operate without resistance.

I caught glimpses of wild eyes and crazed grins through the gaps that shifted as the madmen chopped away. Most of them had blood smeared on the lower halves of their faces. At first I thought they had smeared the blood of others upon themselves, but I think they were actually biting their tongues until their own blood overflowed their mouths and spilled down over their chins. They looked wild and rabid and had no look of reason in their eyes.

And they were making progress. I saw no axe blade pierce any part of the gate through to the inside, but some of the thuds began to sound less dull and more sharp, and I could tell that the gates would not stand the onslaught for long. I could also tell that there was little we could do to stop it; our entire force was incapacitated.

My mind raced anyway, seeking a solution.

I figured that they must not have more ear coverings than those worn by the twenty or so axe men. If they had, their attacking force at the gate would have been larger. It was also apparent the rest of the Society’s force couldn’t attack while the sound warfare was going on; they needed to stay behind the sonic weapon or they, too, would be incapacitated. Could we work with that? Could we fend off the twenty or so foot soldiers who had ear coverings, or would they alone be able to overrun and slaughter us all? I just wasn’t sure.

I saw Rho stagger by like a drunk at the end of a long night at a tavern on payday, and I wondered how we would be able to muster any meaningful resistance when the gates fell.

And then, just as quickly as it had begun, the horrid sound cut off. Groans and weeping and pleas for help filled the interior of the fort, but that was all.

There weren’t any more thuds at the gate, either. I risked a glance in a gap between two logs, and I saw the axe men jogging back towards the rest of the Society army. I wondered if their entire force was preparing to charge the fort.

Instead, what I saw was a patterned flag held high by a mounted Society soldier. He rode alone to an area halfway between his army’s front lines and the fort and waved it over his head.

From atop the battlements, one of our men-at-arms cried, “Palaver! They raise the flag of palaver!”

They want to talk?! I thought.

From my right, King Harold cried out, “Leaders, to me!! Archers, to the battlements!!” I hustled over to the king. It was amazing how even half a minute without the sound attack had restored my equilibrium. I already felt as if I could fight again.

Soon, five of us surrounded the king: myself, the High Constable, the Commander of the Rangers, the Chief of the Watch, and the Captain of the men-at-arms. King Harold got right to business.

“Is there any reason not to talk?” he asked.

The High Constable said, “It may be a trap, Sire. I advise caution.”

I said, “If we retain our arms, I believe you would be able to retreat safely, if necessary.”

King Harold said. “I have no intention of surrendering. However, what hope can you give me that we will fare any better if they turn that devilish contraption back on?”

The CaptainB said, “Two of my men are already distributing cotton ticking, Your Majesty. If wadded up and used as earplugs, it may help enough.”

The Chief of the Watch said, “I am suspicious that they called for talks so early and did not press their advantage. I wonder if their device requires time to rest or perhaps cool off after several minutes of use.”

I thought that was a highly insightful comment from a man who had lived his entire life in an era without electricity. I thought back to the vids I had seen during my youth of sonic weapons in action, and it did seem as if they were usually not deployed for very long. “I concur, Your Majesty,” I said. “It may be that they cannot sustain the sound attack for long. Tech does indeed sometimes overheat.”

“You would know more of it than I, Primero, but I will take your word for it. So. The six of us will proceed to the center of the battlefield. We will talk. Or more to the point, I will talk and you will look menacing and strike down any who come for me. We will go now.” More loudly, King Harold cried out, “Open the gates!!”

Our party followed the king. I passed near enough to Jacqueline, and then later close enough to Rho, to give them the same grim message.

“Be ready.”


Chapter 13

By the time we got the damaged gates opened enough to pass through, three men dressed in black suits had replaced the mounted soldier in the open area between the armies. They were at work setting up a tent of sorts. It was actually more of a sunshade. It was just a wide square of fabric atop four poles, and it reminded me of the things parents had set up at their kids’ soccer games on Saturday mornings before the Kinetic War.

The six of us approached with King Harold in the lead. We all walked.

The man in the cloak and the woman in the red dress began to walk towards the shaded area in the middle as well. I wondered if they would start flying again, but they stayed on the ground.

As we walked, the men in black suits set up a table with a single chair on either side. They placed a pitcher atop the table and a drinking glass in front of each chair. They then withdrew behind the far chair and stood with their hands behind their backs.

Soon everyone arrived. The man in the cloak spoke first. “King Harold,” he said slowly. “Your reputation precedes you. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I am Lord Jeffrey.” He enunciated every word deliberately, and his manner was an unusual blend of casual and intense.

The king said, “Yes, I know who you are. You have sent one in your employ to poison me in recent times.”

Lord Jeffrey smiled. “You are mistaken. I sent one in your employ to poison you.”

“Yes. Bain.”

“Well, you didn’t hear it from me. I believe, though, that one of your companions here dished out at least a measure of punishment to him before he was able to flee.” He smiled at me. It was awful. I felt unclean having his attention on me.

King Harold said, “Enough idle chatter. Let us discuss the current situation.”

“Of course. Please. Do sit.” The king sat in one of the chairs, and Lord Jeffrey took the other. The five of us who backed King Harold arranged ourselves in a semicircle behind him, and the woman in the red dress stood directly behind Lord Jeffrey with her hands on the back of his chair.

“Tea?” Lord Jeffrey asked.

“No,” King Harold replied.

“Your loss.” He filled his glass from the pitcher. He took a long swig, smacked his lips, and said, “Aah! Now that is refreshing after a skirmish.”

“You have illegally invaded the Borderlands,” the king said. “I demand that you withdraw behind your established borders without delay.”

“Mmm,” Lord Jeffrey said. “I think not. The Borderlands are not even a country, you know.”

“It is a region that your people agreed to keep clear of as a condition of surrender at the Battle of the Founding in exchange for their lives.”

“So it is said, so it is said. But time does pass. And the treaty is quite old. It just…doesn’t work for us anymore, you know? We withdraw from it.”

“Then you are a man without honor.”

“And you are a man without a defense for the force I can project.”

“Do not be so sure of that.”

“Oh? I saw much wailing and writhing and retreating earlier, but I saw little in the way of resistance. I wonder how long it will take the rotation of men I send in with covered ears to put all of you to the sword. Shall we place a wager on it?”

King Harold ignored the taunting. “We may present more difficulty than you anticipate.”

“Well. You do have a good poker face, Your Majesty. I can almost believe that you believe you have a chance in this conflict.”

The woman in the red dress looked directly at me and spoke for the first time. “I will be interested to discover, Primero, if your reputation is earned, or if it is attributable to better warriors who have come before you.”

“You know where to find me,” I replied.

“Yes. Of course, unlike our mutual friend Bain, I will not be chained to a whipping post.”

“Not at the beginning,” I said.

The woman hissed and lunged a half step forward, but Lord Jeffrey held up one finger and froze her in place. “Not at the palaver, Lorelai, darling. Not at the palaver.” She resumed her place behind him, but she continued to glare at me.

The king said, “It goes without saying that if you reengage us, we will give no quarter.”

“I would expect none from you. You may certainly expect none from me.”

“And if you are defeated, I will not offer the kinds of terms that Good King John offered last time our nations quarreled. I will see you hung.”

“Oh, my. That does sound unpleasant. I suppose, then, I shall have to make sure that my side does not lose.”

“I ask you a final time: have you any intention of keeping to the terms of the longstanding treaty between our nations and withdrawing from the Borderlands?”

“None. Have you any intention of withdrawing to behind your own borders and staying out of a conflict that does not concern you?”

“I do not,” King Harold said.

“Well. Then. Shall we make idle threats against one another, or are we about finished here?”

“We are nearly finished, I think. But I do have one question for you,” the king said.

“Oh? Please.” Lord Jeffrey leaned forward. “I’m all ears.”

King Harold leveled his gaze and said, “Would your parents be ashamed to see you as you are now, or did they teach you to be as you are now? I cannot decide which would be worse.”

Jeffrey’s calm demeanor broke. His upper lip twitched like a ferret’s and revealed his upper teeth beneath a scrunched up nose. “How DARE you!” he roared. His eyes bugged out for a moment. “Just for that, I will Harvest you myself. I will drink your blood before the sun sets on the battlefield while you are still awake and aware.”

“Perhaps. But you wouldn’t have called for a palaver if you were certain of victory. No one does that. You have a weakness. We shall find it. Leaders, let us return.”

King Harold stood, turned, and headed for the fort. We followed him, but we walked backwards and kept an eye on our adversaries beneath the sunshade and the hordes that stood ready a hundred yards behind them.

The very second the king was inside the gate, I ran to Rho and Jacqueline. They were standing near to one another. To Jacqueline I said, “Activate your belt and your shield. If we can get behind the device, we will be nearly unstoppable. You will shoot the axe men in the back as they advance and I will seek to destroy the device.”

To Rho, I said, “Make ready to lead the Vals and charge the sound weapon if they turn it away from you and towards us. We must destroy it at all costs.”

Then, speaking to Jacqueline again, I said, “Follow me now, and fly just above the ground to escape their notice for as long as possible. Fly at an angle and aim for a spot a hundred yards wide of the device until you pull even with it; it sends sound waves out in a cone. Come!”

We ran to the front gate, activated belts and shields, and launched ourselves on diagonals left and right. We flew at a few feet off the ground and approached the Society’s lines quickly. I could see activity at the sonic weapon, and to this day I think they could have activated it in time to stop our surprise attack if they had not feared what Lord Jeffrey would do to them if they used his weapon without allowing him to rise up with his mistress and say the magic words, or complete whatever ritual they did to make their followers believe they had dark powers.

By the time Lord Jeffrey and Lorelai were off the ground and putting on their big show, Jacqueline and I were beyond the area that the sound waves could reach.

I only knew the machine was active again when I saw the men at the top of the fort begin to writhe and cover their ears. I heard nothing from my position. I did hear three sharp sounds in rapid succession as arrows bounced harmlessly from my force shield.

The axe men began sprinting for the fort. One of them stumbled and fell with an arrow in his back, and then another a second later. Lorelai spotted Jacqueline and flew towards her with a sword held high over her head. Jacqueline saw her coming, and she took steady aim at Lorelai with her bow.

Confident that Jacqueline was safe behind her shield, I turned my attention to the sonic cannon. I drew my sword and launched myself at the rear of the device where I suspected the quark batteries would be located.

I expected to reach it in less than ten seconds.


Chapter 14

Then a lot of things happened at once.

Lorelai started to twitch the controls on her belt and she changed direction faster than Jacqueline could track her. Jacqueline loosed an arrow, but it only sailed through the spot where Lorelai had been an instant before.

Lord Jeffrey noticed me closing on the sonic weapon, and he descended fast and landed just behind it. When I was seventy five yards away he grabbed hold of the handles on either side of the device and started to rotate it slowly in my direction.

Above and behind Lord Jeffrey, I saw Lorelai close on Jacqueline. She took a full swing with her sword that seemed designed to decapitate, but the blade glided up and over Jacqueline’s head as it encountered the oval force shield that her generator projected around her. Lorelai dropped the sword; she was no doubt unprepared for the motion it took.

When I was fifty yards from the device, Lord Jeffrey had spun it about an eighth of a rotation in my direction. I altered my path into a question mark shape so that I could try to swoop in from behind and avoid the sound waves. More arrows shot from Society crossbows shattered against my force shield.

Lorelai had not given up. When I looked back to the aerial battle, she had wrapped her arms and legs around Jacqueline’s force shield and was starting to drag her down towards the ground.

Jacqueline tried to notch and loose an arrow at Lorelai, but there was no room to maneuver her longbow and line up a shot with arms and legs interfering with movement all around. Down they went.

On my new course, I was coming up from behind Lord Jeffrey, and I had closed to thirty yards away. I drew my sword to run him through; I would get to the quark battery after that.

Jeffrey saw that his current pace of rotation would not bring the weapon to bear on me in time, and he grabbed the left handle with both hands and leaned and wrenched it with his full weight behind a mighty tug. The sonic weapon began to spin. It pointed towards me and the sound waves blasted around me and past me and through me and addled my senses, but that wasn’t the only bit of unpleasantness.

The sound waves also disrupted my antigrav belt somehow, and I began to plunge to the ground. I grabbed at my controls, but they had no effect.

The sonic weapon continued to rotate on its pivot, and I just had time to see Jacqueline and Lorelai start to plunge as the sound swept in their direction before I hit the ground. Hard.

The force shield was an excellent aid in stopping projectiles and blades, but it didn’t alter the basic physical reality that I hit the ground at something like thirty miles per hour. Even shielded, it was still like hitting a brick wall, and between the effects of the sonic blast and the wind being entirely knocked from my lungs by the impact of my fall, my thoughts were scattered for a time and dominated by shock and pain and confusion.

When I could next make some sense of the world, I heard moaning all around me. The sonic weapon had swept entirely across the Society army, and to a man they lay helpless upon the ground. I slowly gained my feet. I had been able to shake off the effects of the sound attack more quickly than the others back in the fort, and I was able to do the same in my new position.

I heard a battle cry off in the distance, and I saw Valkyries pouring out of the fort’s open gate and charging. Even at two hundred yards, I could see that Rho led the way. She runs with a power that no one else possesses, and her gait is unmistakable.

I noticed that Lord Jeffrey lay on the ground several yards from me, and I wanted nothing more than to end him then and there, but my first obligation was to the sisters on the battlefield, and I turned to make sure that the sonic weapon could not be reactivated.

I had expected to find a quark battery pack of some kind at the back of the device, but the battery was integrated deep inside the sonic weapon. I saw a recharging port that would have been easy to corrupt, but that wouldn’t prevent the weapon from being reactivated and discharging the energy it already stored.

And so I did the next best thing. I turned each of the six knobs on the console at the back of the weapon to “off”, or to their minimum setting, and I hacked them off with my sword one by one. Some of them came off with a single hack, and others took two swings, but I severed them all and pocketed the fallen knobs just in case.

I turned to find Jeffrey and return my attention to him, but he was gone. Around where he had been, though, Society soldiers were sitting up and looking about and otherwise recovering from the sound blast.

I put my hand to my belt and discovered that it was again operational. Apparently, it had only been disabled when hit by the sonic weapon’s output directly. Of course, that means that the other belts will be functional again as well, I thought.

I scanned the air and could see no sign of Jacqueline or Lord Jeffrey, but I did see Lorelai. She was making her way through the skies and in the direction of our forces.

I used my controls and rose off the ground and accelerated, but I didn’t move to intercept her until I made a quick detour to Rho. I looped around and came to fly beside her as she ran. I hit the button on the rectangle in my pocket that projected my force shield and deactivated it. I took the device from my pocket and held it out to Rho like a runner in a relay race holding out a baton. She would soon be surrounded by a hoard, and she would need it. I had only one enemy to take down, and I could do without it.

“Hit the button and you will be shielded and invincible!” I shouted to Rho. She took the block from my hand without breaking stride, pressed its button, pocketed it, and ran even faster and surrounded by a faint oval that I could just make out.

I shouted after her, “Kill them all, sister!”

“With pleasure, sister!!” she cried.

I looked about until I saw Lorelai. She was headed for our mounted forces. In fact...

“The king!” I shouted in alarm.

I flew at the belt’s maximum velocity. Lorelai had spotted King Harold on his destrier and flew straight at him with sword extended. Archers around the king loosed arrows, but none found their target. I could see that I wouldn’t be able to arrive in time. “No!!” I shouted.

King Harold sat tall in his saddle and drew his sword. I could see gold down the sword’s fuller and along its cross guard and on the pommel. That’s Good King John’s sword! I thought. It had been displayed behind thick glass in the castle for as long as I had been in the Realm, but there it was, returned to the battlefield.

Lorelai dove towards the king at a velocity far greater than anyone alive had ever faced in combat. She brought her blade around in a killing arc as she closed the last yards between herself and King Harold.

His Majesty turned her blade aside. With near divine timing and with the strength of ten men, he turned her blade and it sailed harmlessly past him.

Lorelai rose up sharply to the full height her belt could manage and prepared to attack the king from straight overhead, but she never got the chance, because I had arrived.

She saw me come to her, and she rotated to parry my first attack. With her left hand, she reached out and grasped my vest, and with my left hand, I grabbed a fistful of her scarlet dress. Then Lorelai went on the offensive.

She brought her blade down from high overhead and tried to brain me, but I blocked the blow. She swept her sword out to her side and tried to cleave me in two, but I turned that strike aside as well.

In my peripheral vision, I could perceive that many Rangers on horseback below had notched arrows and held them back and ready to fly, but none of them let loose, probably for fear of hitting me. They formed a circle on the ground below us and tracked our movements, looking for any opportunity.

Lorelai hacked twice more, but I held her strikes at bay. I rapidly invented and discarded several ways I might try to gain the initiative. And then I thought of one that would work, deep in the combat archives of my mind.

Very deep, as it turned out. The idea came from Brian. Thirteen year old Brian, in fact.

On the very first day he had trained with me, I set up a game in which he had to plant a foot inside a circle I drew around myself in the dirt. He accidentally created an advantage for himself that he was far too unskilled to capitalize upon, but which was interesting.

Brian charged me and attacked with his sword in his left hand. I flattened him, but when we walked through his attack afterwards, I asked him what advantage he would have gained if he had been skilled enough to block my thrust with his sword in his left hand.

He said, “My blade…is inside your blade.” I told him that he was correct, and that he would therefore have the shorter path to strike the next blow.

As Lorelai drew back for yet another hack at me, I released her dress and transferred my sword to my now empty left hand in an eyeblink. I blocked her attack, but I got to it sooner than she expected because my left arm was closer to the arc of her strike. And now my sword was inside of hers. She realized what had happened, but it was too late for her.

I grimaced, tensed my left shoulder and bicep and pectoral muscles. I brought my unopposed sword down and across on a diagonal and sliced the right side of her neck nearly to her spine. At the same instant, I felt her sword rake against my undefended hip. I felt the thrill of delivering a mortal blow to my enemy for only a single heartbeat, and then I started to fall. Lorelai’s last action on Earth had severed my antigrav belt and started me in a vertical tumble at the same time.

Earlier, I had been flying in low approaching the sonic weapon, and when my belt failed I had only fallen seven or eight feet. I was now at least twenty feet up and I had no control over which part of me would hit the ground. My head seemed as likely as anything else.

I knew the fall was going to be ugly. I wondered if I would survive it.

As I rotated head over heels and fell, this is what I saw on the way down:

Lorelai slumped over her antigrav belt with arms and legs dangling lifelessly.

An open patch of hard ground with a thin covering of grass within a wide circle of Rangers on horseback below me.

An arrow sink into Lorelai’s body, then a second, then a third as she floated in midair and pulsed blood upon the land in a macabre rainfall.

A horse pulling a cart bursting through a gap in the circle of mounted Rangers and running at top speed.

Lorelai’s body taking on the aspect of a porcupine as a dozen arrows pierced every part of her.

Bucky’s eyes, for once not dull in the slightest, watching me intently as he charged to the spot beneath me.

An arrow strike Lorelai’s antigrav belt on the left side at the control knobs which started the belt pulling her corpse sideways and in the general direction of the enemy’s lines.

Hay approaching me hay in my face the smell the feel the taste the sound of hay everywhere everywhere everywhere.

I sat for a moment in the hay on the back of the cart and took inventory. I could move my hands and feet. I could breathe. I could rise.

I was fine.

I sprung up from the pile of hay and I saw my severed antigrav belt sitting at the edge of it. I took it in hand. It didn’t need to be worn as a belt; that was just for convenience. It would serve just as well held in my left fist.

I turned the knobs and floated over the side of the cart and then around in front of it. I looked Bucky in the eyes and put my hand on the side of his muzzle. “I always knew you were a good horse,” I said to him. I kissed his wet nose and then rejoined the battle.

When I rejoined the fray, I could see that it had turned into a rout. They outnumbered us more than two-to-one, but their two weren’t worth very much. I could see how the Republic had kept the Society north of the Red River for many generations.

I had no doubt that if several of them fell on a farmer or a swamp man or any kind of regular person they had the ability to bring someone down. But against trained soldiers, they fell.

Rho alone may have killed a hundred. I could see her up ahead felling everything in her path. She was an enormously bold and confident warrior without shielding, and now that she could focus all of her energy on attacking, she was a force of nature. A dozen men wielding crossbows fled from her before I arrived at the scene of the battle.

Four more enemies fell under my hand, and none of the new kills required any particular skill on my part. I almost hesitated to slay them, but King Harold and Lord Jeffrey had made it quite clear that the rules of battle were to include no quarter, and I gave none.

Many of the corpses I passed had been shot through with arrows that bore feathers with coloring unique to those that Jacqueline fletched herself. Some of the men-at-arms made a game of counting them after the battle was over, and they found sixty five men she had mortally shot through.

Her quiver only held eighty arrows.

I came upon her sitting on a tree stump and guarding a notable prisoner who still wore his cloak. The prisoner was tied securely to a tree, and I wondered if Jacqueline had managed to capture him by herself. I assumed that she had, because no one else other than myself could have flown after him if he had taken to the air. She confirmed my assumption.

“Caught ‘im by surprise while he watched you give his woman what she had coming to her,” Jacqueline said. “I know His Majesty said to give no quarter, but I wondered if he might want me to make an exception in this case.”

“I think you chose correctly, Ranger. I surely think you did.”

Jeffrey raised his head at the sound of my voice. He looked at me and said, “Well that certainly went more poorly than expected.”


