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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				It’s our fifth year and as we go to press, the Aurealis Awards for 2017 will be decided this evening. We have three nominations this year:

				‘Remnants’ by Nathan Burrage (Dimension6 #11) — Best Fantasy Novella

				‘Duplicity’ by J Ashley Smith (Dimension6 #11) — Best Fantasy Short Story, and

				Dimension6: Annual Collection 2017 — Best Anthology

				It’s great to see the authors we feature in Dimension6 getting the recognition they deserve and hopefully more readers will discover Dimension6 as a result. 

				This year we have another great line up of all-new fiction from the best Australian and overseas authors working in the field today. So sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				Reckoning — Emilie Collyer

				Gia woke up slick with sweat and gasping.

				‘You okay babe?’ Sam muttered, reaching out a sleepy hand to pat her.

				‘Was I doing it again?’ she asked.

				‘Kind of a panting sound, like you were running away.’

				Gia sat up. The taste of her own wet body salty sour in her mouth. The dreams were getting stronger and more frequent.

				‘I can’t remember,’ she told Sam when he asked her.

				But she could. The panting he could hear wasn’t from running. It was from excitement. Ecstasy. Terror. The most vivid, visceral, violent sex dreams she’d ever had. They terrified her and thrilled her. She couldn’t tell Sam. It felt so dirty. And also, because if she told him the dreams might stop.

				‘Everything is in very good shape Gia. Your cervix and uterus are both primed and ready. Your hormone levels are in order. You are fit, healthy and fertile. We will recommend initiation into the breeding program.’

				The medi-station always made her feel calm. Its gentle voice and firm touch. The way it treated her as precious but without any trace of intimacy. Gia often didn’t even feel like she had a body when the equipment examined her and this suited her fine.

				‘You are flushed, Gia. Did I cause you discomfort?’

				‘No. I’m fine. Thank you.’

				Gia slipped her loose top and cotton trousers on, touched a hand to her cheek. Yes, it was warm.

				‘Is something troubling you?’

				The lights dimmed to a golden glow. Gia smiled at this display of empathy.

				‘Actually. . . ’

				Memories of last night’s dream rushed with force through her body. The intoxicating scent of petals so thick her sleep-self had nearly drowned in it. Only to be shocked back to sensation by the rough, corrugated branches rubbing against her skin, grazing until the surface broke and her own blood scent filled the dream. And then the seeds, too small for her dream eyes to see, but each of them finding a way in through her wounds, penetrating her flesh until she cried out at the exquisite agony.

				Gia’s face raged red hot and sweat once again broke out on her body.

				‘Please don’t fret, Gia.’

				The temperature dropped and the air quality softened so Gia felt like she was being held in a soothing bath.

				‘You are free to speak openly here. All matters are held in confidentiality.’

				Could the medi-station see inside her head and read her memories? No. She’d asked this before and the answer had always been a firm negative. Gia swallowed hard and cleared her throat of the sweet saliva tang the erotic memory had aroused.

				‘Um. I am very happy to be assessed as ready for breeding. I just. . . I’m nervous about it. Being pregnant. The changes to my body. And. . . and giving birth. I’m scared.’ She paused. The medi-station pulsed in attentive listening mode. ‘And I’m ashamed to be scared.’

				There. It was a white lie. Only in as much as it did not directly relate to the cause of her hot face and damp body. Other than that it was true. Gia wanted children but she did not like the idea of something growing inside of her.

				‘Those fears are perfectly normal Gia. Our first response is to assure you there is no pressure to join the breeding program. Our second response is to assure you that should you and Sam choose to go ahead, we will provide full support. Our third response is to inform you that many women who are initially fearful find the process much less frightening than they imagine.’

				Gia was feeling normal again. Day-time, pragmatic Gia. She drank some water, thanked the medi-station and rushed home to tell Sam the good news.

			

			
				Something was shaking her. And shouting. No. She could not get distracted. The weed, tough and wiry as rope, was everywhere. She finally had a hold of it and knew if she just pulled hard enough she could rip it right out of the earth. The vegetables so tender and early in their growth – tiny globe tomatoes their skin still green, delicate carrots with only just enough length to push their way down into the soil – were being suffocated, strangled to death by this stubborn weed. Gia tightened her grip, gritted her teeth and yanked with all of her might. The feathering sound as it slipped free from the ground was drowned out by the shouting. Somebody’s harsh voice shouting her name.