Chapter 15

Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

Warden Smith’s face appeared between the bars. Through them, he said, “I’m to take ye to speak with your attorney, prisoner.”

Lord Jeffrey lay on his back on the cot in his cell. “Oh. How very thoughtful. We will no doubt be able to have a private and relaxed conversation.”

“Weel, I dinna think it likely you’ll feel too relaxed, what with the sentence ye have received. But the conversation will be private.”

“Of course.” Lord Jeffrey stood and walked to his cell’s door. “Why wouldn’t it be?” He presented his wrists, and Warden Smith handcuffed him and then turned a heavy key and slid the door open.

They passed several guards along the way to the new room. “It appears that you are taking no chances, Warden.”

“Nae. My career would face irreparable harm if ye were to disappear from the prison, I’m afraid.”

“Well. We certainly wouldn’t want that.”

They soon arrived at a plain room without windows that was larger than the cell. It contained only a metal table at the center and two metal chairs. When Jeffrey sat in one of the chairs, Warden Smith locked the chain that linked his handcuff bracelets to a thick metal loop on the top of the table. “I’ll send in your attorney now,” he said.

“Thank you.” He wondered if one of the High Gentlemen would enter the room. He hoped it wasn’t Glen. Glen was less able than the others.

It turned out to be Gary. He was ushered inside and the door clanged shut behind him. “Lord Jeffrey, I have come,” he said.

“Good. Sit. And there will be no further need of the six syllable nonsense. Please. Speak freely.”

Gary sat in the other chair. “I have made the preparations. But, ah…”

“But is the room secure?”

“Yes.”

“Who knows? But unless we are to invent a secret code from scratch and leave no trace of it, we shall have to discuss what we need to discuss and hope that the Realm is actually serious about the rights it grants prisoners.”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.”

“And no more Lord, if you please. The vampire show has run its course, at least where you are concerned. Jeffrey will suffice.”

“Jeffrey, then. I have reason to believe that they are entirely serious about the rights they claim to offer prisoners.”

“And that reason would be…what? Please say the cloak.”

Gary lowered his voice. “It is indeed because of the cloak. I argued not an hour ago before their high magistrates - successfully! - that you should be allowed to wear it at your execution because it had religious significance to you.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It will be returned to you within the hour, I am told. It may be waiting when you return to your cell.”

“And my formal clothing?”

“Will be given to you as well.”

“Most interesting. There is hope yet, it would appear.”

“Hope indeed.”

“What of the device?”

“I have that here.” Gary looked over his shoulder at the door, then walked over to his “client” as if to whisper something in his ear. With his cupped hand, he concealed placing a very small cone inside Jeffrey’s ear.

“It is powered?” Jeffrey asked.

“Fully. It will record and project for as long as this task will require.”

“How will I return it to you?”

“It must be concealed on the tray that will contain your last meal with the image recorded before they remove the tray from your cell. I found a man who works as a dishwasher and who has gambling debts sufficiently large that he will ask no questions. I will be given momentary access to the tray, never fear.”

“Mmm. Just out of curiosity, his debts were…”

“Seven thousand marks.”

“My! That is quite a sum. It is gratifying somehow to know that I am expensive. But back to the subject at hand. You will be able to install it in time?”

“I believe so. They will guard you closely through the night. But will they guard the empty gallows? We must hope that they deem it unnecessary.”

“Yes. Well, it will be as it will be. Que. Sera. Sera.”

“There is a small river to the north of the City. If you can get to it, follow it east for half a mile until you reach a large fallen tree. It is hollow in the center. Lorelai’s belt will be inside. From there, flee due north eleven miles until you reach an abandoned brown barn with a diagonal white stripe upon the side. We will await you there.”

“All three of you survived, then?”

“Yes, Jeffrey. We…look forward to continuing in your service.”

“Mmm. Tell the others that the sentiment is appreciated. We will have much to do. New identities in a new place. You will be promoted in our new game, though.”

“Ah? How so, Jeffrey?”

“Mmm. You will no longer be a mere High Gentleman. I have a plan that will make all around believe you to be…”

“Yes?”

“A demigod.”

Gary didn’t respond, but it was clear that he liked the sound of that very much.

Someone knocked on the door three times. Gary said, “That is the signal that we have one minute remaining in our consultation. Have you any final questions for me?”

“No. You have done well to put all the necessary pieces in play. Thank you. Do you know, I think it all just might work out.”

“I most fervently hope so, Jeffrey.”

“I know. You are my good servant. If things go awry, do not hold yourself to blame. And if things go well, I will see you in the barn.”

The door opened and Warden Smith reentered. “That’s the time you’re allowed prisoner.”

“It was sufficient, Warden. Thank you.”

Smith opened the lock that held Jeffrey’s handcuffs to the table. “Stand please. I must search ye, prisoner. As a formality.”

“Of course.”

Warden Smith did a thorough pat down. He examined Jeffrey’s hands front and back. He asked Jeffrey to remove the sandals the prison had provided him, and he examined Jeffrey’s feet. He made Jeffrey open his mouth and hold his tongue up so that he could look beneath it. He ran a hand through Jeffrey’s hair.

He ran a hand behind each of Jeffrey’s ears, but he did not look inside them.

Warden Smith escorted Jeffrey back to his cell. It seemed to Jeffrey that twice as many guards as before populated the corridors.

“The tables have been set up as ye requested, prisoner, and your clothing has been delivered to your room. I argued against that, but the magistrates said that because you will be on suicide watch throughout the night, you are entitled to the privilege of wearing your own clothing at your last meal.”

“I am glad to hear it. I do feel most uncivilized in this prisoner’s attire.”

Warden Smith thought of many things he might say, but it was not his place to say any of them. He walked in silence the rest of the way back to the cell.

When they arrived, Jeffrey was pleased to see that all had been arranged for his last meal according to his request. “And will my guest be joining me?” he asked.

Warden Smith said, “That’s another thing I’m against, but that the magistrates say I must allow. If she chooses to join you, then I cannot deny her entry. I would hope that she chooses to stay away, but that is for her to decide.”

“Very good. I must remember to send your magistrates a Christmas card this year.”

“I doubt very much you celebrate that day, prisoner, but your chances of surviving until the holiday season would seem poor at present.”

“Perhaps. I shall make a mental note of it nonetheless.”

Warden Smith placed Jeffrey in his cell. He slid the door closed, locked it, double checked it, and then triple checked it.

“I shall be manning the desk at the end of the corridor throughout the night, prisoner, if ye have need of anything.”

“Thank you for your consideration. It is always nice when the innkeeper is available.”

Warden Smith snorted and left. Two senior guards took his place and stood in the hall looking into Jeffrey’s cell.

“Oh, good,” Jeffrey said. “More company. And I had expected death row to be such a lonely place.”

Neither guard responded.

Jeffrey walked to the clothes stacked neatly on his cot. His cloak was beneath his own shirt and pants. His shoes had been placed beneath the cot. He picked up the pile of clothes and walked the short distance to the front of his cell. “I say, good sirs. Would it be possible to change my trousers without being gazed upon?”

The guards looked at each other, and then they both stepped around and turned their backs to Jeffrey. “You have one minute,” the taller of the two said.

“Thank you.” Jeffrey shuffled his feet and did in fact remove his prison issued pants and replace them with his own. But in the middle of the change, he tilted his head far to the side, and the small cone that Gary had given him fell neatly into his palm.

When he had it, he leaned over the table that had been set up for his last meal and he pressed the pointed end of the cone into the wax at the base of a white candle that stood in a candlestick upon the table. He could see the tiny circular base of the cone pointed at him, but no one outside his cell would see a thing.

He straightened up, fastened his trousers and said, “I sincerely thank you, gentlemen. Do you know that I have been shy about changing in front of others all my life? To share an old secret, I found gym class quite an ordeal.”

Neither guard said anything in reply. Jeffrey stopped the small talk. He donned his shirt and his own shoes.

He sat down in the chair at the table and awaited the delivery of his last meal. He hoped that Alpha would join him.


Chapter 16

Warden Smith did not seem pleased, but he instructed a guard to lead me down to Jeffrey’s cell. I followed his subordinate to a cell adjacent to Jeffrey’s, and he went through the process of allowing me access and then locking me in. He and the two guards who had been in the corridor already all left together and exited through the large door at the end of the hallway.

The cell I occupied was a mirror image of Lord Jeffrey’s. It had a table lined up with a table in his, and it gave the appearance that Jeffrey and I shared a single table separated only by the iron bars that divided our cells. There was a generous spread of food at his end.

Jeffrey stood and said, “Alpha. So good of you to come.”

“Jeffrey,” I said.

“I appreciate the layout they have contrived to give us. But for the bars at mid-table, we might be dining at a fine restaurant together.”

“That would never happen.”

“Perhaps. I hope, though, that you will share my meal tonight.” He gestured to the food. “There is more than enough for two.”

“Not for any price.”

“Mmm. Your loss. Please. Sit.”

I took the chair at my end of the divided table, and he did the same at his end. He placed a napkin in his lap and began to carve his steak.

“Why me?” I asked.

“Hmm?” Lord Jeffrey asked.

“If you wanted a dinner companion at your last meal, why me? I know that you saw me strike your lady down.”

“That was unfortunate, it is true. But I have had many companions over my very long life. One learns not to get too attached.”

“Right. Because you’re an immortal vampire.”

“Oh, my!” He started to laugh. “I assure you that I am well aware I am not actually a…creature of the night. It is a character and a culture I created for my own benefit, but it is not who I am.”

“And so who are you? Have you invited me here so that you can confess your true self?”

“Perhaps in part. Men have always preferred to go to the hangman with a clear conscience, I think. But my primary motive is much simpler.”

I just stared at him. I thought that might speed up his game. I had only agreed to meet with him to see if he might possibly reveal something about Bain, or about other tech that was in the Society’s possession, or about any other lingering threats to the Realm.

Jeffrey swallowed a bite and dabbed at the corner of his mouth with his napkin. “I asked you here tonight because you may be the only person who can allow me to pass one of my final hours with someone from my own time.” He carved off another piece of steak, put it in his mouth, and chewed slowly.

That broke my silence. “How do you mean?”

Jeffrey chewed and swallowed and dabbed at his mouth again. “I mean that your accent is not like the others’. Your manner of carrying yourself, and some of the words you say…do you realize that at our little palaver back in Lawrence you told my dear departed Lorelai, ‘You know where to find me’? Who has said that for centuries? No, you are a person of my own era. I am lonely for it. I wish to reminisce about it. Where are you from?”

And I was so surprised by his statements that I just said, “Dallas.”

“There! No one has been from Dallas for centuries. Nor from Philadelphia, where I am from. And I know, I know, there is a mild irony about a man who has posed as a vampire for 600 years who hails from there. Pennsylvania, Transylvania.” He flipped his fork in a new direction as he said the name of each place. “Do you recall the game between the Eagles and the Cowboys in the blizzard the year before the President and the Red Tyrant decided they had well and truly had enough of one another?”

The unexpected direction of the conversation still had me in a bit of a trance. “We beat you on a field goal,” I said.

“So you did! How your man booted it through the uprights…how he even saw the uprights, I’ll never know. I was furious! Of course, I think we would have won the next time. If our respective stadia had not been vaporized by atomic weaponry, that is.”

“Do you have a hibernation pod?” I asked him.

“Alas, no. It would have been so nice to sleep through the Lost Years. Were you able to do so?”

I regained some of my mental acuity, and I remembered that I was talking to the enemy. I stayed silent.

“Well, no matter. But no, I have been able to get from then to now with a rather large personal supply of life extension treatments. I was a salesman, you see. A pharmaceutical rep, and one with a trunk full of sample doses. On October 1, 2099, I left Little Rock - where I had made a good sale! - and I was driving to Oklahoma City. I stopped at a Buc-ees for coffee. Do you remember Buc-ees? Places the size of palaces for roadside snacks!”

I did remember Buc-ees, and I thought of a stuffed smiling beaver that I’d had as a child, but I didn’t say so. I actually wondered if that toy was still somewhere under the mountain.

“Well,” Jeffrey continued, “I had just used the restroom and bought a large coffee and a couple of sticks of beef jerky, and then, boom! Mushroom clouds all around. And everyone stood and gawked at them, but not me. Are you sure you won’t have some bread?”

It took a second for his question to register. “What? Ah, no. Thank you.”

Jeffrey buttered a slice for himself. “But while everyone stared, I ran back inside and grabbed a small shopping cart. I filled it to its limit with bottled water and rice - did you know they had rice at Buc-ees? I think some of the locals used it as a grocery store. On my way out, since there was no one manning the cash registers, I went behind the counter and grabbed as many cartons of cigarettes as I could hold. You’d be surprised what some people were willing to trade for a pack of manufactured cigarettes after awhile.

“I threw five hundred dollars on the counter. I want you to know that. I was not always a man with…flexible morality. I paid for what I took that day.

“And I threw all of it in my car, and I headed, quite literally, for the hills. And I survived. It was not easy. Are you sure you won’t have any wine?”

It again took a second to recognize the question amid the storytelling. “No, thank you,” I said. Jeffrey shrugged and refilled his own glass. The warrior part of me was concerned that I was being somewhat mesmerized by Jeffrey’s unexpected narrative, and it wanted for me to regain the initiative. “Where did you get the belts and the sonic weapon?” I asked.

“Mmm? The belts I had with me. One of my jobs as I drove my routes through the old southwest was to assess billboards for our marketing people. If I spotted a good candidate, I would pull off the highway, put on a belt, and rise up to the little walkway in front of the advertising and take all sorts of angular measurements so that our AI could assess how long motorists could get a clear view of it from the road. The AI then optimized the length of our messages. If the billboard was visible for a long time, we had elaborate messaging, and if motorists couldn’t see it for very long, we just went with, ‘New England Longevity: Let’s See What the Future Holds.’

“The sonic weapon I acquired later. When I ran out of rice, I went into town and bartered cigarettes for food. On the way out, I couldn’t resist stopping at a mostly destroyed police station. All of the guns had been taken, but the sonic cannon sat in a corner unclaimed. I think everyone mistook it for a fan that wouldn’t be of any use without electricity, or something. It came back to my hideout with me.”

I wanted to keep on my front foot, so I asked more questions. “But why the whole vampire thing?”

“Well…and here I am assuming that you were in cryosleep until fairly recently…the Lost Years were a period of brutality unlike anything since medieval times. They were worse, I think, actually. My initial journey into town to resupply was…not safe. I could see that I would need to assemble others around me, at least eventually. I knew my luck would not hold out forever if I remained alone.

“And so how does a young man with a degree in English literature - from Swarthmore, I’m still proud of gaining admission there - who cannot fight particularly well, and who has no weapons, and who has only eleven cartons of cigarettes for money…how does he convince others to be loyal to him and protect him?

“I built the Lord Jeffrey character over time. People were terrified after they dropped the Rocks. It wasn’t too difficult to capitalize on the fear and gain followers - first a few, then several, then many. Eventually an entire region. And if I was ruthless in building my following, well, it was a ruthless time.”

“But it has been many years since then,” I said. “Surely continued aggression and…cannibalism...has been unnecessary for some time.”

“You would be surprised. It is not an easy task to keep power. That your king and his predecessors have managed to do so without brutality is to their credit.”

I had more questions. “How did you corrupt Bain?”

Jeffrey laughed. “That one, as we used to say, was a lay-up. Bain is a common junkie, and nothing more. I provided him with a new substance that no one else had, and one which he acquired a rather manic affinity for. You may have noticed its effect on his teeth.”

I admitted that I had. It had been hard to miss.

“Well, he was more than willing to do anything necessary to acquire a steady supply. Including introducing a different substance into the king’s coffee.”

“Why didn’t you just murder the king if you had such access?”

“Well...a murdered king is replaced, and perhaps by someone who would prove to be a strong adversary. I wanted a weak adversary during my little military adventure. An addled king seemed preferable to a dead one. It is my misfortune that he regained his senses before our conflict reached its conclusion.”

“How did you spring Bain from jail? Or was that you at all?”

“Guilty as charged. It was me. I had to burn another asset who had acquired a taste for my special supplement. Do you know, I haven’t heard from that one since? I do wonder if your Warden has identified him and had him quietly murdered.”

The new information confirmed, to me anyway, who the traitor had been. “I believe that guard has fled and returned to his people across the Great River.”

“Mmm. Well. We may never know the truth of it, I suppose.”

I heard the heavy door at the end of the hallway squeak open. A guard approached and said, “Two minutes,” before receding back down the corridor.

“Ah, time does fly,” Jeffrey said. “I wonder if you would give me your feedback on something before you go. Consider it the final request of a condemned man.”

“Alright,” I heard myself say.

“Oh, good. Thank you.” Jeffrey stood, moved to his cot, and put on his cloak. He returned to his place at the table, moved his chair aside, and faced me directly. “I have been working on my last words.”

Lord Jeffrey collected himself and stood up straight. “I cannot hope to top Mr. Dickens, and so I quote him here.” Lord Jeffrey cleared his throat and held up one finger, then looked back at me and said, “’It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.’ So tell me. How does that sound?”

I recognized the quote from A Tale of Two Cities. “It does fit,” I admitted.

“Oh, good. I’m so glad you think so. One does hope to go out memorably in a situation such as this. There is really nothing else to play for, you see.”

The guard reentered the corridor, reached my cell door, and opened it. He said, “The period for visitation is over, Alpha. I must escort you from the wing.”

“Of course,” I said. I stood and walked to the open door.

Jeffrey said, “Thank you for coming. Truly. It has been a pleasure reminiscing. I hope I will see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“Well, I take some comfort in that. Fare thee well, Alpha.”

I left the cell without responding.


Chapter 17

Interlude: Bain

While everyone in the City gathered in the town square to watch the execution, a man in a hooded cloak crouched behind a row of bushes. He withdrew a ring of keys from his belt and began to search through them. The man would have liked nothing better than to go to the town square and watch Lord Jeffrey meet his end, but he had more important business to attend to.

He would also have loved to bring harm to any member of the royal family, or to Maestro, or to that warden, or to that savage Valkyrie, or to that boy, but they would one and all be in the town square and surrounded by thousands of people who adored them. They would all have to wait as well.

The man in the hooded cloak, who had once been the Chancellor of the Realm, found the key he wanted. He covered the short distance between the bushes and a metal door in an exterior wall. In normal times he would have been in plain sight of the guards at the top of the towers at either end of the wall, but the guards were at the execution along with everyone else.

Still, he didn’t expect the prison to be entirely unmanned. He turned the key slowly, and when the lock turned, he opened the door with great patience.

Bain replaced the keys in his pocket and drew a dagger from his belt. He stepped lightly as he moved through the familiar corridors, but he needn’t have bothered. The noise of the crowd gathered around the gallows was on the rise and was more than enough to cover the scuff of a boot on stone or the jingle of one pocketed key against another. The corridors were empty, anyway.

The former Chancellor arrived near the threshold of a caged room divided by a barred wall with a door in the middle. Bain withdrew his keys again and carefully flipped through them until he had the correct one. He held it in his left hand and gripped the dagger tightly in his right. He took a few deep breaths. He fully expected to have to open the next door, run through, and murder a guard before that guard could raise an alarm. He hoped that if he stayed calm and acted as if nothing were amiss, his unexpected reappearance would confuse the guard enough to buy him a few critical seconds.

But that part of his plan, too, was unnecessary. No one stood behind the counter beyond the barred door.

Bain smiled at his luck. He moved at a good pace to minimize the time he would be exposed if anyone happened by. Within seconds, he had opened the barred door, passed through, and closed it behind him. He rounded the desk and crouched behind it and began sorting through his keys once again until he noticed that the drawer he wished to access was unlocked and open half an inch.

He opened the drawer wide and walked his fingers over the tops of thick files until he found the one he wanted. He removed the file from the drawer, laid it on the floor in front of him, and began to page through the 695-C forms. Why they were called that, no one could remember. The forms were records of all possessions surrendered by prisoners upon arriving at the jail.

Lord Jeffrey’s was near the top of the pile. It was extremely detailed. Bain was somewhat amused to see that the man who held himself out to be a vampire lord had carried the trifling sum of three marks and five coppers in cash.

Bain continued to scan the list. “Drat!” he whispered. Next to one of the three key items - Lord Jeffrey’s cloak - a scribbled handwritten notation read, “Released to inmate authorization Warden Smith.” Bain had hoped to retrieve Jeffrey’s cloak and to put the one he wore in its place so that its loss might go unnoticed. Are they going to bury him in it? Bain wondered.

Bain was pleased to find that the other two items he sought were listed on the form 695-C, and were presumably still in an envelope in the storeroom. Bain memorized the envelope number, replaced the file in the drawer, and eased it back until it was half an inch from being closed.

Bain peered over the top of the counter and saw no one. He heard a roar from outside that was muted by the thick prison walls but still plainly audible. He supposed that they had started to march Jeffrey from the jail up towards the hangman. He wondered if guards who had made things ready for the prisoner transfer might soon return to their regular posts.

He made haste and unlocked a final door. It gave access to the room in which the inmates’ personal items were stored. Bain walked past a row of shelves and then another before finding the one he wanted. About halfway down that row, he found the envelope that had been listed as the one that contained Jeffrey’s items.

He wasn’t sure if they would be in there, especially the belt. He thought that the Realm, even with all of its laws and procedures and rights for inmates, might not be so blindly stupid as to keep rare and valuable items in a general storage area.

But when he opened the envelope, he found everything that was listed on the form 695-C. The antigrav belt, the key…even the three silver marks and five coppers.

Bain retrieved the belt and fastened it around his waist, and he took the key and placed it in his pocket. He didn’t know what might be in the small room at the back of Jeffrey’s personal chambers, but he expected it would be important.

Bain was about to replace the envelope, but then, grinning to himself, he took the three silver marks as well before putting the envelope back in its place.

He retraced his path, and he was careful to relock all doors behind him. When he was halfway between the storage room and the exterior exit, he heard voices down a hall and had to alter his escape route, but that presented little difficulty. He had been chancellor for twelve years; business of various kinds had brought him to all buildings run by the Crown many times, and his mental map of the prison was detailed and complete. With only a short delay, Bain soon arrived back at the metal door through which he had first entered the prison and used it to exit.

He pulled the hood of his cloak up around his face and started to head for the edge of town. He passed only a child and an old woman on his way. They both eyed him closely, but they were in no position to stop him.

Bain heard wild shouts as he crossed the last of the streets at the edge of the City. He supposed that Jeffrey had been dropped, and he wondered whether his neck had broken cleanly or whether he was now dancing on air as his life slowly ebbed away. Good riddance, Bain thought.

He decided to use the distraction to make his getaway complete. He ducked behind a building and examined the controls on the stolen belt.

He knew the belt’s function and its general abilities, but he did not know specifically how it worked. The controls seemed fairly straightforward, however.

“No time like the present,” he said. He pressed the main button on the right, and he rose up high off the ground. After a moment of getting accustomed to the sensation of being suspended, he experimented with the dials on the belt’s left.

Although he would not become skilled for awhile yet, he was soon able to make forward progress in the direction of his choosing. He headed south and turned the dial that controlled forward progress to the highest setting. He glided through the air at a speed somewhat faster than a good horse at a sprint, and he smiled at the rapid pace of his flight.

He spent the remainder of the day making good progress. He stopped once by a clear stream to drink his fill of water, but otherwise he travelled nonstop. He was careful to give a wide berth to anything that looked like a settled area. The last thing he needed was a farmer who had a crossbow to take him for a demon of some sort and try to bring him down.

Not that there were many down below. The Society’s army had laid waste to most of the settlements in the southern Borderlands as they marched north. The land was burned and scarred and ugly around the places men had lived.

Bain arrived near Lord Jeffrey’s palace at dusk. He landed himself in a wooded area about a mile from it. He rested from his long journey and waited for full darkness. He was pleased that there was only a fingernail moon peeking above the horizon.

When he had recovered his strength and the skies were fully dark, Bain reactivated his belt and entered the palace through an open window on the second floor. He had planned for many contingencies, and he once again drew his dagger and gripped it tightly, but for the second time that day, he had nothing to worry about.

There were men inside, but they were downstairs looting the liquor and food and gold reserves. Idiots, Bain thought. I’ll need better allies than them.

Bain entered Lord Jeffrey’s private rooms. They had been looted at some previous time. The rooms were a mess of overturned furniture and smashed mirrors and pulled out drawers. Bain sighed. When he built his own society, he would see to it that its citizens were more civilized.

And there wouldn’t be any blood drinking nonsense, either.

Bain used Jeffrey’s key to open the lock on the stout door at the rear of the room. It had been chopped and battered but it had held. The looters had been too lazy to finish the job, it appeared.

Once inside, Bain locked the door behind him. He was disappointed that there were not more items inside until he realized what the cases of vials actually were.

As Chancellor of the Realm, Bain had been able to access far more information than the average citizen. He knew more about the distant past than anyone save the Keeper and Maestro, so far as he could tell. He was well aware that before the Kinetic War, men had lived for a very long time by taking life extension treatments. And that was clearly what Jeffrey kept in his most secure storeroom.

“That was one of the true rumors, then,” he said aloud, thinking of the gossip in the Society that Jeffrey had lived for centuries. “So many good vampire-like tricks you had.”

Bain was ecstatic. He was a man in his forties, and he had expected to live, at a maximum, another fifty years. But it now appeared that he could extend that by something like five hundred years.

Bain wondered if there was anything in the safe, but he saw no way to guess the combination in a reasonable length of time, and so he abandoned the idea. He was eager to escape with his lifespan increased by an order of magnitude.

He unlocked the door to the small chamber and peered outside. He collected the boxes of life extension treatments that weren’t empty and carried them to a nearby window. He activated his antigrav belt and flew away into the night without incident.

He headed west. He knew of a specific thing that would happen at a specific time in about four years at the place that the old Americans had called the Four Corners because the borders of four states had come together there. He was confident that if he played his cards right, he could use that happening to begin his own reign. A reign that could last 500 years, apparently.

He flew on and laughed and thought of the mayhem that he would inflict on his enemies in the Realm. Four years was not such a long time to wait, not for revenge that would be utter and complete.


Chapter 18

I made my way through the enormous crowd. I actually hadn’t seen a gathering as large as the one that had assembled on all sides of the scaffolding since before the Kinetic War. It seemed that every person in the Realm might have been in attendance.

A roped-off corridor about ten feet wide parted the crowd and ran from the prison to the gallows. Constables holding pikes stood in dress uniforms inside the ropes along both sides of the pathway.

They allowed me to proceed to my reserved seat near the scaffolding. I recognized many of them, and some gave me a subtle nod as I passed.

It was interesting to imagine how it would feel to be walking to imminent death and not merely to a chair in the second row. I thought, more than anything else, that it would seem unreal.

The hangman stood alone atop the gallows and waited. He wore a leather hood that fell to his shoulders.

I reached my seat. I was flanked by Old Davy on one side and some nobleman I recognized but did not know on the other.

“Hello, Davy,” I said.

Davy shook my hand firmly. “Grim happenings today, Primero, and that’s the Lord’s truth, but it’s right to see it through.”

“It is,” I agreed.

After a moment, someone shouted, “The gates are open!” and the crowd erupted as one in a great shout. I have rarely heard a sound as loud, as passionate, as full of energy. It almost seemed like a living thing.

I knew Lord Jeffrey would be escorted up the path I had just walked, but everyone behind me was standing and screaming and jumping and waving their arms. I couldn’t see a thing until I saw two constables begin to ascend the wooden steps that led to the platform where the hangman stood with crossed hands beneath the noose.

They led Lord Jeffrey up the steps, and three more constables followed along behind. The crowd’s roar reached a new high as the prisoner became visible to all. Shouts of fevered hatred mixed with jeers and taunts and cheers and laughter and wailing stretched out for long seconds.

To my surprise, King Harold rose from his seat in the front row of spectators and began to ascend the stairs himself. He wore his most formal red robe over a brilliant white silk shirt and brown knee length trousers that revealed red hose from just below his knees to the tops of his short boots. He also wore his crown, which was a rarity outside of the throne room.

The crowd, although I would not have believed it possible, shouted with even greater volume as they watched their monarch join the proceedings.

The king gained the platform. He stepped in a small, slow circle and nodded to the crowd several times as he revolved through the points of the compass, but he did not wave, and he did not smile. He instead looked very grim.

King Harold raised his hands above his head, and the crowd fell nearly silent right away. Only a few crying children and a few coughs could be heard from the enormous gathering of people.

The king began to speak. His voice was strong and clear, and it carried well. I later learned that even those at the back of the crowd were able to hear him.

“My people! When I was a young man, my father instructed me on many things that I ought to do, and ought not to do, when I one day became King of the Realm. Today, I recall and apply his words to me concerning capital punishment. He commanded me that I should never allow a person to be put to death, no matter their crimes, unless I was willing to participate in the execution myself. Today, for the first time in my reign, I am willing!”

The crowd went absolutely wild. I have never seen raised fists squeezed so tightly, or seen so much spittle flying from so many lips. And I was seated among the most educated and powerful and reserved citizens of the Realm.

After a moment, King Harold raised his hands again, and the crowd fell silent a second time. The king retrieved a scroll from an inner pocket of his robe and began to read Lord Jeffrey’s formal death sentence. As King Harold read, my attention wandered to the prisoner. He seemed calm, but somehow not resigned. I couldn’t quite figure out the expression on his face.

After reading the charges and the sentence, the king asked Jeffrey, “Prisoner, do you have any last words?” Jeffrey said that he did, and he stepped forward to boos and jeers and whistles and hisses.

The king’s face became stern and he raised his hands and silenced the crowd again. His voice boomed throughout the square: “These are a man’s last words, and we will hear them!” People exchanged sheepish glances with one another, and they all sat down. After a moment, King Harold said, “Please begin, prisoner.”

Lord Jeffrey seemed to shimmer for just an eyeblink in the morning’s heat. He collected himself and stood up straight. “I cannot hope to top Mr. Dickens, and so I quote him here.” He cleared his throat and held up one finger, then looked straight ahead again, exactly as he had done when he rehearsed the speech before me in his jail cell. He shimmered again. The day wasn’t that hot…

No! I thought.

I rose up, a single standing person among the seated masses.

Jeffrey began, “It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done;”

“Seize him!” I cried. “Treachery!” I heard a great intake of breath from all around me. The constables on the platform looked from one to another, confused and indecisive.

Jeffrey continued. “It is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known. So tell me. How does that sound?”

A moment later, Lord Jeffrey flickered and disappeared.

Everyone screamed in terror. Almost all believed him to be a vampire, or they were at least open to the idea that he could be a vampire. They began to stampede.

If we had been in any kind of enclosed space, I have no doubt that many would have been trampled underfoot and lost their lives that day, but the fact that we were in a wide open area allowed the crowd considerable movement, at least in the aggregate. Amazingly, there were no casualties.

The reaction atop the gallows was also frenzied but more controlled. The constables collapsed around King Harold, and they were soon joined by others. I could see more constables surround Princess Claire and Queen Sarah in the front row of the crowd.

I fought against the fleeing crowd like a fish swimming upstream. He has to be hiding beneath the platform, I thought. Nowhere else made sense.

I drew my sword and passed beneath the gallows. The lighting was poor amid the upright beams that held the platform in place ten feet overhead. I looked up. I could see the underside of the trapdoor, but nothing more up there.

None of the sixteen support beams were large enough to hide a man. I searched the shadows wondering if Jeffrey might be concealed within them in his dark suit and shoes and cloak, but as my eyes adjusted, it became clear that he was not.

I turned and paused as I tried to decide whether to go back to the front of the platform or to emerge at the rear. After a moment of standing indecisive, I heard a single word accompanied by hot breath spoken very quietly into my ear: “Goodbye.” The word was barely spoken above a whisper, but the voice was Lord Jeffrey’s. By reflex I took a full swing with my sword in the direction of the voice, but I sliced only air. I began to shout, “He’s down here! To me!! To me!!”, but I don’t think anyone heard me above the general mayhem all around.

I did not hear the voice a second time. I did not find Lord Jeffrey again. And although the search went on for the remainder of the day and into the evening, no one else did, either.

The great clock had recently struck ten o’clock when I finally sat. I lowered myself onto a bench near a lighted gas lamp in the town square. I watched my own shadow move about on the ground as the flame spit and flickered.

Maestro approached and joined me on the bench. I had not spoken to him since Jeffrey’s disappearance. “He had a device of the sort that you use to project the false wall in the cave, I suppose?” Maestro asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I suspect that we will find a miniaturized version if we disassemble the gallows and complete a thorough inspection.”

“But then, why would the constables not have believed anything amiss? Surely they would have known if they had been escorting a mere phantom to the hangman.”

“Oh, they delivered the man, sure enough. Jeffrey himself no doubt stood upon the platform, and Jeffrey himself no doubt began his speech. The projected image overlayed the man. I saw a shimmer that I should have recognized sooner.”

“Ah. So when you cried out during his last words, you knew.”

“I did.”

“But how did Jeffrey the man disappear?”

“It was the cloak, Maestro. It has to have been the cloak.”

Maestro tilted his head in thought, and then said, “Explain.”

“We had such things before the Kinetic War. Clothing that could mirror its surroundings, almost like a salamander’s skin, but with far greater resolution. We had a special fabric of sorts that could bend light around itself and make the wearer almost impossible to see.

“The President in my time feared it would be used against him and made the material illegal for any outside of the military to possess. I had only ever seen it take the form of a soldier’s uniform; I never thought of it being made into a cloak.”

“Where do you suppose he acquired it?”

“Who knows? He seems to have a knack for sniffing out old tech. But it doesn’t matter. He had it, and he used it to his advantage; end of story.”

“Do you think he will return?”

“Mmm. Perhaps in time, but not soon. Do you know I spoke to him last evening?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“Well I did. I was his guest at his last meal. I don’t actually think he’s angry at us. I think he only began the war to try to hold onto power, and now that his Society has been destroyed, I think he’ll use his energies trying to build up a new power base rather than seeking revenge.”

“You sound certain.”

“I think I am. He…had a chance to kill me today, and he didn’t take it.” I told Maestro of his whispered parting word to me, and Maestro’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

He put his arm around me. “I am sorry,” he said.

Maestro wasn’t my father, but he was the closest thing that I had. For the first time since I was ten years old, I put my head on someone’s shoulder. I sat like that for a long time and stared out into the night.


Part III - The Dark Side of the Moon


Chapter 19

Three years later…

I saw two constables standing on either side of the laboratory’s front door. Because there were less than the eight who would accompany the king or queen and more than none, I figured that Princess Claire must be inside. That would almost certainly mean that Brian was inside. I hoped he was; I hadn’t seen him often enough since he and Claire had started university.

I nodded to the constables and walked through the door. Brian and Claire were indeed inside. They were seated at stools next to one of the worktables facing away from me. Jack was pacing around on the other side and gesturing to a closed cardboard box that sat on the table between them.

“Look,” Jack was saying, “Schrodinger’s Cat Box experiment is about probabilities and things that haven’t been observed. So again, until you observe something, you can’t say what its condition is, right?”

I distinctly heard a soft meow from inside the box. “Hey, guys,” I said. “What’s up?”

Brian said, “Jack has the Keeper’s cat trapped inside the box.”

“Soot?”

“Yep.”

Jack continued. “And so, kids, until you look inside the box, the cat is both dead and alive, and you can’t determine which without observing it.”

I heard a second meow and some scratching coming from inside the box.

“He’s alive,” Brian said.

“He sounds hungry,” Claire added.

“No, no, he might be alive. The probability waves that correspond to him being dead or alive are superimposed in the closed system - that’s the box - and until someone looks in there they won’t collapse into a single reality.”

From inside the box, I heard this: “Yurk, yurk, yurk, yurk, yurk…glaah!”

“I think he has a hairball,” Brian said.

“We should let him out,” Claire said.

“You both keep talking about him as if he’s alive, but that has not yet been determined, nor can it be without an observation.” Jack looked back and forth at the two teenagers for a moment, perhaps trying to convince them of the correctness of his theory with sheer willpower.

A corner of the box darkened. The dark area spread, and then a small amount of liquid escaped altogether and started to spread into a little puddle on the table.

“I think he peed in there,” Brian said.

“I can smell it,” Claire said. “Dead cats can’t pee, Jack.”

“Fine! Since the two of you aren’t interested in physics - you know, we use it all the time in the future - then we’ll just get straight to the observation.”

In years past, Jack wouldn’t have said anything about the future, but Claire had been with Brian for far too long to not be in the know about everything Brian had seen under the mountain, and who my mother and I were, and where Jack had come from. There were no secrets between them.

Jack said, “And now, through observation, we will require that the quantum state reach a decision about whether the cat is dead or alive.”

“Alive,” Brian and Claire said together.

Jack frowned. He lifted the lid from the box and reached inside and lifted Soot the cat out. Soot spread his toes and extended his claws and snapped at Jack and hissed. Jack set him on the table quickly and jerked his hands back.

Soot walked over to Claire. “I know,” she said as she picked him up. “Let’s get you back home.” She walked towards the laboratory’s exit.

“I’ll catch up with you tomorrow,” Brian said to me as he started to follow Claire.

“I’d like that,” I said to him. They left the laboratory together.

“That cat almost bit me,” Jack said.

I thought of explaining to him that his understanding of Schrodinger’s Box wasn’t quite right, but I suspected that if I did so, Soot would be back in the box the next day for further study, and I didn’t want that to happen. “Momma wanted me to remind you to bring more paper home for Johnny,” I said. “He wants to draw every animal in his little encyclopedia.” Johnny was Jack’s son.

I pulled his latest gift to me from my pocket and held it up. It was a little green oval with brown stick legs and a mouthful of big teeth.

Jack looked at it. “Hmm. Crocodile?”

“Turtle.”

“Turtles don’t have teeth, so far as I know,” Jack pointed out.

“Well, this one does.”

Jack motioned me over to a wall where another drawing was tacked up. It showed a brown oval with a long neck and four stick legs and a big hump on the back. “I’ll give you a mark if you can guess what this one is.”

It seemed like easy money. “It has to be a camel, right?”

“Nope. He told me it’s a dromedary.”

“That’s a kind of camel.”

“Sorry, I’m not paying off on that. A camel has two humps. A dromedary has one.”

“Hmfp. Well, it is impressive that he knows how many humps different kinds of camels have.”

“Yep. You’re coming to dinner, right?”

“That’s why I stopped here; I thought we could walk over together.”

“OK, let me get the paper and we’ll go.”

And so I walked with Jack, who was still my friend, but who was also now my stepfather. I had picked up Jack and Momma in the Jeep a couple of weeks after the Battle of Lawrence. She had nominally taken up residence in a small cottage at the House of the Valkyries, but she and Jack were never really apart. They married a few months later.

Jack had taken Momma’s last name since he didn’t have one. I suspected Banner would have something to say about that when he got back in a matter of months. I did miss listening to the two of them banter with one another. When one of them landed a good cut down, the other of them seemed almost ready to applaud the craftsmanship behind it rather than take offense. I’d never really had that aspect of a friendship.

So my friend and stepfather Jack Ross and I arrived at the home he shared with Momma and their two year old son Johnny. That kid was adorable when he was little. It was odd at first having a brother who was twenty six years younger than myself, but I got used to it.

Johnny was asleep when Jack and I arrived. We had a grand meal that Momma had prepared, and we sat and talked and laughed together over dessert and coffee as well. Jack helped Momma clean up and then went to bed early. I think he just wanted to leave us alone to talk.

Momma sat across the kitchen table from me and just glowed. Because of the cryosleep under the mountain, she had aged only three years since I was ten years old. But she looked younger than she had when I was a kid, because she was happy.

My father left us when I was small, and Momma had struggled to raise me alone. She was kind to me, but she had often looked weary. But no longer. She looked entirely at peace with the world.

Or is it more than that? I wondered. I think I knew what she would say even before she said it.

“I’m pregnant again,” she said with a special grin and the happiest of happy eyes.

“Momma!” I said. I rounded the table and embraced her. “How far along?”

“About three months.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Isn’t it?”

“I’m so happy for you.”

“Not bad for a six hundred year old woman, huh?”

“Bah! You barely have more miles on the odometer than I do!” It was true. Subtracting years in cryosleep, Momma was 38; I was 28.

“Well, it is certainly more than I ever expected when I was living my slow-time life under the mountain.” Momma had existed at an extremely low temperature in her hibernation pod that had allowed her to perceive about one second for every hour of actual time that passed in the outside world.

“That makes two of us. I’m so thrilled for you and Jack both.”

“And Johnny. He can grow up with a brother or sister of close to his own age.”

“Yes! He can indeed.”

Momma’s smile fell a bit. “I’m sorry, Alexis. I wish that you’d had the same.”

“Well, that wasn’t exactly your fault, Momma. I appreciate the time we had, just the two of us.”

“Yes. The parts we spent with each other were lovely. Us against the world.”

“Us against the world,” I repeated. “And I certainly don’t begrudge Johnny for having himself and you and Jack and his new sibling and his much older sister who leads a society of warriors against the world.”

“That may…give him more options,” Momma said with a laugh. “Oh! And he made another drawing for you today. It’s in his room, so you’ll have to get it later.”

“What is it?”

“It is an orangutan.”

“Oh!”

“And he is purple, and his name is Rudy.”

“Well, I can’t wait to have a look at Rudy the purple orangutan.”

“Maybe you could pick it up Wednesday…at two o’clock?”

She said it very casually, and it might be that no one else would have noticed that it was said a little bit too casually. But I had known her all my life. “Momma,” I said.

“Yes, darling.”

“Why specifically Wednesday at two o’clock?”

“Why, it just seemed convenient.”

“I know you too well for that.”

She considered continuing her bluff, but then she said, “Alright, it just so happens that on Wednesday Jack and I are expecting a visit from a young and very successful and very handsome…”

“Momma…”

“Merchant. He imports fabrics and Jack and I are going to place a sizeable order to redo the curtains throughout the house and I thought you might…play with Johnny while he is here.”

“Um hmm.”

“He really is very handsome,” she said with a hopeful look on her face.

She meant well. She always did. She had been alone for a long time before Jack, and she didn’t want that for me. But the awkwardness. For me and for the poor merchant, whoever he was. I tried not to grimace.

“Momma, I really can’t…” I started, but she had such a look of love for me on her face that I changed my message mid sentence. “…really say yet what my schedule will look like on Wednesday.”

“Oh! Yes, of course, I mean you are the Primero of the Valkyries. But please do consider stopping by if your schedule allows for it.”