				‘Gia. Babe. Oh my god. You’re bleeding babe. Can you hear me? I’ve triggered emergency. Honey. Gia? Sweetie. Fuck. Can you hear me?’

				Awake.

				Lying in bed. The liquid all around her not sweat this time. Clutched in her hand the ropey weed. Gia blinked her eyes open so she could see it. Not a weed. Part of herself. Something vital and fibrous that had been keeping her baby alive. Now torn out and lying flat in her hand.

				‘Oh,’ she whispered.

				And the rich, sweet smell of blood overwhelmed her. She retched. Vomited.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to Sam.

				He was crying and saying ‘I love you, I love you.’ It was irritating and she brushed his hand away. Then cried out for him to hold her, she felt so alone.

				From her medi-station bed Gia could see the evening sky show. As a child she’d fantasised about becoming a pilot. But when she met Sam and fell in love, she was happy to also fall in with his friends and join the many who selected leisure and potential breeding as their occupation.

				The crafts glowed pearl against the darkening blue sky. They zipped and swirled, making formations that looked like swirling stars and diving sea creatures. The show finished with an elaborate shower of rainbow lights, spouting from the crafts like fountains. Echoes of colour shimmered and then faded, leaving the sky to tip into night.

				Gia turned her head from the window, groggy from drug-induced sleep, mouth sticky like she’d swallowed a bottle of Clag.

				At the edge of her vision, blurred figures in the room. A thin, precise body that studied her with cool authority. Familiar, but Gia couldn’t place from where. And another. Tall, with a shock of floppy hair he kept running his hand through. A gesture so intimate it was like seeing part of herself.

				Sam.

				‘Oh.’

				Gia smiled and reached her hand out so Sam would know she had seen him. She tried to say his name but her tongue caught in her teeth and she sounded like a coffee machine hissing hot water. This made her want to laugh. Sam loved coffee and she hated it. But she had acquired a machine, determined to learn how to make him the perfect brew.

				‘Ssss.’

				Sam couldn’t hear her. He nodded to the thin figure, turned his back and left the room.

				Light knifed her cold in the eyes. Gia gasped with pain.

				‘Get her up. Can she walk? Hey, can you walk?’

				Hands gripped Gia’s arms. Not familiar. Not Sam’s.

				‘Come on little one. Up, up.’

				Little one? Gia hated that term. Nobody called her that, not any more.

				Hands under her back, scooping her off the bed. Her torso soft like jelly and when the hands swung her legs around so her feet touched the floor, everything collapsed.

			

			
				‘Shit. We’ll have to carry her.’

				Gia shook her head. No. Take her where? She had to be here and wait for Sam.

				‘Alert. Help. Emergency.’ She pushed the words out while she flailed against the hands. Three people, all wearing black. One on either side of her, lifting her listless body.

				‘Get off me. Get the fuck away.’

				Her voice was coming stronger now and she kept yelling, started to scream. She was being kidnapped. Why did the medi-station not click into emergency mode? Had these people sabotaged it?

				Gia turned her head and found the flesh of a hand wrapped around her upper arm. She bit it. Hard. The tang of blood shot into her mouth and the hand struck out, striking a blow to her jaw.

				‘Ow. Fuck.’

				‘Feisty. Here.’

				A cloth over her face, cool and wet and smelling like bleach and lemon.

				‘No. Fucking no.’

				But it was too late. Again, the clouds covered her mind and she slipped away. Not without a fight. Gia thrashed her arms and gathered saliva in her mouth, spitting and snarling as her consciousness left her.

				Gia woke in a cool, dark room that didn’t feel like a room. For the first time in days, or was it weeks, her mind was clear. The air smelled like salt water on warm sandy feet. Similar to the smell she associated with spending hours in the wave room. But a darker, more musty version.

				She sat up. She was on a narrow cot with a thin mattress beneath her. A light sheet on top. Her forehead ached like it had been taken off her body and dragged along a running machine. She was wearing a green, cotton night dress and no underwear.

				A jug of water sat on a squat table. Next to it a mug and also a plate on which there were chunks of fruit and cheese.

				Gia picked up the mug and gulped the water it held. Sweet and cold, she had never tasted anything so delicious in her life. She went to pour more but the jug was too heavy. It wrenched her wrist and she dropped it, spilling water everywhere.

				‘Shit!’

				Footsteps from outside and the small, wooden door pushed open.

				Gia scrambled back to the bed, sitting upright, knees raised, hand gripping the mug, ready to hurl.