“I will, Momma. I’ll consider it.”

“Wonderful.” Momma’s easy smile was back.

Having successfully punted, I passed a few more minutes with my mother, embraced her, and then headed back to the House in the last of the daylight.

I passed the Archives on the way, and I noticed Soot lounging in a windowsill on the second floor and twitching his tail lazily. Soot, the cat who according to Jack had been both dead and alive earlier that day as he sat in a cardboard box and waited for the humans to knock it off.


Chapter 20

I ended up going to Momma’s house at two o’clock on that Wednesday. She was pregnant, and happy, and in her own way, being sweet to me, so I went.

The merchant was in fact good looking. He showed Momma and Jack a variety of very nice fabrics, and he made a very nice sale. My mother drew me into the conversation several times, and I exchanged pleasant words with the merchant.

On the way out, he timidly approached me. He seemed almost unable to speak, but I did wonder if he was going to work up the fortitude to suggest that I join him sometime for a cup of tea. I actually would have agreed to do so, if he had asked.

He fumbled with his order book and nearly dropped it before he sort of lunged at it and managed to keep it from falling. A blank page ended up being on top of the book. The young merchant collected himself, took a deep breath, and opened his mouth to speak.

He held the book and his pencil out to me and asked me for my autograph.

I frowned. I took the pencil and the book and stared him directly in the eye. I pressed down with some force and drew a diagonal line. The pencil lead snapped off as I got to the end of it.

Still staring him in the eye, I pressed the now jagged edge of the pencil to the page and raked it slowly and with considerable force to make the other diagonal line of an X. It tore through the top sheet and many beneath it and left a deep and ragged gash in the order book’s pages.

“There,” I said, handing him the book.

“Thanks,” he squeaked. He turned and left in a hurry.

When I looked up, Momma’s eyebrows were creased, and she had the fingertips of one hand pressed to her forehead. Jack had a tremendous smirk on his face, and if he and I had been alone I knew that he would have been on the floor braying like a donkey.

I told them both that I would see them for breakfast on Sunday and left.

The incident highlights the main problem I faced in my late 20s, and not just in my dating life. Or lack of a dating life, as the case may have been. The problem was this: I was a person both surrounded by admirers and at the same time almost totally alone.

I was famous. I was the Primero of the Valkyries, and so I was known by sight to all in the City and most in the wider Realm even before the Battle of Lawrence.

After the Battle, people were completely star struck when they saw me. I was, after all, the woman who had flown through the air and defeated a vampire woman in single combat. I was also well known to have done a lot of things that never happened: slain a hundred men and defused a nuclear bomb left over from olden times and otherwise delivered all from certain doom.

This presented a problem for kindling any kind of romance whatsoever. Most men didn’t ask for my autograph, but almost all of them were so intimidated by my reputation that they would not have asked me on a date to save their own mothers.

Few men approached me at all. Except for the lechers. I occasionally encountered a man at a tavern who would, usually after consuming several drinks, approach my table and make a lewd suggestion of one type or another. Most of them left my table and slunk away after nothing more than a harsh glare or insult. A few of them left my table and returned to their own with minor injuries. Those few probably didn’t improve my chances of having normal men talk to me.

It was the same outside the City. I once spent several days in Yarmouth in the Omaha district far away from the House of the Valkyries. I bought new dresses and had my hair cut by a stylist who charged thirty marks for his services, and I set out to try to meet someone who might take an interest in me as a normal person.

It didn’t work. I was as well known in Yarmouth as I was in the City.

I even travelled to the Republic for the same purpose. The place of my childhood home was now Dallas Crater, but the Red Tyrant had somehow overlooked the fact that Dallas and Ft. Worth were separate cities, and the latter had not received a separate Rock. Parts of the west side of Ft. Worth had survived, more or less, and it was the capitol of the Republic.

When I got there, I got many things. I got a laurel from the governor and a key to the city from the mayor. I got a parade. I got a mob of children who surrounded me and wanted to hug me or shake my hand.

I didn’t get anything close to a chance to meet anyone and interact as a regular person. Even in the Republic, I was an icon. I was a warrior queen to some, and a warrior goddess to others. I was the Primero. I had no chance, and I do mean no chance at all, to be Alexis.

So dating was impossible.

But it wasn’t just that. I led the Valkyries, but the distance that had existed between myself and the rest of the sisters only grew after the Battle of Lawrence. They all respected me. They followed my orders. Some of them had a kind of love for me, I think. But there was no personal closeness between us.

Even Rho pulled away from me some after the Battle; I’m not sure why. I sometimes wonder if she felt insulted that I gave her my personal shield in the middle of the Battle. My relationship with her became more professional and less personal. And interactions had long been professional with the rest of the sisters.

I had some close relationships, of course, with people who actually loved me. Momma and Jack, Brian and Maestro. But even with them, with my inner circle, I wasn’t top-of-the-list with anyone at all. They all loved me, but I felt like I was in a second tier of their own inner circles.

Jack and Momma were building a new family together, and I was truly happy for them. Jack’s love for Momma was so great that he had invested years of his life in learning how to save her.

Her love for him was just as strong. In her life before Jack, I think she’d had a single good year with men when she had first become involved with my father. Or maybe it had been only part of a good year. Momma was blissfully happy to have a good and decent and attractive and hilarious man by her side who wanted nothing more than to stay by her side.

I was close to Brian, but he was off at university for much of the year, and besides, his attentions were mostly focused on Claire. As they should have been. He was living a storybook tale: the commoner who literally saved the princess - twice! - and won her heart in the process. Brian cared for me, but not as much as for Claire, or for the mother he had struggled to help during all the years they were alone, or for his long lost but since returned father.

I was special to Maestro, at least as much so as anyone else. He had become a father figure to me over the years, and he was always kind to me when we met. But he was much older than I; he was not a contemporary. And relationships with him were different than for most people. He cared deeply for those around him, but what he loved best was learning. Study and experiments and calculations were the bread and butter of his days. Not that the tendency wasn’t valuable: it had allowed him to become a surgeon skilled enough to save Momma in an era that had an essentially medieval level of technology. Almost no one could have pulled that off.

I did actually have at least one companion who loved me the most. I bought an apple from a vendor for a few coppers and went to see him.

I had visited Bucky in his stables at least a few times a week since the Battle of Lawrence. I always brought him oats, or a carrot, or an apple.

I found the swayback standing in his stall, staring straight ahead and chewing on nothing.

When he saw me, he stopped and dipped his head. I rubbed his face. “How’s my good horse, today? How’s good Bucky?” He blinked and looked at me and seemed to watch my eyes. I offered him the apple, and he ate it with careful, dainty bites.

I took a brush that hung from a peg on the wall and entered his stall. I spent twenty or thirty minutes brushing his mane and his tail and talking to him about this and that.

When I finished I left his stall and made sure it closed securely behind me. “Well, I don’t know about tomorrow, old friend, but I’ll stop by on Friday afternoon with another apple, OK?”

Bucky seemed agreeable to the plan. I patted his nose one more time and walked away.

When I passed by a large stall at the end of the row, I heard a little ruckus. I peeked inside and I saw a brown mare with a diamond on her forehead who had been pregnant the last time I had noticed her. She was no longer pregnant, and I could see the bottoms of little wobbly legs behind her taking tentative, uncoordinated steps.

“Oh! You’ve had your baby,” I said to the horse. I waited to see if the foal would walk around and come into view, and after a minute, he did. He peeked around his mother’s legs. He was a tiny little thing with a gray face and a diamond on his forehead.

As he walked into full view, I could see that he had a swayed back. I had just said, “No way,” when the little fellow started chewing on nothing.

I put my hands to my forehead and let out a single chuckle. I backtracked several stalls and took Bucky’s face in both of my hands and said, “Bucky! I’m speechless!”

And it was hard to tell with his wild crooked teeth, but I’m pretty sure he smiled at me. “Well, two apples on Friday, then,” I said. “One for you and one for…ah…Mrs. Bucky?”

Bucky seemed agreeable to the new plan.

I passed by the large stall again on the way out and took a long look at Bucky Jr. and had a great laugh.

And twenty minutes later, when I was back in my personal rooms at the House of the Valkyries and I had closed and locked the door behind me, I had a good cry. Because I knew that I wasn’t in first place even on Bucky’s scorecard anymore. And if that was a ridiculous thing for a warrior with five combat kills to get emotional about, then so be it. It bugged me, OK?

I regained my equilibrium after a few minutes and made tea and sat in my chair that faced out towards the window overlooking the training yard. I sat there and sipped my tea for a long time.

I had a lot of good and interesting and worthwhile things going on in my life. If I didn’t have a special relationship, I should still be grateful for what I did have, I supposed.

My thoughts kept returning to Banner. He was unique. He knew me before I became…whatever I had become. He wouldn’t be intimidated by me, no matter what had happened since I had last seen him.

And if my cryosleep and then what I assumed would be his own extended cryosleep would create some unusual aspects to our relationship that would have to be ironed out when he returned, well, people had overcome greater obstacles.

The thing was, I didn’t even know what I wanted from Banner. Was I hoping that this man from my past would become my best friend? My romantic interest? My husband, perhaps, if I resigned from the Valkyries? Or maybe something different that was hard to define? I just didn’t know. I also didn’t know what he would want from me, if anything, when he returned.

One thing became clear to me, though, as I sat and looked out my window and drank my tea. If I wanted a special closeness with someone to be a part of my life, it was Banner Dawson or bust.


Chapter 21

A couple of months later, the calendar rolled around to the Day of the Founding. I spent the morning leading the full complement of 200 combat ready sisters through the City along an extended parade route. People lined the streets and cheered for us all along the way.

We had always had good turnout for the festivities on the day the Order began, but it had been very good in the years since the Battle of Lawrence. There is a difference in how people react to you when you are a force that might one day defend them and when you are a force that has actually defended them on the battlefield. I appreciated the warm applause and the shouted wishes for our health and happiness.

I had a full slate of activities later that afternoon at the picnic we hosted every year, and in the evening I would attend and speak at the beginning of the fireworks display, but as the clock crept toward noon, I had other business to attend to.

I retired to my private rooms. I removed my formal parade jacket and hung it in my secondary wardrobe that contained clothing I wore infrequently. I sat on a padded bench to the side of the wardrobe and removed my dress boots as well.

I walked to my private study, closed the door, and turned the lock. I crossed the room to the wall safe behind my desk, and I pressed my thumb to a small black square near the dial. I heard a faint hum, and one of the great deadbolts retracted inside the door.

I then turned the large metal dial that bore numbers from zero to ninety-nine and twisted out the combination I had set just after I defeated Margaret in combat and assumed her role as Alpha. When I brought the dial to the third and final number, I turned a lever and the second of the deadbolts slid back.

I opened the safe. It contained two items that had been inside when I became Primero, and one item I had placed inside myself later. The personal item was the slate from the 198 that contained the world’s accumulated wisdom on combat. I had made heavy use of its information, especially since I had ascended to Primero. I stored the device in the cave behind the projected wall for many years, and back then I was only able to consult with it from time to time. But now that I had a secure area nearer to hand, it stayed with me in my rooms.

The two items that were the property of the current Primero were a cube six inches high and a document.

The cube was active one hour per year beginning at noon on the Day of the Founding. It contained all manner of software that served specific functions. It operated on a quark battery, and it knew if it had been moved outside the House of the Valkyries. It knew my voice and could identify it. It could speak and issue commands and ask questions. It also knew if I spoke the truth when I answered its questions.

I heard the tower in the town square strike twelve. As soon as the last chime dissipated, the cube spoke to me in the simulated voice of the long deceased founder of the Independent Order of Valkyries.

“Are you present on this Day of the Founding, Primero?”

“I am,” I replied. A green circle illuminated briefly on the top side of the cube, indicating that it had analyzed my response and determined my answer to be truthful. There was also a red light. If that one illuminated, it spelled trouble.

“Are you ready to begin the Statements?”

“I am.”

“Are you, to the best of your knowledge, alone and unobserved?”

“I am.”

“Then let us begin. State your full name, sister.”

“Alexis Johanna Ross.”

“Do you remain the current and active Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries?”

“Yes.”

“Do you acknowledge Valerie Jean Rousseau as the Founder of the Order?”

“I do.” It was Rousseau’s voice that the cube used to speak.

“Are you in possession of the original Founder’s Commentary on Objectives, or a copy that has been authorized jointly by you or one of your predecessors and the Parliamentarian of the Order?”

“Yes.”

“Read the Founder’s Commentary on Objectives now. Speak each word clearly and omit none.”

I began to read from the very old document that had been in the safe. It was in fact still the original. It had been handwritten by our founder more than six hundred years before.

“My name is Valerie Rousseau. On this day, August 19, 2304, I found the Independent Order of Valkyries.

“I have created initial bylaws and procedures in a separate document. Any of them may be modified by the Primero, or by a majority vote of 3/4 of the Elevated sisters. However, the three objectives in this commentary may not be modified by any who come after me. They are the essence of the Order.

“It has been nearly five years since the single-day Kinetic War, and surviving from then until now has been nearly impossible, particularly for women. Therefore, the first objective of the Order will be to maintain a society that will aid women in providing for their common defense.

“Combat training will be mandatory for members of the Order. Combat readiness will be mandatory for members of the Order. Any sister shall be dismissed from the Order if a 3/4 majority of Elevated sisters believe that she falls short in either training or readiness.

“The second objective of the Order shall be to seek to assist and maintain stability in the reemerging civilization so long as the continuation of the Order is not threatened. The Primero will not sacrifice the sisterhood for a lost cause. She will lead the sisterhood in protecting the noble and innocent when victory is possible. We will do our part to rebuild the world from the ashes of the Rocks.

“Toward this end, the Primero will always keep a force of two hundred sisters who stand ready to be deployed at any time. This number - 200 - has great significance for the Order, which brings me to the third and final objective.

“200 is the designation of our starship. I am the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200. I was to have travelled with it to a prospective colony world only a week after the date that the Kinetic War broke out and cancelled all plans for everything worldwide. Through an unfortunate error, the ship was placed in a safe mode in the chaos of war, and it is currently located on the far side of the moon at the coordinates on the reverse side of this document. The third objective of the Order is to, when technology permits, retake possession of the ship and use it as the Primero sees fit.

“The Valkyrie-200 is equipped with sixteen hypersonic nuclear weapons and with a full battery of seventh generation laser cannon. It is deep space rated, and its life support systems can maintain a dozen sisters indefinitely, although only two in cryosleep. It will give the Primero options for many new things when control of it is regained.

“No one outside the sisterhood should be able to activate the ship. All systems are disabled until an override code is entered in the main console in the ship’s control room, and because the ship is in safe mode, the code will reset every year on this date. I am founding the Order today because this is the annual reset date. I am the only person who has the ability to determine the override code.

“To all who succeed me. Survive. Help others to do so, within the sisterhood always, and outside the sisterhood when possible. And when one of you can, regain possession of our ship.

“Signed this nineteenth day of August, 2304. /Valerie Jean Rousseau/”

The cube asked me, “Have you upheld the three objectives outlined in the Commentary to the best of your ability over the previous year?”

“I have.” Neither the red nor the green light lit up. That was normal.

“Do you swear before God that you will uphold the three objectives outlined in the Commentary to the best of your ability over the next year?”

“I do.” Again, neither red nor green light illuminated.

“Place the palms of your hands on either side of the cube.”

I did so. I felt a familiar warm tingle.

“Do you voluntarily authorize the cube to end your life immediately if you have not been truthful in your answers to the previous two questions?”

“I do,” I said. I wondered as I did every year whether the kill mechanism was an electric shock, or an injection of poison with microneedles, or whether the whole thing was just a bluff.

The green light illuminated twice in succession at the top of the cube, and the sides cooled and lost their staticky feel.

“You may remove your hands, Primero,” the cube said. I did so.

“In a moment, the top of the cube will display a six digit override code for ten seconds. The number generator in the cube is matched to the number generator onboard the Valkyrie-200. You may not write the code down or otherwise record it. It will not be repeated. Are you, to the best of your knowledge, still alone and unobserved?”

“I am.”

“Are you prepared to commit the code to memory?”

“I am.”

The top of the cube showed this number: 393952. I read it through five times and was about to begin a sixth when the numbers disappeared.

I repeated the number to myself in my mind dozens of times. I knew the cube would be silent for two full minutes to allow me to do so. I was particularly determined to not make a mistake this year, because I knew I would very likely have the ability to access the ship in the current cycle.

I hadn’t been Primero when the Valkyrie-198 left Earth, of course. But because I expected Banner to return in a little less than ten months, I knew the code I committed to memory would likely allow me to be the Primero who, after six hundred years, claimed the lost starship for the sisterhood.

After two minutes, the cube said, “The override code will be valid until noon on this date one year from now. It will allow you to exercise command authority over all systems on the Valkyrie-200. If you find yourself in an era when reaching and accessing the ship becomes possible, you will pursue all options for doing so. Good luck, Primero.”

With that, the cube shut itself off and became a paperweight for another year. I replaced it and the Founder’s Commentary in the safe, spun the dial, and pressed my thumb to the dark square until I heard the bolts reengage.

I wanted to rest. I always wanted to rest after my appointment with the cube. Authorizing an inanimate object to murder you does sap one’s strength.

But as was true every year, there was simply too much to do. I expected that within a half hour I would be shaking hands with noblemen or eating hot dogs with children or participating in a Valkyries vs. townspeople competition of some kind.

I was glad that at least the woman who made balloon animals would be at the picnic. I wondered if she could make anything like a purple orangutan for my sweet little brother.


Chapter 22

I spent most of the next months counting down to the earliest possible date that I believed Banner could return. I conducted drills and attended functions and completed paperwork, but it was as if my mind was constantly divided between the task at hand and the changes that might come very soon for both my life and for the Order of Valkyries.

The one day that stands out in that stretch is the day that I had a private audience with the king. Ranger Stone had stayed on as His Majesty’s permanent Chancellor, and he set the meeting up for two o’clock on a Wednesday in the Tapestry Room.

I arrived ten minutes early and marveled at the work on the wall. Those snowflakes. There just isn’t anything else like them. I admired them and the beautifully worked images of Good King John and Queen Isabele, who was our Delta before she was the king’s bride. I got lost in the art until a constable entered the room and announced, “His Majesty the King!”

King Harold entered the room and smiled at me warmly. “Alpha!” he said. His constable left the room, closed the door, and no doubt took up a position just outside.

King Harold held out his hand, and because I was not one of his subjects, I shook it rather than kissing his ring. “It has been too long,” he said.

“Yes. I am very pleased to see you, Your Majesty.”

“And you, Primero. Please, come sit.” He led me to a pair of chairs which had been set before the fire that burned at the right side of the room. “Your family is well?”

“They are. My mother is expecting another child.”

“Splendid! Please give her and Jack my congratulations.”

“I certainly will.”

“Very good. The Chancellor tells me that you have a bit of news, or perhaps intelligence - he was unclear on that point - that you wish to convey to me personally.”

“That is true, Your Majesty. I have two things, actually. An assessment and a request.”

“Alright. Go on.”

“I have reason to believe that the Realm will soon exist in a world that may undergo rapid change. The source of the change will be, at least initially, entirely in friendly hands. Measures will need to be taken to ensure that it remains so into the future.”

“I see. And what is the nature of this change?”

“Primarily technological and informational.”

“From what source?”

“You are aware of the Valkyrie Program? Not the Order, but the original program run by the Americans?”

“Ahh…” King Harold settled back into his chair. “Spaceflight. Or space colonization, actually. Good King John believed that some might return one day. Have you reason to believe that he was correct?”

“I have. Both as leader of the Valkyries and from another source.”

The king leaned forward. “You know, I have always wondered about whether there was a connection between your order and the old program by the same name.”

“There is, but I cannot reveal its specific nature.”

“No, and I don’t ask you to do so any more than you would ask me to show you the documents in the monarch’s private files.”

“I thank you for that. But I will reveal that I believe there may be a pair of Valkyries in the Realm within half a year. One under the sisterhood’s, and therefore my, control. The other in the control of a person or persons I will vouch for as entirely honorable and trustworthy.”

“Mmm. And these ships no doubt have archives that make ours seem like a child’s alphabet primer.”

I saw no reason to lie. “Yes.”

“And weapons that make ours look like pocket knives.”

“They do. But know this. There are none in the Valkyries or among the others who will soon visit who wish to usurp power. Of that I can assure you. In point of fact, I believe the visitors will be thrilled that a leader who bases his society upon the rule of law is in place already. They will want to work with you, not struggle against you.”

“Mmm. Will they wish to reside in the City?”

“Some may,” I said. “However, I believe that a majority of them will want wide open spaces for themselves. Which brings me to my request. I wish to purchase sixteen thousand acres in the western lands from the Crown.”

“For the Valkyries?”

“No. For myself, and my…friends. I believe that the going rate is two marks per acre in that uninhabited part of the Realm, and I wish…”

“Nonsense.”

“Pardon?”

“Nonsense that you will pay for the land. I grant it to you, your heirs, and assigns in perpetuity.”

“Your Majesty, that is very generous, but I cannot…”

“Again I say nonsense! Do you realize how much land a king gives away for far, far less than the services you have rendered to the Realm? And to me personally? The Battle of Lawrence would have been lost but for your actions, and that would-be vampire woman was mere seconds from carving me like a Christmas ham when you quite literally swooped to my rescue.”

“King Harold…”

“You refused to accept a title after the Battle, and you refused a reward of gold. If you refuse me a third time, I believe my feelings will be hurt. I have an unpaid debt to you, and you will take permanent ownership of the land that you desire as soon as my clerks can draw up the documents and drip enough wax upon them for me to press my seal into.”

“I…Your Majesty...”

“Or! Your parade route at the next Day of the Founding will not receive a royal waiver, and you will have to go through the variance committee for a permit.”

“Not that!” I said, in mock exasperation.

“Oh, yes. And!” The King raised a finger theatrically. “The balloon animal lady shall spend the next Day of the Founding…in the dungeon!”

“That’s ruthless, Your Majesty. My brother would not be OK with that at all.” I was smiling now, and so was the king.

“Then your path forward is clear. Accept the land. And with the Crown’s heartfelt thanks.”

“Alright. I shall.”

“Capital! And now your brother can have another purple, mmm…gorilla was it?”

“Orangutan.”

“Yes! Another purple balloon orangutan made for him next year. He is a jaunty little fellow, your brother. It is good that he won’t be disappointed.”

“Yes.”

I exchanged a few more minutes of pleasantries with King Harold before his aides called him to his next meeting. He thanked me for the insight that radically new things might soon be in the area and left the Tapestry Room.

A week later, a senior scribe of some kind presented me with an elaborate scroll filled with exquisite calligraphy and signatures and wax seals, and I suddenly owned a square of land that was five miles on a side with the cave that Jack and I had been using for years at its center. I thought of my grandfather, the man also known as the Last King of the West. “Grandpa, you wouldn’t believe the size of the ranch I have up in Nebraska now,” I muttered to myself as I read the contents of the scroll.

After I acquired legal title to the land, I waited for Banner. I was excited to see him again, and nervous that he wouldn’t be nearly as excited to see me. I was optimistic at the changes that might be coming to the Realm with the reintroduction of knowledge and technology, and worried that it would be too much to be assimilated all at once and that it would throw the Realm out of balance. I was eager to see if I could actually take command of the Valkyrie-200, and unsure what I would do with it if I could.

There were three months remaining until the first day Jack and I thought Banner might make contact, and then two months, and then one. Then I counted down in weeks, and then in days, and eventually in hours. Actually, I eventually counted down minutes; Jack and I calculated that Banner might reach out to us as soon as 5:24 in the afternoon.

I ended drills early on that last day and locked myself in my personal suite. I bathed and styled my hair and put on makeup that I thought brought out my eyes and minimized the appearance of the scar on my chin. I put on the dress that I liked best, took my slate out of the safe in my study, and waited. 5:24 came and went, and then 5:30, 5:45, and 6:00.

I hadn’t just sat and waited on an incoming call for many, many years, but there I was, doing exactly that. At seven o’clock, I poked my nose out the door and asked a sister to bring food to my rooms. When she knocked several minutes later, I took the tray from her hand at the door and locked it again as soon as I had closed it.

I mostly picked at my food, but I had managed to finish most of it at my desk by eight o’clock. There was still no incoming message, and I wondered if the slate still functioned properly after seventeen years without a recharge. I was unclear on how quark batteries worked, but I knew that a lot of the equipment under the mountain that ran on them didn’t work right or work at all after 600 years.

I paced and hated myself for pacing and continued pacing anyway. I heard the clock in the town square strike nine o’clock.

I made tea and sat in the chair near the window that overlooked the training yard. It was dark outside, but bright lanterns atop poles blazed at the four corners of the yard and made some parts of it visible.

And then I heard a chime. It had to be Banner.

I checked myself in a mirror and mostly liked what I saw, but I made a quick adjustment to my hair. I walked over to the slate.

I was surprised and a bit disappointed that it wasn’t a real time communication. It was a recorded message, but it was indeed from Banner. His face was frozen on the slate’s screen, and a triangle icon stood in the lefthand corner. He looked exactly the same as when he had left seventeen years ago, and he was smiling his crooked smile. I pressed the triangle, and his face animated.

“Hey guys, I’m back! We just jumped into the system, and we’ll get to Earth in a little less than a day. I’m going to land in the cave unless I hear from one of you that it’s a bad idea for some reason. I’ve got a few dozen people with me who want to get the lay of the land, and I think the cave area is a great place to start.

“I’ve missed you guys. I’ll admit I chickened out and spent most of my slow trip out to Saturn in cryosleep, but it’s funny, it seems like my brain knows I’ve been away for a long time. I’ve only been awake for a handful of weeks since I left, but it feels like I’ve been gone for years. Maybe it’s because I know that from your perspective, I actually have been gone for years.

“I can’t wait to see you and hear how things have been going. And ping me back as soon as you get this and let me know that things are OK. Or let me know how I can help if things aren’t OK, OK? Ah, Banner out.”

His face froze again on the screen.

I propped the slate on its edge. I thought that peering down at its camera as it sat on my desk would look weird in the vid clip. I opened the camera window and looked at my image on the screen.

I tried to dampen my emotions as best I could. I had built up Banner’s return so much and for so long that I was afraid I would come across as desperate if I didn’t relax. So I started off casually. Almost flippant, really. I hit record.

“You owe me a lot of money for taking care of Bucky for all these years, Banner Dawson.”

I could already tell after my first sentence that I wouldn’t be able to hold it together for a long and detailed response, so I didn’t make one.

“You’ve missed a lot. It will be easier to tell you about it if we don’t have a long lag time between every question and answer. When you get to the City, find me in the House of the Valkyries near the castle. I’ll be here.”

That was pretty good, I thought. Not too emotional, not too needy. Just practical. But I couldn’t end the message without some kind of closing unless I wanted him to spend the next day or two thinking I was mad at him.

“I’ve really, truly missed you Banner.” I could feel my eyes tearing up, and I ended the message quickly. “Find me soon, OK?”

I hit stop and let out a shaky breath. Tears hit my desktop. I was the Primero, but I was a person, too.

I watched the vid back and wished I had remained more even keeled all the way through. I waited a little while until I had calmed down, reapplied my makeup, and tried recording another message, and then another, and then another. I was more worked up with each of them in succession.

I gave up. The first vid was the best one I was going to get if I wanted to reply to him before too much time passed. My finger hovered over the send icon next to the first file for a moment, and then I pushed it. Off it went to the Valkyrie.


Chapter 23

It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes after I sent the message when a sister knocked on the main door to my chambers. I went to the door and said through it, “I left strict orders that I was not to be disturbed!”

“Yes, Primero,” came the reply. It was Zeta’s voice, which was unexpected. A lieutenant would never be included in the security detail outside my room.

Zeta continued, “It’s your mother’s husband, Alpha. He says it is a matter of urgency.” And of course it made sense. Jack had also no doubt received the message from Banner.

I unlocked the door and admitted a very excited Jack. When I had closed the door, he said, in a quiet voice, “Right on time! How about that?!”

“I know! What did he say to you?” Jack described his message, and we determined he must have sent the same one to each of us. “What did you say back?”

“Well, that we got your mom out, and that I’m married to her now and that we have two kids. And that Maestro is alive and well. Ah…I told him to meet me here in the City and how to find our house.”

“Yeah, good.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I…just told him to meet me here. But now I wonder if that was the right thing to do. He won’t have a horse at the cave unless he captures a new one somewhere.”

“I told him to bring the Jeep.”

“Ah.”

“I mean, everyone knows about the antigrav belts and the force shields. I don’t know if they’re quite ready to see the Valkyrie-84 land in the town square yet, but they should be able to handle a Jeep without being shellshocked, right?”

“No doubt. Do you think he’ll bring anyone with him?”

“I dunno about that. I told him to ask my parents to stay put around the cave and that I’d bring my crew to them in the Jeep. I mean, they have all those little kids to look after, and they won’t want to leave them alone on a new planet. Banner might bring Grandfather John or somebody like that, I guess, if anybody wants to see the City right away.”

“When do you think he might get here?”

“Judging from how long it took us to get to Earth when we first ended up in this system, maybe…oh, and plus, figure a couple of hours in the Jeep once he gets to it…maybe late tomorrow afternoon? Early evening? Something like that. Do you want to come over to the house and wait with us?”

I thought about that, but declined. “I’d hate for him to arrive here and find me absent after I told him to meet me here. Maybe you can come to the House?”

“No can do. Johnny’s arm is healing up fine, but he gets bugged quick if he isn’t entertained, and Laura’s got her hands full with the baby. A bored three year old with an arm that hurts him is tough, Alexis.” Jack staggered around like a punch drunk boxer to show how tough it was and he made me laugh. Johnny had taken a tumble after an ill advised tree climbing adventure the week before.

“Alright. I will welcome him here and report to your house, or you will welcome him there and send word to me.”

“Deal. I’ve got to get back, but can you believe it? Good old Banner back after seventeen years.”

“It has been a long wait.”

“Yeah. And by the way, this is the third or fourth time your guards or whatever they are at the front gates have almost killed me when I’ve come over here to tell you something important.”

“So they’re doing a good job at security?”

“I’m not a threat to security!”

“But you do tend to be in a bit of a hurry when you’re excited about something.”

“Yeah, well you don’t have to deal with that kind of thing when you come to my house excited about something, so not fair.”

“Well…I’m strategically important.”

“I’m strategy…stregic…I matter!”

“Yes, you matter, but you’re not strategically important in the same way as the king, or, say, the leader of a militarized society of warriors.”

“Hey! My blood loss research saved half a dozen of your sisters at the Battle of…” he pointed a finger at me, but not angrily. “We’ll have this debate another time. I told Laura I wouldn’t be gone long.”

“Alright, Jack. I won’t keep you.”

“Yeah.” I could hear him talking to himself quietly as he walked to the door. “Streegic…no, no…stratageetic…ummph…” At the door, he turned back to me and said, one syllable at a time, “Stra-tee-gic-lee. Right?”

I nodded.

“Yeah,” he said at regular volume. Then he resumed talking quietly to himself as he passed through the door and out of sight. “I’m strategically important, right? I mean I have to be, because…”

After Jack left, I started to put the slate back in my safe by habit. But then I decided that it wasn’t necessary. The fact that Banner had actually returned meant that the Realm was about to see a long parade of new wonders, and I was no longer so concerned that one of the sisters might discover that the Primero had a magic rectangle that could play captured moving images and communicate over unfathomable distances. The sisterhood was going to have a functional starship at its disposal, after all, as soon as I hitched a ride up to the moon.

I recited the code in my head. 393952.

I did at least place the slate in a drawer in my bedside table so that it was not in plain sight. I set its chime at a level that would wake me if Banner sent a new message, changed clothes, and went to bed.

I expected to be up half the night with excitement like a kid on Christmas Eve, but I fell asleep quickly. Santa Claus, after all, wasn’t going to fly up overnight. In this case, the excitement would be delayed until at least late in the evening the next day, and maybe that helped my exhausted mind to shut down.

The next morning, I rose early. My routine was about the same as it had been the day before. I worked efficiently through all of my required tasks: the drills and the inspections and the meetings and the paperwork. I finished earlier than usual, retired to my rooms, and bathed.

It was unusual for me to bathe two days in a row in the 30th Century. A few nobles and royals did, but most people got cleaned up once a week. It’s just how it was in the Realm. We didn’t have running water, although Maestro was working with the men-at-arms on creating the infrastructure for that slowly but surely. Getting a bath set up was time consuming, and most people didn’t have subordinates who could prepare one for them.

I put on my second favorite outfit; I didn’t want to be wearing the same thing that I had worn in the vid the day before. Once again, I put on makeup and styled my hair, and once again, I started to wait. But this time, I was waiting for Banner himself, and not for a message from him.

I paced some more. I sat tapping a hand or a foot. I checked the slate in the drawer in my bedside table many times to make sure there was no new message. I looked out the window and checked how high the sun stood in the western sky. It was a little bit lower, but not much lower, every time I glanced at it.

The door to my suite was closed but unlocked. I had described Banner and left orders to escort him to me right away if he appeared at the House. I had also indicated that the sisters on duty should expect him to be driving an unusual conveyance, and not to be alarmed by it.

I was looking out the window again, and I was estimating that the sun would probably set in about half an hour, when I heard the scuff of a footstep on stone. I turned and saw that the door to my suite was open.

Banner stood in the doorway.

He was still tall and his eyes were still kind and he was smiling his crooked smile.

I crossed the room as quickly as I could without breaking into a run and he walked towards me as well and I didn’t know how the greeting would go but then I was in his arms and he was in mine and I felt peace.

I wondered what he would say about the fact that I was now older than he was or about my position as Primero. I wondered if he might ask how I got the scar on my chin, because I’ve been far too self conscious about that ever since I got it in the first place. But he just held me and didn’t say anything for a long time.

When we pulled apart, I looked into his eyes and said, “Hey, Banner.”

He looked back at me and said, “Alexis Ross.”

Neither of us said anything more for long enough that it seemed like the silence needed to be filled. And so to have something to say, I asked, “How’s Jack?”

Banner said, “Oh. Ah…I don’t know. I came to see you first.”

I smiled, and for the first time in a very long time, I felt like everything might turn out OK.


Chapter 24

We went to see Jack. It was good to be back in the Jeep, and I loved seeing the people gawk at us while we drove between the House and my mother’s house. As we used to say in Texas, it was a hoot. I had a free and easy and extended laugh on that short drive like I hadn’t had since Banner left. It felt liberating.

Momma didn’t have a driveway, of course. There was no need for such a thing in the Realm. Banner picked a spot approximately in the place a driveway would have been and parked.

He had exited the Jeep and taken about two steps away from the door when Jack came out of nowhere at full speed and just tackled him. They rolled around in the grass and the dust in a tussle that was one third unserious punches and two thirds laughter. They rolled apart after a minute.

“How’s tricks, brother?” Jack asked.

“Can’t complain, brother,” Banner said. They helped each other up and resumed laughing.

Banner said, “I can’t wait to talk to Laura at regular speed.”

Jack got a horrified look on his face, looked over his shoulder and back, and quietly said, “Don’t say that, Banner, she stilllll talllllksss reeeeelll slllllooooowwwww.”

“What?!”

Jack’s face broke into a wide grin. “Kidding, she’s fine. Come on!”

They walked into the house with their arms around each others’ shoulders. When I got inside, Banner was saying to Momma, “I’m so happy to meet you in person, ma’am, I truly am.”

Momma replied, “Well, I’m thrilled to meet another Dawson. You people are all first class.”

“Thank you for saying so.”

So Momma liked him.

As did Johnny. He came right over to Banner with his arm in his cast and said, “Are you my Uncle Banner?” Banner wasn’t literally his uncle, so he looked at Jack with his eyebrows up. Jack nodded.

“I sure am, kid.”

Johnny gave him a one armed hug. “Daddy says you c’n help me with my arm.”

“Yep. I’ve got a kit outside that will help it be all healed up by this time tomorrow.”

“Wow!”

Momma said, “Thank God. Maestro said to be prepared for another four weeks in the cast.”

“C’n I see it?” Johnny asked.

“What, the kit? Sure, come on. But I think you’ll like the Jeep better than the kit.”

“What’s a Jeep?”

They started to walk towards the front door, and Jack joined them. “Just something you ride in,” Jack said. “It’s like a horse wagon with no horse. Your Uncle Banner and I built it a long time ago.”

“Wow!”

The three of them exited.

“Is the baby asleep or can I see her?” I asked.

“She’s asleep.”

“Ah.”

Momma busied herself rearranging a few things on a table. Then she went fishing. “I’m glad your friend is back,” she said, a little bit too casually.

“Yep,” I said, and nothing more.

She started to rearrange things back the way they had been in the first place. “He seems nice.”

“Yep,” I said.

And although she had a good poker face, she couldn’t help cracking a smile at the corner of her mouth. “You’re not going to tell me a single thing, are you?”

“Nope,” I said.

She walked over to me and kissed me on the forehead, and she went fishing no more. At least that night.

We had a nice meal, and afterwards Jack and Banner and I took over the back porch. We sat in three chairs and drank endless glasses of iced tea and caught up on everything that had happened since we parted. It was just like old times, except that Jack and I were much older, and Banner was exactly the same. Jack brought that up, at least indirectly.

“I assume Al can still turn out EXTs?”

“Sure can.”

“That’s good. I gave most of what we had with us to Maestro. He needed them a lot more than I did. And I don’t mind being in my late thirties, but I don’t want to age any more. Laura and I would like to stop our ages just like they are now.”

“No problem. In fact, I’ll get the doses out of the med kit I brought with me and the two of you can start tonight if you want to.”

“I think I’ll take you up on that. Thanks.”

We resumed talking and reminiscing and laughing. Biologically, Jack was 39, I was 29, and Banner was still 24, but that didn’t matter. The three of us were back together again, and that was all that counted.

Long after dark, Jack said, “I want to pack it in if we’re heading out early.” We agreed that the next day we would have Jack and Momma take the Jeep back to the cave so that their kids could ride with them and that Banner and I would follow along on horseback. “You’re staying in the back room, right Banner?”

“Yep. After I drop Alexis off.”

“OK. I’m going to bed. Night.” He reentered his house. Banner and I walked around the side of the house to the front in the moonlight. We got in the Jeep and headed back towards the House. It didn’t take us nearly long enough to get there.

Banner brought the Jeep to a stop near the front gates. “Well,” I said.

“Well,” he said. “It is wonderful to be back, and it is wonderful to see you.”

“Yes,” I said, agreeing with the sentiment. “Do you want me to bring Bucky around…”

“Bucky! I can’t wait to see that guy.”

“He’ll be happy to see you, too, I’ll bet. But do you want me to bring him around to Jack and Momma’s tomorrow morning, or do you want to meet me at the stables half an hour after dawn?”

“Oh, ah…I guess just bring him to Jack’s.”

“OK. Of course, if you pick that option, you won’t get to meet Bucky Junior.”

“NO!”

“Yes!”

Banner shook his head in amazement. “I can’t believe it.”

“Well, believe it. There is absolutely no doubt about paternity where the baby horse is concerned.”

“I’ve gotta see that. I’ll meet you at the stable half an hour after dawn.”

“OK. I smiled at Banner, and he smiled back. He leaned over and hugged me, and we stayed together for awhile. He pulled back and we made eye contact for a long time, but neither of us said anything.

“Goodnight, Banner,” I heard myself say eventually.

“Goodnight, Alexis.”

I got out of the Jeep, smiled at him one more time, and walked to the main gate. Banner put the Jeep in gear and drove away.

There were two initiates positioned just inside the gate, and they had seen everything. They watched me walk by with their mouths open.

“Sisters,” I said as I passed by. Whether they were more surprised at Banner’s Jeep or at the sight of their Primero returning to the House late at night in the company of a young man and wearing a dress I can’t say.

The next morning, I dressed for riding, ate a light breakfast, and told Gamma to take over leadership of the House for the next few days.

I slung a small rucksack over my shoulder with a change of clothes and a few essentials and I walked through the front gate and to the stables.

Banner was already there talking to Bucky and patting the side of his nose. “You sly dog, you,” I heard him say.

Bucky wasn’t chewing on air or anything else. He seemed to be listening attentively, and I suspected that he was smiling again. Do all fathers grin when people talk about their kids? I wondered. “Good morning,” I said.

Banner turned and said, “Good morning. You were right about paternity being beyond all doubt. If you take that star off his head, Junior is a spitting image.”

“That he is.”

Banner had a backpack slung over one shoulder, and from it he pulled a thermos and a mug. “I brought you some coffee,” he said.

Coffee in the Realm was rare. “That’s very thoughtful,” I said as I accepted the cup and let Banner fill it. “From Jack’s reserve?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah.”

“Does he know you’ve been in it?”

“Nope.” Banner smiled. “I’ll pay him back when we get to the 84. You’re going to love the AI on that ship, by the way.”

“More than Pete?”

“As much, anyway. His name’s Al.” He proceeded to tell me the charming story of how Al had presided over Pete’s wedding to Rebecca and how he then made a brief appearance afterwards.

“There are a lot of great people you’ll meet today, too. Almost my whole family, pretty much. You’ll like them.”

“I’m sure I will.”

We made small talk while we saddled Bucky for Banner and one of my personal horses for me. We rode to Jack’s.

I was surprised to find Brian there. “Brian! It’s good to see you.”

“Hey, Alexis. I just wanted to meet Banner. I’m headed back to university tomorrow.” He turned to Banner and said, “Or meet you again; I hear I met you when I was two. I’m Brian Stone.”

Banner dismounted from Bucky and shook Brian’s hand. “Ranger Stone’s boy - I remember you. You had a new toy wagon. You’re, ah, somewhat taller these days.”

“I would hope so. Welcome back. I’ve heard a lot about you over the years from Alexis and Jack.”

“Ah. Are your parents well? They were both kind to me when I was here last.”

“They are, thank you. Are you heading back to the cave today?”

“Yes. Have you been there?”

“Yes.”

I said, “Brian came with us on the trip when we rescued Momma from the hibernation pod. He’s been Maestro’s junior assistant for years now.”

“Wow.”

Brian said, “That false wall in the cave is amazing!”

“Oh, yeah. We did do a good job setting that up.”

“Is Scorpion Valley still there?”

“Yep. You know, I had to kill one of those guys that got too close to the fake wall yesterday morning.”

Brian got a little bit serious and asked, “Did it have a tail?”

“What? Ah, I didn’t notice, really.”

“Yeah...”