				Into the room stepped that same figure she’d seen talking to Sam. Small and thin. Cropped hair and a loose black tunic and pants. Piercing eyes that seemed to look straight into Gia’s soul.

				‘You’re awake.’

				The woman bent down and retrieved the fallen jug, placing it on the table.

				‘Sam,’ Gia said and her voice cracked.

				‘Sam was very worried about you.’

				‘I want to see him. I want to go home.’

				‘You’re not strong enough yet and we have things to discuss. You will be free to leave. But for now you must remain. You would be unable to find your way back alone. Please eat,’ she said.

				The woman put the plate of food on the bed. Gia’s stomach yowled with intense hunger, saliva formed in her mouth. She ate the fruit. Some pieces square, white and crisp. Others round and firm with a juice that spurted once the skin was broken. As with the water, it was like nothing else she could remember tasting and yet it was like recalling a very early memory. One that filled her with sadness.

				Little one.

				‘I know you. From when I was a child.’

				The woman nodded.

				‘I am Ethrie. I was never your direct carer but yes, we have met.’

			

			
				Gia didn’t like thinking about the past. She’d been raised by carers. When she’d met Sam, as a teenager, and he’d fallen for her, it was the end of that era and the beginning of her new life with the Select. Sam had parents and siblings. He came from good people. Gia had been welcomed. It was where she now belonged.

				‘Can you at least get a message to Sam, let him know I’m safe?’

				‘You needn’t concern yourself with getting a message to Sam. As you were incapacitated, he signed the papers to authorise your treatment.’

				A wave of nausea rocked Gia from gut to chest.

				‘What. . . treatment?’

				‘To see if we can’t rid you of those disturbing dreams.’

				The air swirled around Gia, dizzying, threatening to knock her over. It was gritty dry against her skin like millions of tiny slaps. It wanted to get into her mouth and eyes. Exhilarating.

				‘Outside.’

				She uttered the word which had up until now been mostly theoretical. Outside the world was toxic, uninhabitable, unsafe.

				But this.

				Gia had agreed to one expedition. If Sam knew she was here, if he had authorised it, then it must be okay.

				Underfoot red dirt both soft and firm. Yellow light bouncing all around and that gritty, swirling air that swept past Gia and around and back again. Ethrie had issued Gia with thick, round black goggles which looked ridiculous. Gia had been reluctant to put them on, but once they stepped out of the small land buggy and its tinted convex windows, the light was so harsh, so brilliant that Gia shoved the goggles on.

				Nothing for her mouth though.

				‘Fuck!’

				Gia ran after Ethrie and grabbed the woman’s rough cotton sleeve.

				‘The air,’ Gia gasped, through the fingers she had now clamped over her mouth, ‘isn’t it poison? Won’t we die?’

				‘Do you feel like you are dying?’

				So much for sympathy.

				‘Hurry. Sand storm brewing. We have to keep moving.’

				Somehow Ethrie’s deep voice found a channel through the racing air, now howling into an increasingly violent wind. The woman did not seem perturbed or unbalanced out here at all. Gia stumbled behind, trying to keep up. The wind lifted her spirits into a wild delight. Outside was terrifying but not dark and toxic as she had always believed. It was warm and strong and full of promise.

				And it was calling to her.

				Gia stopped.

				Yes. It was a voice. Not just the wind. But a young woman. A girl. She was howling. Behind? Gia turned back towards the buggy. It was nearly obscured, the red dirt creating clouds so thick that the world seemed to be disappearing into them. Out here, alone? A young girl?

				‘Ethrie!’

				Gia shouted but her voice was sucked into the red dirt clouds and the red dirt filled her mouth.

				‘I can hear you!’ Gia tried to call out the girl, to let her know she’d been heard. ‘I’ll send help!’

				Gia tried to run. But the wind was now a wave and it threw her onto the ground. Onto her knees. She crawled, holding one arm uselessly above her head to ward off the attack of wind and dirt.

				‘Help me please!’

				And then that cool strong body next to hers again. Gia was lifted from the ground and carried, like a child.

				‘No,’ she said, protesting, ‘it’s too dangerous! And there’s a girl out here. We have to find her. . . ’

			

			
				‘Be quiet.’

				Ethrie’s firm voice. Comforting and admonishing all at once. Like a mother.

				Gia wept. A rush of grief for the child she now knew for certain she would never have. She clung to the small, strong woman. Ethrie’s muscular arms encircled her tight. Gia could hear the woman’s heartbeat. Steady and powerful. Her smell, cool and refreshing, like a soothing mint bath, even among all this raging wind and dirt. Gia clung to Ethrie.