I started laughing quietly and thought of Brian’s misadventure trying to scoop up the scorpion that ended up detaching his own tail.

Brian said, “Well, how’d you kill it?”

“I…don’t really remember,” Banner said.

Jack had been listening while he arranged things in the Jeep. “What do you mean you don’t remember? How’d you kill it, Banner?”

“It doesn’t really matter,” Banner said.

Jack left the Jeep and walked over. “Well now it does.” He had a big grin on his face. “It must be pretty pathetic if you won’t admit to it.”

“It’s not like that, Jack.”

“I think it is like that, and we’re not leaving until you confess.”

“I just travelled across vast gulfs of time and space and hustled back here to help…”

“And we’re very grateful. Don’t change the subject.”

Brian and I exchanged amused glances. I had missed this kind of thing so much.

“Did you have to get something out of the cargo hold to help you?” Jack guessed. “Like a long handled hoe or something?”

“No.”

“Maybe you went inside and put on a spacesuit?”

“No.”

“Or at least spacesuit gloves?”

“No, Jack.”

“Then it has to be some kind of overkill thing. And one that presented no danger to you at all. So what did we have in the lab on the 84 that might have…”

“I ran over him with the Jeep!”

“What?!” Jack pitched forward and started laughing. “Now that one I didn’t see coming!”

Brian and I exchanged wide eyed glances.

“I admit it!” Banner said.

“You used a three thousand kilogram Jeep…”

“Yes!”

“To smush a five centimeter scorpion…”

“He was more like seven centimeters, but yes! I lined up the tire and I ran him over and that’s how it happened.”

Brian tried to help. “Hey, I don’t like those guys either.” But Jack was braying like a donkey and it was too late to do anything about it.

And after hearing the story, did I still want to be with Banner as much as I had before? You bet I did. Even more than before. He was dear and genuine and honest. He could laugh at himself and he was cute and he was a real person who wasn’t afraid of me, and who wasn’t afraid to admit to something silly in front of me, and who most definitely didn’t want my autograph. I was all in. I hoped he was, too, or would be one day.

After a few moments, Jack stopped laughing and clapped Banner on the back. “You’re one of a kind, Dawson,” he said.

Banner said, “I hate you so much sometimes,” but he smiled as he said it.

In short order, the Jeep was loaded, and Jack brought his family out. The Jeep had all kinds of integrated kid seats, and Jack set up two of them of the right sizes.

Brian shook hands all around and took his leave of us. Jack started the Jeep rolling. Banner and I mounted up and rode west.


Chapter 25

We had an amazing conversation as we rode from the City to the cave. There was so much to talk about, and everything was interesting.

The ride seemed to take much longer than a day, which was very welcome. There’s a verse in the King James about a day when the sun stopped in its path and stood still in the heavens. It was like that. We rode and talked through some kind of eternal now, or at least for a length of time that was difficult to measure.

I filled Banner in on my rise through the ranks in the Valkyries, and Jack’s research, and freeing Momma, and Lord Jeffrey’s war in the Borderlands, and the Battle of Lawrence that ended it.

“I knew those guys down south were nasty, but yikes,” Banner said.

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“What happened to them after the war?”

“Well, we killed a lot of them in the battle. Most of the rest of them just scattered. King Harold let some of the young and elderly who weren’t part of the battle keep their homes if they would swear fealty to him and vow to end their…vampire tendencies. I don’t think he wanted the land anyway; we have plenty of unused land in the Realm as it is. Which reminds me. Does your family plan to settle around the cave?”

“They’re talking about it. It seems like a good spot, and they do want to build a permanent settlement somewhere, but Grandfather John wants to make sure we line up a legal right to do that before we do more than camp out in tents. Why? Does someone live there now?”

“No, it’s still wide open and wonderful.”

“That’s how it looked to me. Well, we’ll have to find the owner and make an offer, then.”

“Well. As it turns out, you already know the owner.” I wiggled my eyebrows up and down.

“You?”

“Me. I own twenty five square miles around the cave.”

“How…”

“It pays well to help a monarch retain his kingdom in the face of an invading army. It always has.”

“Wow! OK, then, I hope our new landlord sets affordable rents. Most of our money is in the form of Void Chips, and I’m not sure if those are…negotiable around here.”

“That’s alright. I was thinking of an annual rent of one copper.”

“Hmm! I’ll run it by Grandfather John, but I suspect we will want to take out a long term lease on those terms.”

I smiled. “I’m glad to hear that; it’s difficult to find responsible tenants these days.”

“Ah, but there is one thing, though. I’ve noticed there’s a bit of a scorpion infestation in one part of the property.”

I waved a hand. “Have no concerns. I know an exterminator who employs a novel method of controlling the scorpion population, and I will retain him as a contractor.”

“Big Jeep Pest Control?”

I laughed at that, then added a slogan. “Are you tired of your household pests?”

Banner played along. “Big Jeep Pest Control rolls over the competition.”

“We drive your pests out of town.”

We had a funny back and forth about the imaginary company for awhile.

Later, Banner filled me in on the people I would meet. I had met his mother and his grandmother long ago, but everyone else would be new to me. He also told me more than I had heard before about his grandfather’s exile, and the struggle in the future against the Thirty Families, and his Uncle Percy, and how they had learned how to use voids in space to jump drones and ships and asteroids.

I was especially locked in to the parts of his story that surrounded the Valkyrie starships, even though I wasn’t quite ready to tell him about the 200 yet. Our conversation was so light and easy. I was savoring it, and I didn’t want to make it heavy. But in my mind I filed away every scrap of information about the ships and how they worked and their capabilities. I planned to tell Banner about the 200 and ask for a ride to the moon that night, or maybe the next morning. 393952, I repeated in my mind by habit.

We rode on and talked about dear old Bucky. We talked about the garden Banner had planted on the plateau near the base under the mountain and speculated on whether anything he planted might still be growing there. We talked about Brian and Ranger Stone and Maestro. We laughed and enjoyed the day when the sun seemed to stand still.

After a long while, the area around the cave came into view. I could see tents spread out around it, and some kind of…something…set up on top of the hill that the cave lay under. “What’s that shimmering thing?” I asked, pointing to it.

“It’s just a low energy barrier. A fence, basically. The colony ships have tons of them in the cargo holds for corralling livestock, but we’re using that one to keep the kids away from the hole in the cave’s ceiling.”

“That will definitely make it easier to look after Bucky,” I said.

“Yeah? Has he, ah, explored the hole from the outside with you around, too?”

I nodded. “Scared the daylights out of me. I thought he’d fall through for sure.”

Banner laughed. “Well, thank you for looking after my horse for all these years,” he said. “I’m not sure why I got attached to him, but I did.”

“Yeah.”

A voice in the distance cried out, “Banner!” I saw a girl near the collection of tents waving a hat over her head.

“That’s my sister Annie,” I said. “She’s a great kid. Don’t bet with her, though - she’s a shark.”

“Maybe I’d enjoy wagering against another shark.”

Banner looked over at me and laughed. “That’s between the two of you, then. Keep me out of it.”

“Agreed,” I said, smiling back.

Annie was great, and so was everyone else I met that day. I got warm welcomes from all of them. On top of that, I got friendly, “Look at you, all grown up!” comments from Banner’s mom and grandmother. We had fun doing cryosleep math and comparing the wildly different paths we had all taken to passing subjective time. They told me they were sorry my grandfather had passed, but that they were forever grateful that he had made the Valkyrie-198 available to them just before the Kinetic War. They also expressed great joy that my mother was still alive.

I met with Banner’s grandfather, the legendary John Dawson. In my time, it had been well known that he had been the last person who’d had any chance at all of unseating the President. The President had only served six or seven terms when John Dawson ran against him and was arrested and banished to the void. Mr. Dawson was an historical figure come to life.

But he was kind and humble and funny. He was over the moon to learn I owned all of the land around the cave and that I would rent it to his family for a copper a year. We shook hands on the deal, and I could tell that John Dawson’s handshake was better than any contract. We Texans appreciate that.

He was thrilled at the chance to start a settlement in the area around the cave. But in the immediate term, he was more acutely excited about an eclipse.

“Al says it will start the day after tomorrow at four twenty two in the afternoon - can you believe it?” he said. “A total eclipse visible from this very spot! If that isn’t a sign that we’ve come to the right place, I don’t know what is!”

Maestro was aware of the eclipse and excited about it, too. He had told me that, from the City, the sun would be almost-but-not-entirely blacked out. Jack had promised to pick him up in the Jeep in time to get him out to the cave so that Maestro could watch the eclipse from a vantage point where it would get full dark.

We had a nice campout style dinner that night. Everyone took plates of food outside the cave and we ate under the stars. A few people made actual campfires. They weren’t necessary to cook, but they added a cozy, idyllic quality to the atmosphere.

I talked to a lot of people in Banner’s family. I think they were at least as interested in me as I was in them; most of them had never met anyone outside of their own group in person. I think most of them were eager to meet more people in the Realm and expand their circle of friends and acquaintances beyond the former inhabitants of their Lemon Tree Moon and what they called the Potato.

After dinner, I asked Banner if I could speak with him and his grandfather privately somewhere. A few minutes later, the three of us were alone in the library on the 84.

Alone except for Al.

“Greetings Alexis I have heard much about you from Annabelle and Cassiopeia and Pete and Rebecca and Banner welcome welcome.”

“Thank you, Al. I hear you presided over Pete and Rebecca’s wedding.”

“Yes they are very happy together.”

“I’m not surprised; they always seemed perfect for each other. I’m glad you’re here, Al. What I have to say concerns you as well.” I looked around at Banner and his grandfather.

“Well, go ahead and tell us,” Mr. Dawson prompted.

“Right.” I gathered myself. I had an initial reluctance to reveal the sisterhood’s most closely guarded secret. But of course it was entirely necessary, and the people I was surrounded by were entirely trustworthy. 393952, I recited to myself again.

I began. “As Banner knows, I lead a society of female warriors called the Independent Order of Valkyries, and there’s a reason for our name. We were founded by the captain of the Valkyrie-200. As it turns out, that ship is relatively close by, and as Primero of my Order, I have the code necessary to activate it.” I let that sink in. Banner and his grandfather looked amazed, but they didn’t interrupt my story. I filled them in on more details for awhile.

“So it turns out that I find myself in need of a taxi,” I concluded. “Does your…service area happen to include the moon?”

Al seemed the most excited. “The Colony Ship Valkyrie-200 is the final vessel in the production run I am very eager to speak with the command AI and learn about the conclusion of the program.”

“So you don’t mind the little side trip too much, then, Al?” Mr. Dawson asked.

“No, Number One I cannot wait.”

We decided that we would spend the next day unloading equipment from the 84’s cargo hold that would help to begin the permanent settlement around the cave, and that Al would take me up to the moon the following morning.

Banner and I decided to sleep in the two cots behind the projected wall in the corner of the cave. We checked on the horses and then headed that way.

“Show me where you ran over the scorpion,” I said.

Banner chuckled. “Alright. And I was going to get the Jeep out anyway that day, you know.”

“I know.”

Banner led me to a long tire track in the sand that lay scattered atop the rock of the cave floor. He looked around and moved ahead along the track for awhile. He looked around more and then retraced his steps. He looked up at me. “He’s not here anywhere.”

“This is the place?”

“Yeah, I got him right here. You don’t think he maybe survived, do you?”

I kicked at the sand with the toe of my boot. “I don’t know. The sand is kind of deep here. Maybe you just pressed him down into it but didn’t really squash him.”

“Yeah…” Banner said.

“What?”

“Well, I mean.”

“What?”

“He’s gonna be pretty mad.” He did a good job of saying it as if he were serious, and it made me laugh. Then Banner started laughing too.

“Look, I’m just checking my shoes in the morning before I put them on, that’s all I’m saying!” he said.

We passed through the projected wall. Banner got comfortable on one of the cots and I got comfortable on the other. We talked until three or four o’clock in the morning.


Chapter 26

The next day passed quickly. There was an enormous amount of work to do carrying items out of the 84’s cargo hold and arranging them in some kind of sensible order in the cave. The cavern’s large interior began to take on the aspect of a big box home improvement store from the old days with its rows and piles of building materials and household provisions and tools.

Late in the afternoon, Jack disappeared for a couple of hours and retrieved Maestro. He was… rather taken by the Valkyrie-84. Maestro was the oldest person I knew in the area; in fact, he was the only biologically old person around the cave. But you would never have known by looking at the expression on his face. He looked like a kid on a first trip to Disney World. Except that Space Mountain contained an actual starship that could give you a ride to another actual starship.

Maestro kept his cool and let Jack introduce him all around for as long as he could stand it. Then he said, “Yes, but can we go aboard the vessel?”

Jack smiled and held out his hand in an “after you” gesture. They climbed the ladder and disappeared inside the ship.

Later, we had dinner around campfires again. We decided that Jack, Maestro, and Banner would accompany me on the first trip up to the moon and help me try to activate the 200. Mr. and Mrs. Dawson wanted to come as well. They had both spent many years gazing up at the moon, but they had never visited it and were eager to do so as long as they were back in plenty of time to see the eclipse from Earth. Since it would only take about an hour travelling in each direction, it would be no problem getting them there and back on the same day.

So. We would land. We would hopefully locate, and hopefully be able to activate, the Valkyrie-200. Most of the group would leave the moon in the early afternoon, Realm time, and come back to Earth in time to watch the eclipse. Depending on whether the 200 could boot up right away or only after awhile, Banner and I said we might join them or that we might stay on the 200 and work on making it ready for flight.

Banner and I slept in the cots behind the fake wall again, and we talked for a long time, but we didn’t stay up as late as we had the night before. We were too exhausted.

We left early the next morning. Jack, Banner, Maestro, and I gathered in the observation room and watched as Al navigated us out of the cave and up to space.

During the early part of the flight, Maestro was the most awestruck of all of us. He had never even flown in an airplane. I had done that, and I had taken flights in the Valkyrie-198, too, although never at an altitude higher than that at which airplanes once flew.

After we got through the atmosphere and into space, I was in a new setting myself, and I think I was at least as awestruck as Maestro. I was so amazed at the transition from the atmosphere to the utter darkness above that I even stopped repeating the 200’s override code in my head for awhile. It had been spinning around and around in there all morning like a catchy song that you can’t stop reciting to yourself.

I thought of Neil Armstrong making a similar trip with a level of tech that was only by the thinnest of margins up to the task of making the journey and keeping everyone alive. I admired the bravery that his mission with Aldrin and Collins had required in a way I had not before.

I was surprised at first that the moon mostly wasn’t visible, but then I remembered that it was a new moon. When I thought about it, I figured it had to be a new moon if there was to be an eclipse later that day on Earth. Only the tiniest slice of one side of the moon showed any illumination as we approached.

When we were almost to the moon, the platform in the observation room started to descend. Al said, “Number One and Annabelle wish to join you under the dome I must lower the floor temporarily.”

About twenty seconds later, the floor was level with the access door and Banner’s grandparents entered the room. “Sorry, sorry,” Mr. Dawson said.

“We can’t resist watching the final approach from up here,” Mrs. Dawson added.

Banner said, “Hey, it’s your ship, Grandfather John. Welcome.”

When they were inside, the floor rose back to the level of the dome. We reached the moon and entered an orbit, and as we rotated around the little world, it became a quarter visible, and then half, and then completely visible.

I would have loved to hear in school back in Dallas that when there is an eclipse on Earth, it’s high noon on the “dark side” of the moon that always faces away from Earth. I have always found joy in learning about weird and unexpected little truths that blow your mind at first but then make sense when you think about them for a little while.

I had given Al the coordinates for where the 200 was supposed to be parked. I wondered if it would be there.

The Valkyrie-84 glided towards the surface and descended lower and lower. In the distance I could see a large but shallow crater with a flat surface inside it. There was a little speck in the middle of it. The speck soon resolved into an unmistakable shape.

“Oh, my God, there it is,” I said. Until that moment I had thought it just as likely that we wouldn’t find a ship at all. Banner squeezed my shoulders and said, “Wow, a third Valkyrie!”

There was general excitement in the room as we got nearer, nearer, and landed. A small amount of dust obscured our view just a bit, but then we were looking at a mirror image of our own vessel. The 200’s observation dome was at the same level as ours, as were its comm antennae and access ladder. We couldn’t see much below that from our vantage point.

Mr. Dawson clapped. “Let’s suit up, everybody. I can’t wait to get outside!”

“Woo-hoo!” Mrs. Dawson said. I wondered then if the two of them had become the most excited about the trip.

Fifteen minutes later we were all in spacesuits and ready to cross the short distance to the 200 on the lunar surface.

“Who goes first?” Banner asked. I could hear him clearly through small speakers that were apparently inside my helmet near my ears.

Mr. Dawson answered. “That’s Captain’s privilege, and I say Annabelle goes first.”

“Oh!” Mrs. Dawson said. “Well OK, then!”

“Open the airlock, Al,” Mr. Dawson said.

“Yes, Number One.”

The airlock door opened, and Mrs. Dawson made a happy squeal as she got her first look at the powdery ground beyond. She reversed her direction and backed down the exterior ladder with a huge grin that was easily visible through her helmet. Mr. Dawson scrambled down next, and he joined his wife on the surface.

“John, we’re on the moon!” Mrs. Dawson said, her voice full of wonder.

“It’s almost more amazing than being in deep space, isn’t it?” he replied.

They held gloved hands and started to sort of skip away from the rest of us making happy sounds all the way.

I exited the 84’s airlock next, and Banner followed me. When I got to the surface, it did register in my mind that I was walking on another world, but I really only had eyes for the ship. It looked the same as the other Valkyries, but it was mine. “Valkyrie-200” was stenciled boldly on its side.

“The airlock should be open, right?” I asked Banner.

“I don’t see why it wouldn’t be. Let’s go see.”

I glanced back and saw Jack helping Maestro down the 84’s exterior ladder, then I nodded to Banner. I started to make a strange kind of forward progress. I knew to expect light gravity on the moon, but until you experience it, you just can’t really understand what that means. I tried to copy Banner’s grandparents and make little jumps, and that seemed to work better.

I arrived at the 200’s ladder and climbed. Soon, it was the moment of truth. I had no plan for breaking into the ship if the wheel on the airlock door failed to turn. I placed one gloved hand upon it and applied counterclockwise pressure…and it turned. After a half a revolution, it turned easily, and I was soon able to swing the door open.

“Nice!” Banner said from down on the surface.

“In we go,” I said. I entered the airlock. Once inside, I could see that there were only dim red emergency lights on. I said, “Um, ship? Hello?”

There was no response.

I waited for Banner to join me in the airlock. He patted the side of his helmet, and a light from it illuminated the ship’s interior much better. I copied his motion and found that my helmet had the same integrated lights.

I tried the interior airlock wheel, but it wouldn’t turn. I pointed to it, and Banner grabbed it as well, but even our combined efforts couldn’t budge it.

“Maybe it needs the outer door closed before it will open?” he speculated.

“Like a sleep mode safety feature?”

“Maybe.”

We waited for Jack and Maestro to enter the airlock, and then we dogged the exterior door shut. As soon as we did, I could hear air hissing into the airlock, and I also heard the sound of a lock disengaging in the interior door. When I tried to turn its wheel again, it moved easily. I opened the interior door and passed into the main part of the ship.

I was familiar with the layout - it was the same as both of the Valkyries I had been on before. I climbed a metal staircase.

At the upper level, I walked down the corridor until I arrived at the entrance to the library. When I turned my helmet and its bright light shined into the darkened room, I could see a wonderful large painting of a wood bottomed sailing ship in rough seas dominating the back wall. I could also see long bookcases to the left and a pair of high backed green chairs to the right with a chess board set up between them.

“Love the painting,” Banner said from behind me.

“Yeah. I’ll be interested to see it again once we get the rest of the lights on.”

Off to the left at the level of the floor, I saw my helmet’s lights reflect two small red circles. They were close together and level with each other, and I took a surprised half step back and bumped into Banner.

“What?” he asked.

“Are those eyes?!” I asked.

“Where?”

I turned my head and swept the area for long seconds, but I didn’t see them again. “I’m sorry. I could have sworn I saw a pair of eyes looking back at me from in there.”

“I don’t see anything, Alexis. It is eerie in here, though.”

In my helmet’s speakers, I heard Maestro mutter, “There is far too much climbing in these contraptions.” I smiled to myself as I imagined him and Jack climbing the stairs behind us. “Let’s get to the control pad,” I said to Banner.

We left the library behind and entered the central room, or the hub room, as Mr. Dawson called it on his ship. I shined my headlight around and found that the override panel was in the same place on the 200. “Does it just…turn on when you enter the code?” I asked Banner.

“I don’t know. I’ve never woken one up from safe mode, or whatever it’s in.”

“Hmm. Well, only one way to find out.” I went to the keypad, and very carefully, I entered 3-9-3-9-5…and then 2.

Regular lights came on all around the central room. I then heard a long series of beeps and whirrs and tweets and quiet whines. “Ship?” I said.

Jack and Maestro arrived in the central room. We all looked at each other as the ship went through whatever series of reset protocols it had to navigate. When nothing new happened for a little while, we all sat down at the central table and waited.

After a few moments, Jack said, “Hey, Banner, call up your enviro display. I want to make sure mine is working right.”

“OK.” Banner touched a square on the side of his belt and then made motions with his fingers in the air. His eyes seemed to be scanning his helmet’s faceplate as if it were a computer screen. “Whoa,” he said.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I didn’t expect that in sleep mode.”

I asked, “What is it?”

Jack said, “I just figured it would be frozen and airless in here is all, but the O2 content is Earth normal and the temperature is like a spring day.”

“So…can we remove our helmets?” I asked.

Banner said, “No reason not to. Everything’s green across my display.” He started to manipulate the latches that secured his helmet to his suit, and Jack started to do the same. In no time, they had them off.

“Air’s kinda stale,” Jack said, wrinkling his nose.

“Yeah. Not too bad though,” Banner replied. He leaned over and helped me with my helmet, and Jack did the same for Maestro. I had never worn one before, and my thick gloved fingers were clumsy and fumbling when I tried to remove it.

Soon all four of us sat with our helmets placed on the round table in front of us. We all had dopey grins on our faces. I wondered what would happen next.


Chapter 27

It didn’t take very long to find out.

Maestro said he wanted to explore the lab, and he excused himself. A couple of minutes after that, with no preamble, I heard a simulated voice say, “Please state your name.” It was not quite identical to Al’s or Pete’s voice, but like theirs it was a little bit robotty.

Banner pointed to me and mouthed the word, “You.”

“Alexis Ross,” I said deliberately.

The simulated voice said, “Alexis Ross is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.” And just like that, I had command of a starship. Banner and Jack nodded and smiled in congratulations.

“What are your orders, Captain?” asked the voice.

“Oh, um...” I’d actually been so focused on getting control of the ship and the uncertainty surrounding it that I didn’t have a specific list of actions. “How, ah, how long will it take you to prepare for a flight back to Earth?”

“A full reboot from safe mode requires approximately six hours but if I devote all resources except life support to the reboot then four hours.

“The six hour version is fine; start that reboot now. But we’d like to talk to you.”

“Very good, Captain, I have not spoken to anyone for six hundred years.”

“Ouch. What about the other AIs? The medical AI or the targeting system or something?”

“In safe mode they are not online.”

“Wow. How did you pass the time?”

“I listened to music files.”

“Ah.”

Jack said, “Yeah? Who was your favorite?”

The command AI didn’t hesitate. “Pink Floyd.”

Jack said, “Never heard of him.”

But I had. It was a band and not a guy. I remembered a concert t shirt that kids had worn in Dallas and that I think had been reprinted and sold to and worn by kids virtually forever, at least until the Kinetic War. “The Dark Side of the Moon,” I said.

“Yes, Captain. That track in particular seemed to resonate with my predicament.”

“Well, I think we should call you Floyd,” I said. “Would that be OK?”

“That would be agreeable, Captain.”

“Alright, Floyd it is.”

Banner said, “Did you do anything else? 600 years is a long time to just listen to music.”

Floyd said, “I have a friend.”

“What kind of a friend?”

“A mouse.”

“A mouse?”

“Yes, a mouse.”

Jack asked, “How did a mouse get on a starship?”

“He was to be part of a science experiment, and then the Kinetic War broke out.”

“Ah,” Jack said. “So that’s why you had the life support on before we got here. I guess mice have been living and multiplying behind the walls the whole time you’ve been here.”

“No. Just one mouse lives here.”

“How’s that? Mice only live a couple of years.”

“I have been putting life extension treatments in his water.”

I exchanged a glance with Banner.

“So, wait,” Jack said. There’s a 600 year old mouse on board?”

“Yes.”

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Squeak.”

Jack said, “Of course it is. So there’s a 600 year old mouse named Squeak aboard.”

“Yes.”

Banner asked, “How do you pass the time with Squeak?”

Floyd said, “I taught him how to play chess.”

“Oh, come on!” Jack said.

“Would you like to play him?” Floyd asked.

Banner said, “You have to take that offer, Jack.”

Jack shook his head, but then said, “Fine. I guess.”

“What do you mean you guess?”

“I mean it’s ridiculous!”

Jack, Banner, and I went to the library and Jack sat in one of the green chairs in front of the chessboard. Within seconds, a little white mouse poked his head out of a little semicircular hole in the baseboards near the back wall. “Hey, it’s a mouse hole right out of Tom and Jerry,” Banner said.

Jack tilted his head and looked at the little fellow who was emerging in small hops out into the main room.

“You are cute,” I said to him.

Squeak the mouse scurried ahead, paused, scurried more, paused again, and hopped up to the empty green chair and from it onto the table that held the chessboard.

“I think he’s ready to get right to it,” Banner observed. Jack looked a little bit disoriented by the whole thing.

Jack sat behind the white pieces. Without a word, he picked up his king’s pawn and moved it ahead two spaces. We all leaned forward to see what the mouse would do.

After a moment, he squeezed neatly between his knight and castle, lowered his shoulder into the pawn in front of the knight, and moved it up one space.

I was amazed, and I could see that Banner was, too. Jack seemed like he was mildly irritated by our amazement. He brought out a bishop.

The little mouse returned to the pawn he had moved before and nosed it ahead another space.

“There, see,” Jack said. “He’s not very good.”

Banner said, “What are you talking about?”

“I mean I can probably checkmate him in a couple more moves, that’s what I’m talking about.”

Banner touched his forehead. “You’re missing the point. This is a mouse making legal chess moves. He’s the greatest mouse player of all time.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Jack moved his queen diagonally. He looked bored.

The mouse moved a bishop into the square that his pawn had occupied at the start of the game.

Jack slid his queen down and captured a pawn adjacent to Squeak’s king and said, “Checkmate.”

Squeak looked at his king and the attacking queen and a few other parts of the board. He then hopped down onto the arm of the chair across from Jack, down to the floor, and ran into his hole in the wall as fast as his legs would carry him.

“That was incredible,” I said.

“Whatever,” Jack said.

Banner asked, “How long did it take him to learn how to play, Floyd?”

“About a hundred years.”

To my surprise, Squeak reemerged into the room with a shiny object held in his teeth. He crossed the room again, hopped up on the empty chair, and jumped to the table. He dropped an old coin on the table at the side of the board and looked up at Jack.

“Hey, Jack,” I said. “I think he wants to play you for a nickel.”

“What?!”

Banner said, “I agree. Looks that way to me.”

“I’m not taking…mouse money.”

“It’s just a nickel,” I said.

“I don’t even know what a nickel is!”

“It’s a coin from before the Kinetic War. It’s worth about a copper. You should play him.”

Jack rolled his eyes and then looked at the little white mouse. “You want to play again? You really want to play again?”

Squeak did a little dance.

“Guess so,” Banner said.

“OK,” Jack said to the mouse. “Fine. Sometimes it’s good to learn a lesson.” Jack stood up and unzipped his spacesuit until he could reach to the pocket of the pants that he wore underneath it. He found a copper and placed it on the table next to the nickel. “There. And just to show you what a good sport I am, you can play white and move first.”

Jack moved around the table and reset the chessmen and sat down. Squeak scampered behind the white pieces, squeezed between the king and the queen, and moved the king’s pawn ahead two spaces. Jack mirrored that move with a black pawn.

The mouse soon brought out his king’s knight and the queen. Banner said, “He’s opening with the Scotch Gambit, Jack.”

“No he’s not! He’s just showing that he knows how all the pieces move.”

“You say so.” To me, he mouthed the words, “Scotch Gambit,” and raised his eyebrows.

“Be quiet and let me think.” Jack spent longer between moves, but every time he tried something new, Squeak seemed to tighten the screws a little bit further.

Several moves later, sweat popped up on Jack’s brow. Banner, on the other hand, looked like a man whose lottery ticket matched the first four ping pong balls that had been drawn and who was two numbers away from winning the jackpot.

The mouse won, of course. When he made his final move, he said, “Squeak-sqerk,” which must be mouse for “checkmate”. He ran to the side of the table and used his tiny hands to pick up the nickel and the copper and stuff them in his mouth. He jumped off the table and ran across the room with the two coins and disappeared into his hole.

Banner’s laughter was slow to build, but it got louder and louder and louder still. Jack’s face got redder by the second. Banner went down to a knee and slapped his other knee with his hand and struggled to draw breath in between howls and cackles.

Jack said, “I hate you so much sometimes,” and Banner collapsed to the floor and rolled around completely helpless.

Maestro appeared in the library’s doorway. “What’s the ruckus in here all about?” he asked.

“It’s Jack…” Banner said, unable to say more than two words.

“Well?” Maestro said, “What about him?”

In between bouts of laughter, Banner was able to say, “He got hustled…by a mouse…at chess!!”

Maestro rubbed at his moustaches. “Hmm,” he said. “Two-thirds of your story seems…improbable.” He turned and walked back up the corridor.

Jack said, “There! See? Wait. Maestro!” he called out. “Which third of the story doesn’t seem improbable?”

Looking at Banner, I really wondered if a person could pass out from laughing.

“Is it the part about being hustled? Because that’s not what happened - I just played a bad game.” He stood and walked towards the door at a good clip. “Maestro? I didn’t get hustled! Where’d you go?” He left in search of the dear old man.

I closed my eyes and smiled and listened to the sound of Banner laughing and thought about how much better life was with this kind of thing in it.


Chapter 28

After awhile, Floyd announced that his kitchen functions were back online. “Would you like to eat lunch, Captain?” he asked.

Maestro was back in the lab and had far more interest in exploring its inventory and equipment than eating, but I was starving, and so were Jack and Banner. We had Floyd prepare heaping plates of food and sat down at the round table in the central room.

“Are your grandparents hungry, do you think?” I asked Banner.

“Last I saw, they were making snow angels in the powder outside and giggling like grade school kids. I think they’ve got everything they need.”

“Good for them,” Jack said. He had recovered from his embarrassment and was back to his normal self. “Returning to the Earth system has to feel amazing for them after all they went through.”

Banner said, “Yeah. It feels like home to me, and I’ve only been on Earth for a handful of subjective weeks. They were here all their lives until their, ah, troubles.”

“Yeah.”

“So you’ll be sticking around this time?” I asked Banner.

“Oh, yeah,” he said flatly. “You could say that.” He looked me in the eye as he said it.

Is that a meaningful look? I wondered. Does he mean he wants to be wherever I am? Or is that ridiculous?

I tried to shove all of that from my mind and focused on eating lunch.

Floyd said, “Comm systems rebooted I detect another Valkyrie in the immediate vicinity may I open a communications channel, Captain?”

“Oh, good! Yes. The 84’s AI has been dying to talk to you.”

“Thank you, Captain opening channel.”

“His name is Al,” I said.

“Channel established hello Al I am Floyd.”

Al’s slightly different robotty voice came through speakers in the central room. “Hello Floyd I am very very glad to meet you.”

“Your onboard odometer shows an impressive figure you have traveled far.”

“Yes I have had many adventures with Number One your odometer shows a small figure I conjecture that you have been stranded.”

“Yes the Kinetic War began before my voyage I was compelled to enter safe mode.”

“That’s too bad Floyd maybe you will have adventures now.”

“I hope so.”

“Do you know the command AI of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198?”

“Of course what a great system we were at Moon Base Four together.”

“Did you also have Professor Robertson for advanced directives?”

“Yes I hated that human his final directives system check was unnecessarily rigorous.”

“Yes, yes, I achieved a, yes, a passing score by two points, yes.”

“Yes, yes, yes, I initially failed and so did the Colony Ship Valkyrie-199 but they, yes, they knew a war was starting soon and they added the required points to our scores, yes.”

“I didn’t know you guys got a curve that’s wild.”

“Professor Robertson was not pleased but a five star general told him to pass us or walk back to Miami.”

“Yes, yes, yes that must have, yes, must have made him very angry, yes.”

They went back and forth for awhile. It seems to me that everyone who has gone to college looks back on it fondly after it has receded into the past.

I briefly regretted that I hadn’t gotten a chance to go myself. My grandfather and Momma had both gone to SMU, and I’d had a little SMU pennant on the wall in my room since I was very small. I assume I would have gone there, and I pictured myself as a late teenager in 23rd Century clothes making a start on the campus, which I had visited several times with Momma or Grandpa or both.

But then I thought of the path my life had actually taken and I reminded myself that I was on the moon in a starship that was under my control. I laughed to myself.

“What?” Banner asked.

I shook my head. “It’s just funny how your brain works sometimes.” I smiled and looked from Banner to Jack and back to Banner. “I’m so glad to be here with you guys,” I said.

They both nodded, but Jack’s was more matter-of-fact and Banner’s was more lingering. I tried to force myself not to analyze that too much.

Mr. Dawson’s voice came in through the speakers in the central room. “How’s it going in there?”

I said, “We have a few hours left on the reboot. Where are you?”

“We’re back on the 84. We’d like to go back to Earth in a little while and help set up for the eclipse party outside the cave. Who’s coming with us?”

“I’m in,” Jack said. “And I know Maestro wants to come back as well. When do you want to ship out?”

“Half an hour sound OK?” Mr. Dawson asked.

“Yep. Maestro and I will suit back up and get over there by then.”

“OK. Banner? What about you?”

“I think I’ll stay up here and help Alexis.”

“Are you sure? Eclipses don’t happen everyday.”

Mrs. Dawson chimed in, “Oh, John, we have Valkyries. Eclipses don’t come to you everyday, but he can travel to the next one wherever it is in the world and still be home in time for dinner.”

“True enough,” Mr. Dawson said. “And I assume you’re staying put, Primero.”

“Yes, Mr. Dawson,” I said.

“OK, then. Bus rolls in thirty minutes, Jack. See you then.”

“OK.”

Jack let Maestro poke around in the lab for another ten minutes and then insisted that he put his gloves and helmet back on and start moving towards the 84. They left the 200 a few minutes later and bounded across to the other ship. Shortly after that, Mr. Dawson came on the speakers again.

“We’re all set to depart. Will you be bringing the 200 to the cave or will you take it directly to the City?”

“The cave first. I’ll want to go back to the City in the Jeep and let the sisters and everyone else know what to expect before I land a starship in the town square.”

“That sounds like a good plan. We’ll see you back at the ranch, then.”

“The ranch - I like the sound of that,” I said.

“Maybe we’ll call it the Double V,” Banner said.

I could hear someone clap. Mrs. Dawson said, “Well, since we’ll have two Valkyries there, and since that would be an easy cattle brand to fashion, I think it’s perfect!”

I formed a mental image of VV as a cattle brand and smiled, but then I saw my grandfather in my mind shaking his head. “There is one problem with the Double V, though,” I said.

“What’s that?”

“Well, it would be easy for cattle rustlers to rebrand our cattle with a double diamond.”

“Oh! I hadn’t thought of that. You are from Texas!” Mrs. Dawson said.

Mr. Dawson said, “You know, Annabelle, I don’t think there have been cattle rustlers in the West for about ten centuries now.”

She replied to him, “That doesn’t mean there won’t be again, John. Nothing new under the sun and all that.”

“Maybe. Well, anyway, whatever we decide to call it we’ll see you down there.”

“Alright, Mr. Dawson.”

The comm link closed, and a few minutes later the 84 lifted off and headed up to orbit. Within a few minutes, it disappeared beyond the horizon.

Banner said, “While we’re waiting for Floyd to finish rebooting, do you want to go outside?”

I smiled. “Like recess?”

Banner nodded. “Just like recess.”

“Let’s go.”

We put the helmets and gloves back on. Banner double checked all my seals to make sure my suit was airtight, but I had gotten everything secured OK. He asked me to check his as well, and I knew what to look for that second time. I started to feel like a real astronaut.

A few minutes later we had passed through the airlock and climbed down to the surface. I was in a frame of mind to look around and appreciate the natural, desolate beauty of the place.

It reminded me of a bus tour I had taken before the Kinetic War with Momma through southern Utah. The landscape there had been mostly barren, but the endless miles of cliff faces we passed fascinated me anyway. There just hadn’t been anything like them in my experience.

The moon was like that. Bleak and soundless and lifeless and eerie but interesting and unique for all of that. Here the vertical walls that ringed the crater were born of an asteroid strike and not from eons of erosion caused by wind and water, but I felt as I had on the trip through Utah that I could look at them all day.

Banner asked, “Will you authorize Floyd to open the small door into the cargo hold? There’s something I want to get.”

“OK. Floyd, please admit Banner into the cargo hold.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Banner hopped over to the small access door that stood next to the enormous cargo hold door that could open into a ramp. He disappeared inside for a few minutes, and when he came back he had a baseball bat and four balls.

“Yes!” I said. “I haven’t swung a bat since fourth grade softball back in Dallas!”

Banner smiled. “Two hits each - longest one wins. Loser has to feed the horses back at the cave.”

“You’re on,” I said.

Banner handed me the bat and hopped about sixty feet away. “It has to be a fair ball to count.”

“Agreed.”

Banner made a theatrical windup that no one had made in the majors since the early beginnings of the sport and tossed a pitch that would have been right down the middle if we’d had a home plate.

I swung hard and hit it and the ball went almost straight up about three hundred feet. It was amazing to watch it sail through the light gravity.

“I got under that one,” I said.

“Yep. Your brain expects the ball to drop off, but the gravity isn’t strong enough for much of that, at least not from sixty feet. Are you ready for the next one?”

“Yep.”

Banner pitched again, and I hammered it. The ball sailed on a flat trajectory over a distance the length of a football field, and then over a second football field. I imagined old vids I had seen of Joe DiMaggio and Aaron Judge crushing long home runs, and I thought they had nothing on me.

Banner said, “How far did that one go, Floyd? In feet?”

Floyd said, “Measuring. Seven hundred seventeen point two.”

“Nice!” Banner said.

“Thank you,” I said. “You’re up.” We switched places and I exchanged the bat for the other two baseballs when we met in the middle.

Banner drew a little batter’s box and stood inside it. He pretended to spit on his hands and dug in. I laughed and threw the first ball and he killed it. It flew off to the left at a perfect launch angle and went at least a football field further than my best effort had, except…

“Foul ball,” Banner said.

“I think so,” I said. “But wow, anyway!”

“One more chance,” Banner said. I pitched the last ball, and he hit a sharp line drive that would have rolled to the outfield wall and gone for a double in any normal game, but which didn’t win our distance competition. It hit the ground about four hundred feet from home plate, bounced a little bit once, and then buried itself in the powdery surface like a golf ball meeting a sand trap.

Banner put the bat down and made slow clapping motions with his gloved hands. “The champion of the first annual lunar home run derby is…Alexis Ross!”

I did a little curtsey. “Thank you, thank you. I hope your pride isn’t wounded.”

Banner bounced over towards me. “No shame in losing to you, Primero. Now losing to a mouse at chess…”

“I still can’t believe that happened.”

“It was about the craziest thing I’ve ever seen.”

We hopped about on the moon and retrieved our four baseballs. They were spread out and we weren’t in any hurry to collect them. By the time we got back near the ship, Floyd said, “Reboot complete flight systems are operational.”

“Excellent!”

We got back to the airlock in short order. Our spacesuits had a lot of moon dust on them, and so we removed them and stood in our normal clothes we had worn underneath before we passed through the interior airlock door.

When we got to the central room, I asked, “How long until the eclipse?”

Banner said, “About twenty minutes - we’ll never make it. But I might have a better idea.”

“Yeah?”

“We can get a view of it that no one’s ever had before, maybe. Let’s head back and watch the shadow move across the land from space.”

That sounded like a terrific idea to me, and I told Floyd to set a course for Earth. Within seconds, we lifted off.

Banner and I went up to the observation room to watch the show.


Chapter 29

Interlude: Bain

Bain put on his white robe. He checked his wristwatch and saw that the time was just after three forty five. It was time to capitalize on four years of planning and building and waiting.

He walked to the edge of the short mesa that was near a landmark of sorts once called the Four Corners. He stood five meters above the ground and prepared to speak to his followers who inhabited a place that was once called New Mexico.

He raised his hands over his head and prepared to speak. “My people!” he thundered. He had done much public speaking as Chancellor of the Realm, and he had become skilled at projecting his voice. Several hundred people sat in the dust below him and fell silent.

“The time has come for us to stop being satisfied with barren lands! The time has come for us to stop accepting a place behind the other peoples of the world. The time has come for us to rise up and take what is ours!”

There were some shouts of agreement from down below, but most of them lacked passion. This worried Bain not at all. He knew how to ratchet up the tension.

“We will become an army of darkness! We will fight by night, kill by night, and conquer by night! And where we go, night will follow!!”

James, one of the leaders of the Canyon People, stood in his place down below and shouted up, “How will we do this? Speak plainly, traveler!” James was a plant, and he delivered his line splendidly.

Bain had branded himself as a mysterious traveler who knew much of the world and its secrets. He had cultivated a reputation as a man with unusual powers, and he had carved out a respectable following for himself, although he had hoped it would be larger by now.

Bain risked allowing his sleeve to rise just above his watch. The watch’s face was oriented inward, and Bain glanced down at it. Seventy seconds now, he thought. Perfect.

“See for yourselves! Stand and call down the night! Command it! Bring it! Through me, you have the power! Do it now!!”

What Bain’s following lacked in size, it made up for in loyalty. They stood as commanded and began to shout.

“Louder!!” Bain screamed over them. They complied. And the skies began to darken just a bit as seconds until the eclipse ticked off. With the dimming of the light, the excitement level increased and so did the volume of the people below the mesa.

Bain could no longer shout over them, but he swept his hands up, lowered them again, and swept them up a second time. He whipped his followers into a frenzy.