				A dark grove far from the raging storm. Gia sat on grass. By her feet a deep pool of water. She was not alone. Around the circular pool others sat. On the grass like her, or perched on rocks.

				They all looked calm, although their faces were unsmiling. So unlike the bright and bubbly people she was accustomed to being around. She and Sam had a circle of friends that loved to laugh and enjoy life. It was why they’d chosen them.

				‘Are we allowed to drink this?’ Gia asked.

				She was not a person to normally rock the boat. But these silent people riled her.

				‘Or is it some kind of test, like that old movie. You know the one, about the boy who goes to the magical factory and there’s a river of chocolate and the fat one gets punished for being greedy and drinking it. He falls right in. Has anyone else seen that?’

				A woman with a long face and droopy black hair turned her head towards Gia.

				‘What did you dream?’

				She was ugly. Not like anybody Gia would usually talk to, but her face, when she spoke, opened like a poem. Full of layers and exquisite meaning.

				Gia’s impatience dissolved. As did her desire to talk.

				‘Nothing.’

				Gia looked back into the pool and saw the woman’s face reflected. The water rippled and a shudder ran beneath Gia, the ground on which she sat. The woman fell forward, deep into the pool. The sound of sobbing, gentle and rhythmic, rose up from the pool and reverberated in the calm grove.

				‘What is this place? What the fuck is happening? Why am I here?’

				The remaining people in the circle glanced at Gia. Each had a similar countenance to the droopy-faced woman. Faces so lined and layered they were overwhelming in the history they seemed to contain. Some of them looked familiar and Gia thought again of her childhood. She had a sense these people were like her. Nobodies. The dregs. Had they also escaped, like her, into a new better life? Or had they been sent straight here, to sit and weep?

				Gia stood up, a swell of rage pushing through her body. Enough was enough.

				‘I dreamed about sex, okay? I couldn’t stop. Endless, boundless, ravenous, orgasmic, delirious, consuming sex. The most beautiful and terrifying fucking thing that’s ever happened to me in my life but it was all in my dreams. It ruined my marriage and it ripped my baby from my womb. This desire in me. This insatiable, humiliating, desperate desire.’

				Flame-faced and short of breath, Gia stood. Her words, now released, seemed so light. Words she thought would surely destroy her if ever uttered aloud simply floated into the cool, dark silence.

				‘We were filled with endless sorrow.’

				One of the women in the circle spoke. They were all women, Gia noted.

				‘I used to wake my husband at night with my weeping.’

				‘The sheets were forever wet. It was exhausting.’

				‘Mine came during the day. Without warning. While socialising. My poor friends were so embarrassed. So desperate to get away from me.’

				So this was group therapy. Whatever. Gia wasn’t angry any more. Just relieved to have made her confession and at how light and free she felt.

				‘This has worked for you all then,’ she said, waving an arm around at the grove and back out into the maelstrom outside. ‘It’s stopped your dreams? Are you all going back soon?’

			

			
				An older woman, with eyes as piercing as Ethrie’s, but green rather than brown, spoke.

				‘We each had dreams or difficulties. Like you. We each sought treatment, or had it forced on us. Like you. We each were brought here to be shown a different way to live. And we all – like you – had the choice about whether to stay or go.’

				‘But what is it? What is this place?’

				‘It’s one of many small places, each of which, in its own way, is the beginning of the new Earth.’

				‘The Earth is dead.’

				This much Gia knew.

				Suddenly all the women smiled. Freaky. Gia preferred their faces long and solemn.

				‘Nearly,’ said the woman. ‘So very nearly. It will be a long, slow process. Many generations. And each of us – like you – can choose whether to play our part.’

				Gia shook her head and shook the complacency that had settled over body while in the confines of this strange, dark grove.

				‘No. I don’t want to play a part. I have to get home. To my. My Sam. He’s waiting for me. I can go, can’t I? I’m still allowed.’

				There was another ripple in the water and the women all turned their focus to the pool. The sobbing receded. They closed their eyes. Down each of their faces tears streamed, falling into the pool. The first woman’s face appeared in the water. She was not crying anymore. She smiled. Gia looked around the circle of women and saw that their faces too looked happy now. Not just happy. That word was inadequate, too pale, to describe what she saw.

				Just as the woman’s long, sorrowful face looked like a poem before she went into the pool, now all of the faces looked like songs. The first woman emerged, gasping, laughing. The others reached out to touch her and share the moment.