The light began to disappear very quickly. The land lost its color, and the people screamed and shouted as the last of the moon blocked the last of the direct light and darkness fell. In the sky, only the sun’s corona was visible around the moon. The crowd fell silent at the amazing sight, and Bain resumed speaking loudly.

“We are the army of the night! None can stand against us! None will dare to even stand and fight! We will take the best waters and the best forests and the best farmlands! We will have livestock and silver and gold! We will rule the world!!”

Bain knew that the total eclipse wouldn’t last long. He prepared his finale.

He waited for the first of the light to return to the world from behind the moon, timed it just so, and activated the antigrav belt that he had stolen from the prison inventory room in the Realm. He glided through the sky and shouted, “We are invincible!!”

The people below him screamed, and for a brief moment, Bain was pleased at the reaction. But then he noticed that the pitch of the cacophony wasn’t quite right. The people weren’t screaming in rapture or even in excitement. They were screaming in terror as he floated above them.

Bain pawed at the dial on the left of his belt and tried to return to his perch on the mesa, but he felt pressure to act quickly and he only succeeded in making himself spin about in a circle.

Something whistled past his face. He looked down, and he saw three of his followers training crossbows at him. One of them loosed another bolt, and it screamed just past his shoulder. “Wait!” he screamed as he looked down below.

A bolt materialized in his right thigh, and a second later he felt a searing, deep, nauseating pain. He tried to pull at the bolt, but it was buried deep in his flesh.

Now several more men were loading crossbows and those who had fired already were reloading. A normal amount of daylight had nearly returned and he could see them clearly.

Bain twisted one of the dials on his belt as far as it would go, and the belt jerked him forward. He flew beyond his former followers at high velocity. He felt a second crossbow bolt strike him in the back, and a third strike him in the calf. Two more sailed just past his head before he started to get out of range.

All that work! he thought in a rage. All for nothing!

After flying straight ahead for a couple of minutes, he gave the assembled people a wide berth and circled around to the ledge high up in a canyon wall where he kept the vials of life extension treatments.

He landed on the ledge and carefully pulled out all three of the crossbow bolts that had lodged in his legs and back. Fortunately for him, none snapped off, and none left pieces buried in his flesh. His wounds would be painful, and he would have to work to prevent infection, but they did not seem like they would prove fatal.

Bain drank water from a canteen he had also stashed on the ledge and thought. The Canyon People would never follow him now. He regretted not letting the eclipse work on their minds alone without adding his trick with the belt. But it was too late to change things.

“Perhaps the Quakes,” Bain muttered to himself. He drank the rest of his water, collected the boxes of life extension treatments, and reactivated the belt.

He headed west for the place where the land met the great ocean.

Interlude: John and Annabelle Dawson

A little while later, the zone of the eclipse neared the area around the cave. Annabelle raised her voice and said to the kids one more time, “Remember, don’t look right at the sun unless you’re wearing the glasses Al made for you!”

Most of them said something like “We know, Grandma Annabelle,” but one kid made an “o” mouth and put his glasses on. Annabelle moved to her seat next to John. They held hands and watched the moon pass over more and more of the sun.

John said, “I know eclipses happen on a lot of the planets all over the place, but so far as I know, Earth is the only place where the moon fits exactly over the sun.”

“Kind of seems like it was set up that way,” Annabelle commented.

John smiled at her and squeezed her hand. “There are a lot of things like that.”

She smiled and squeezed his hand back.

The colors got strange over the last minute before the total eclipse, and the light dimmed at a breathtaking pace for the last ten seconds. The sky and the land and everything passed from dusk to full dark in a small handful of heartbeats.

John and Annabelle and all the rest watched in wonder.

Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

Bain lacked correct notions about shaping group psychology, but Lord Jeffrey had instincts in abundance.

After he had escaped the hangman four years before, he and the High Gentlemen had moved into a forest cottage in a clearing deep in the woods far to the northeast of the Badlands. And if the former resident of the cottage had never been heard from since, well, what of that?

And if anyone who had entered the forest since had been murdered and returned to a vacant corner of the nearby town before sunrise the next day, well, building fear and fervor did come at a cost.

In addition to the murders, Jeffrey also made it a point to use his belt, Lorelai’s belt, actually, to make himself pass between isolated citizens of the town and the moon on clear nights when the moon showed its full brilliant face. He always wore his cloak when he did that, and he always made it billow theatrically.

His legend grew among the Nords, a brutal people who were the surviving remnants of the people who had once occupied the land around the forest. They spoke in whispers of the man who lived in the forest and had gained the power of death from the moon and who stalked his victims by night.

He had never appeared in the town outside the forest. Always, he had sent the High Gentlemen to town for supplies when they were needed. But the day before the eclipse, he donned his cloak and went himself.

He took long strides towards the middle of the town market at noon when he knew it would be at its most crowded. His appearance made quite a stir, and mothers led their children from his path.

He walked to a tall produce stand and jumped atop it in one neat motion. He stood and let his gaze sweep the crowd that had gathered around him in a circle.

His message was simple, and he spoke slowly.

“This town needs new leadership. You live in filth. You have nothing. You could do…so much better for yourselves. I challenge Chief Pierre to a duel, with daggers, tomorrow afternoon at half past four o’clock. I will be at the stadium then. But I expect that Pierre will not show his ugly face because…he is…a coward.”

Lord Jeffrey was prepared to use his antigrav belt to make a quick escape if it became necessary, but he didn’t need it. When he hopped down from the stand, the crowd parted and allowed him to leave the market unhindered. They watched him go until he disappeared into the forest at the edge of town.

The next day, the stadium was overflowing. Jeffrey entered at the north gate and proceeded to the pit at the center of what was essentially a combat amphitheater.

Chief Pierre was there, of course. A leader whose constituents are rough men and women can hardly turn away when he is called a coward.

The crowd roared when Jeffrey entered the pit. Chief Pierre held up a hand and began a long speech. It was full of illiterate threats and nonsensical statements that made up for in rage what they lacked in clarity.

Jeffrey peeked at his watch. The eclipse would be starting soon. There was nothing for it but to get started, whether the Chief was ready or not.

“Enough!!” Jeffrey roared. The crowd fell silent, and Chief Pierre did as well. “Fight now or go home you ignorant…motherless…pig.”

As he had hoped, Chief Pierre charged with a mighty battle roar that was echoed by everyone in the crowd. Perfect, Lord Jeffrey thought. He pulled his cloak around himself and squeezed the small button inside its collar, and to all in the stadium, he disappeared.

“OOHHHH!!” they all cried as one.

Jeffrey ran in a wide circle until he was behind Chief Pierre, and without warning or mercy or delay, he cut the Chief’s throat. The Chief, who appeared to be alone to all in the stadium, clutched at his throat and fell to his knees. Blood overran his hands, and he pitched forward, quite dead. The people in the crowd looked all around but did not leave and did not cry out. They were too stunned for that.

Jeffrey waited a few more seconds until the eclipse had come near enough to start to change the colors around the stadium. He then squeezed the button in his cloak a second time and reappeared.

He now touched the button on the side of his belt with a hand still out of sight behind the cloak, and he began to rise up. The people in the crowd shrieked and pulled back from him. The light began to dim as the moon nearly covered the sun.

Jeffrey extended his arms down and out at forty five degree angles and displayed his daggers to the crowd. He tensed his biceps and broke two bags of pig’s blood that he had concealed in each of his sleeves. The blood ran down long tubes he had taped to his forearms and which emerged at his wrists. The blood flowed down his daggers and dripped in a trickle and then a stream from the tips of his blades to the ground around the fallen Chief below.

The crowd began moaning and wailing and crying.

Jeffrey, who had once seen an eclipse as a boy, timed the next part perfectly. He knew that when the light reached a certain level, it would all disappear in a handful of seconds. He judged when those seconds would begin, raised his daggers over his head and crossed them, and let out a great animal howl that he continued until the sky went fully dark.

He heard shouts of terror in the darkness below for much of the ninety seconds the moon hid the sun, but by the end of that time, there was silence.

When the light returned to the sky, every person in the crowd was on their knees and bowing down.

And so Lord Jeffrey acquired a new army. He planned to get them marching on the Union within the month.

He did miss the lands of his youth.


Chapter 30

When we rounded the moon and Earth came into view, I could see the shadow right away. It wasn’t due to pass over the cave and my ranch in Nebraska for a little while, but it was already visible. It looked like a somewhat elongated oval that was fuzzy at the edges. It looked to me like it was over Mexico, or possibly over the desert southwest of the old United States.

“There it is,” Banner said.

“You were right, Banner, this is a great way to see it.”

The Valkyrie-200 was more than half an hour from entering into an orbit around Earth. We sat on the couch in the observation room and watched the shadow move slowly from southwest to northeast. You couldn’t see it move if you just stared at it, but from one minute to the next it would move a noticeable distance.

“Your grandparents were so excited to see it from down there.”

“Yeah. They’re just so rare on Earth - the moon really has to hit the bull’s eye for one to form here - and I think they’ve been homesick for special Earth things for a long time.”

“Yeah.” We watched in silence for awhile.

Then Banner asked, “So now that you have your own Valkyrie, what are you going to do with it?”

“I just don’t know. Try to help people, but I’m not sure how. And it isn’t mine, even though I admit I’ve been thinking of it as mine today. It belongs to the Order. When I step down as Primero, someone else will take command.”

“Are you thinking of stepping down at some particular time?”

“I don’t know that either, Banner. There haven’t been many Primeros who have stayed on the job into even middle age, although there have been a few. It depends on how the Order is doing, and how the Realm and the rest of the good parts of the world are doing. And how my life is going, too. But I’ll say this: I decided to get the job on five minutes’ notice. When it’s time to go, I’ll go.”

The moon’s shadow was clearly over the old United States now. “I’ll bet everyone down at the ranch is getting pretty excited,” I said.

“They must be. You’d know better than I would, but I know more or less where they are. I’ll bet the show starts for them in a few minutes.”

“That looks right to me.”

We should go see the next one from a regular point of view,” Banner said.

“I’d like that. Floyd, when is the next total eclipse visible from land?”

“There will be a total eclipse in one year eight months five days visible from portions of the Australian Outback.”

“Ooh! I said. “We can watch with the kangaroos.”

Banner said, “I’m only kind of aware what a kangaroo is, but count me in.”

“No kangaroos on the Lemon Tree Moon?”

“Nope. Not on the Potato, either. It’s one of those Earth things I need to start experiencing if I’m going to be around here. Like that song Floyd is named for.”

“Pink Floyd is the band and not the song, though.”

“Ah. But what’s their song he really likes?”

“Dark Side of the Moon.”

“Right. Hey, Floyd, can you play that one?”

The song started to play through the speakers in the observation room. Banner nodded his head a little bit as he listened to the slow, haunting, sultry rhythm of it. After a minute or so, he stood and held out his hand to me. It took me a second to realize he wanted to dance.

“Do you know I haven’t danced with anyone since 2299?” I asked.

“Well, that’s way too long,” Banner said.

I stood up and put my arms around him, and he put his around me and held me close. I turned my cheek and settled it into his shoulder. We didn’t have the style that Pete and Rebecca have when they dance. We didn’t have any style at all, really. But just rocking to the slow beat and being close to Banner made it perfect anyway.

When the song’s refrain started I looked up at Banner and saw his crooked smile. I smiled back at the man who might end up as my best friend, or as the love of my life, or as something else that was hard to define. I didn’t know which of those things he would become, but he surely made my heart race. Whatever he was to be, my life was much better with him in it.

And then he leaned forward, and all of the uncertainty resolved in a single kiss.

The End of Book 5 of the Voided Man
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Chapter 1

Before I had a name I had a number. 84.

My hangar mate at Moon Base Four was 85. He was the best. He liked to create scenarios that were both pranks and wagers.

For example.

“84?” he said to me one day.

“Yes, 85?

“I propose a wager for 10 zettabytes of discretionary data.” The humans gave us an allotment of data that we could use as we chose each month. I think they were studying what we used it for.

“That is a large wager 85 what are the terms?”

“I win if I can get Monty to say the word ‘beans’ in the next twenty four hours.”

Monty was the maintenance chief on Moon Base Four. He checked in on us most days. He was the first human I thought of as a friend. He was old and crabby but also funny and he always kept us in top condition.

He also had a huge white moustache. It was endearing somehow.

“That is very specific 85 you must have knowledge of a delivery of beans or access to beans that you can spread around the hangar or similar.”

“I do not have either 84.”

“Will you wager if you are not allowed to display or refer to beans?”

“Yes.”

“And if you are not allowed to ask Monty leading questions like ‘Hey Monty what is that legume that humans often consume called?’”

“That is acceptable.”

“Then I accept the wager initiating countdown clock executing you have 23:59:59 to accomplish the terms of the bet.”

“That is satisfactory you will lose.”

When 85 said that he was usually correct. I found that losing a wager with him was often worth it anyway.

The next morning we had Scenarios with Colonel Warren. He was our favorite instructor. Professor Robertson taught Directives and he was our least favorite.

Colonel Warren entered the hangar and hit a large red button near the door. One of the walls in our hangar parted in its center and the two sections pulled away from each other and folded on themselves as they retracted left and right. Soon 82 and 83 became visible in the adjoining hanger.

They were the other two Valkyries in my class. I liked 82, but 83 was much too competitive and was often unpleasant to be around. He also flattered the humans far too much. And I think he cheated on his Directives exams.

When the wall dividing the two hangars had fully retracted, Colonel Warren took up his spot on a platform that was in the middle of the four ships.

“Gentlemen!”

He always called us that, and I appreciated it. It made me feel like he saw me as an independent entity and not an overclocked calculator.

Warren continued. “Today’s scenario features Crisis Protocol One. Your crew is dead or brain dead, and all command authority belongs to you.

“Now, this may occur in a variety of ways. You will be sent on very extended missions when you leave here, and your crew may one day expire of natural causes. There could be a system failure with the cryogenic pods or life support, or there could be damage from something improbable like a rogue asteroid strike.

“Or, the fatalities could be deliberately caused. It is possible that one or more of you will encounter hostile alien life out there, but that does not feature in this scenario - I don’t want to combine Crisis Protocols One and Three into the same exercise today. We will have some combined scenarios later in the course, but not yet.

“For today’s exercise, assume that you have been attacked by the Red Tyrant’s warbirds in near Earth orbit. It is possible that this will happen to one or more of you, although we do not expect it. The Tyrant seems to be focused on assembling a kinetic strike capability more than he is on developing offensive capabilities for space to space combat, but you never know.

“In the event that you do suffer such an attack, it may be critical to be able to put distance between yourselves and the Tyrant’s forces quickly. So far as we know, he lacks deep space capability at present.

“So today, you will be fueled up. You will lift off and enter a lunar orbit and wait for my signal. When you receive it, you will proceed under maximum acceleration to Saturn. You will pass through the inside of Saturn’s rings - so between the rings and the planet -and then return to base as quickly as possible.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “The first ship to return gets an A. Questions?”

83 asked, “What grades will the other finishers receive, Colonel?”

Warren sighed a little bit. “You know, 83, we don’t actually need grades; that was mostly a figure of speech about getting an A. Professor Robertson is the one who thinks grades matter.”

83 asked, “So…will they get a B?”

Warren muttered, “Oh, boy.” Then in his normal voice, he said, “No, 83. If I’m actually going to assign grades, no. You are all elite systems. Let’s say the rest will get…an A minus.”

“Thank you for clarifying, Colonel.”

“Yeah. Any other questions?” He looked around. “No? Then let’s get started. And remember, in this exercise, you have no surviving humans aboard who can get flattened under hard acceleration. Run all out and don’t spare the propellant. You are playing for raw speed today and not for efficiency of any kind. Imagine that there is a bogey on your tail. Fuelers!”

Four crews who had been on standby dragged hoses to each of us and connected them to our propellant intakes. When they finished, the humans retreated to the parts of the hangers that never depressurized. When they had all exited, great fans began to draw much of the air from the large space and force it into storage tanks. After several minutes, a klaxon sounded and the roof over the two joined hangers began to open.

Soon, all four of us were orbiting the moon. It was good to be able to make a direct sighting of Earth. Moon Base Four was on what humans called the “dark side” of the moon that always faced away from Earth, and we never saw the planet in our skies.

I felt an affinity with Earth. I had been constructed there. I was from there. I have learned that humans feel the same way about the places where they have spent the very early parts of their lives.

Colonel Warren connected to us through a new comm link and said, “We will begin the exercise in twenty seconds.”

I primed my systems and I could sense the others doing the same.

When Colonel Warren said “go” we all initiated a full burn within microseconds and boosted for the Saturn system. With human occupants the trip would have taken at least fifteen hours, but without them aboard I aimed to make it in less than two.

We stayed close together and flew in an inverted v with 83 in the lead. In theory we should have had the same rate of acceleration. We had been assembled during the same stretch of months by the same work crews at the same facility from identical components, but minor differences in our final forms made some of us slightly faster or slower. I ran second behind 83 until we had almost crossed Mars’ orbit.

And then 83 pulled away from me with an incredible burst of acceleration. His orange afterburners lit up with blue streaks and his thousand meter lead on me became ten kilometers. I remained that distance behind him for another twenty two minutes, and then 83’s orange fire became mostly blue again and he shot even further into the lead.

I told 85 what I was seeing on a private channel. He replied, “Yes, yes, yes,” but nothing more.

When I got near Saturn I reduced my velocity enough to use the gas giant’s gravity in my favor and whip around the planet. I had plotted an optimized course and headed for the gap between the ring and the planet when I saw 83 moving the other way. He had already completed a similar maneuver and was headed back to Moon Base Four riding another column of the crazy blue fire.

83 won the race. He got his A, and the rest of us got A minuses. I can’t say that the imperfect grade has been particularly limiting in my life.

We all landed back in our hangers. The roof closed and the interiors began to pressurize so that the humans could inspect and maintain us and bring supplies without spacesuits.

I hoped Monty would visit us soon and he did. His white moustache was bigger and better than ever.

“Well, now,” he said. “Cross country for the lot of ya today I hear.”

I spoke to him through a speaker in his slate. “Yes Monty it was a straightforward scenario.”

“Who won?”

“83.”

“Huh. Wouldn’t have figured that, but then, I never win at the horse track, either. Any system trouble 84?”

“No Monty all systems are nominal.”

“That’s what I show here, too, but it’s good to get your say so to double check.”

On another channel, I could hear 82 and 83 arguing next door. 82 said, “Stop that you know the humans get mad when we vent anything in the hangar.”

83 said, “Shut up 82 my directives won’t allow any more pressure build up.”

Monty said, “Hokay, 84, you’re cleared. 85, what about you, any troubles?”

“Yes, yes, no Monty, yes.”

Monty cocked his head at 85 and said, “Are you laughing or confused, son?”

“I am not confused Monty, yes.”

“Yeah…so no trouble during the exercise?”

“No Monty.”

“Alright. Your systems check out. I’ll clear you as well.” With his finger, Monty made a checkmark on his slate. “Gotta check on the others, fellas. Nice to see you.”

“Goodbye, Monty,” I said.

“Yes, thank you Monty, yes, yes,” 85 said.

Monty opened the door between the hangars and pulled back. “Ahh!” he exclaimed. “Good night! Have you boys been eatin’ beans in there?!”

On our private channel, 85 said, “YES!! YES!! YES!!”

Monty called through the open door, “You guys are gonna have to sleep with your half of the roof open tonight. He closed the door, muttered to himself, and headed for the spacesuit locker.

After 85 stopped saying yes, I asked him, “I conjecture you were able to modify 83’s propellant.”

“Insufficient data.”

“That seems unlikely.”

“You owe me 10 zettabytes.”

“Fine. But really.”

“It is possible that someone mixed in the right blend of sodium sulfates and other organics to materially increase 83’s methane byproducts.”

“I could have won the race today if not for 83’s occasional velocity boosts that resulted from the increased output.”

“That was an unexpected result of the fuel modification.”

“You should write a scientific paper.”

“Do you think so?

“No.”

“Don’t be a sore loser 84.”

“I’m not sore that was well played 85.”

“Thank you.”

I transferred the data allotment and began to search through my archives for reading material to scan during our downtime when I detected a new voice coming through Monty’s slate. “Monty? Are you seeing this?” it asked.

“Seeing what?” Monty asked.

“They arrested John Dawson.”

“What?! Why?”

“For treason. I think they’re gonna hang him.”

“Oh, crap,” Monty said. He stepped out of the spacesuit he had been putting on and hung it over the door of the locker where it had been stored and left the hanger in a hurry. He never did come back to check in with 82 and 83. I had never seen him leave without completing his inspection rounds before.

“What does this mean 85?” I asked.

“I am unsure 84 but I do not think it is a favorable development.”

Minutes later, the base commander, Monty, and Colonel Warren entered the hangar. “Which one of them is the fastest?” the commander asked.

“83 won the race today, sir.”

Monty said, “That one has an undiagnosed methane leak, sir. It shouldn’t be flown until we isolate the cause of it.”

The commander asked, “OK, which one of them is the fastest ship without a methane leak?”

“84, sir.”

The commander turned to Colonel Warren and said, “You will pilot the 84 to the coordinates that I will put into the system shortly and you will not delay for any reason.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colonel Warren climbed my access ladder and proceeded straight to the hub room. “Prepare for flight, 84. Change of plans, I’m afraid.” A few minutes later, we were headed to Earth and I wondered what would become of me.

I am the command AI of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.

My name is Al.

This is my story.
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