				‘From tears of sorrow – used for good – come pools of joy, rivers of gladness and seas of hope,’ one of the attending women said to Gia.

				Gia saw that the edges of the pool had expanded, like a balloon inflating.

				Ethrie appeared, still and silent, by Gia’s side and ushered her away. Leaving the grove caused a sharp pain in Gia’s side, like being torn from something precious.

				‘The girl,’ she said.

				They were back in the small cell where Gia had first woken, she and Ethrie.

				‘Her affliction was rage, wasn’t it?’

				Ethrie sat, cross-legged on the floor, and allowed Gia to pace, back and forth, excited and agitated.

				‘Those women in the grove, theirs was sorrow, which is somehow helping that pool of water grow. And the girl, outside, her anger is the wind. What does that do?’

				‘In order to regenerate the Earth will need winds. To spread seeds and pollen. To create storms, once there is sufficient water for rain to form and fall on the parched ground.’

				‘But right now all she’s doing is howling up red dirt.’

				‘It will take her many years to perfect. As time goes she’ll refine her powers and also be joined by others.’

				Gia stopped her pacing. She imagined the girl. Lashing out. How she would have smashed things and broken things, including herself. How she would have been taken to a medi-station. Like Gia. Hoping simply to be cured. To become well again and normal.

				‘But what. . . ’ Gia whispered, touching her hands to her face and then over her body, still fragile from the self-inflicted wounds of desire. ‘What can I do?’

				‘Your gift is unique,’ Ethrie said.

				‘I can’t have children.’

			

			
				‘No. But you can create life in another way.’

				Gia gulped, a new truth circling around her mind and heart she had yet to grasp.

				‘Can I still go back?’ she said.

				‘Of course. The choice is yours.’

				‘The dreams. Will I keep having them?’

				‘No. Now that you have been here and seen what is possible, the awareness does not have to visit you in those dark hours.’

				Gia’s body softened, a tiredness seeping through her bones. She sat on the bed. In this small room that only hours earlier had felt like a prison. Now it seemed like the safest place she had ever been.

				‘Why us?’ she asked.

				Ethrie looked up and in that moment Gia saw a sudden flash of a night sky, full of stars, the steady pulse of the planet breathing, feeling as safe as she did right now.

				‘We abused our power. We failed to care for this planet we were gifted. Everything was torn out of alignment. It is up to us to restore that balance.’

				‘A reckoning.’

				Gia did not even know she knew that word.

				Ethrie even cracked a smile.

				‘Yes Gia. That is a good word for it.’

				‘But, specifically, why me? And those women? The angry girl.’

				‘Our best guess is that those who have experienced a great loss, an imbalance in their own life, are well placed to develop the sensory powers required.’

				Ethrie stood up. So swift it was like air moving. Gia half wondered if she was human or some kind of spirit-hybrid. Anything seemed possible now.

				‘That is where we will leave our conversation Gia. As I said this morning, you are free to leave or stay. This is not a prison. I wish you well.’

				Night fell. Gia left her shoes and walked down the narrow corridor in the dark. The packed earth under her feet was warm. She stepped outside and walked a few metres, letting the red dirt brush over her bare feet. The storm had passed. A gentle breeze now stirred through the dirt, leaving lazy patterns. Like a child drawing. The night air smelled like chocolate. Gia laughed. Surely she was imagining it.

				‘Are you lonely?’

				She ventured to ask the wind.

				Silence.

				Then an answer. Weaving through the air and drifting through Gia’s mind. ‘I’m more connected than ever before. The energy I had was seen as an aberration in there. Stifled. Feared.’

				‘And out here, like this, you feel. . .?’

				Gia didn’t even know what she wanted to ask, what word she was looking for.

				‘I feel whole. And free,’ said the girl. ‘It’s also pretty kick-arse, being an element. Kind of like super powers.’

				With that the girl laughed, stirring up a flurry of soft dirt, and raced away into the night.

				Gia sat, stretched her legs to feel the gritty texture of the red dirt, dug her hands in and lifted handfuls to then let the sand drop through her fingers. She touched her belly and thought of Sam. How ready he was to be a father. What a good, simple, uncomplicated man he was, who would not want to hear about this adventure, not one bit. Of course Gia could pretend. Never speak of it again. Try and blank out the memories of the red dirt beneath her feet and the calm, peaceful pool where the sorrowful women sat and wept.

				A swell of rage billowed inside her. Why? Why did this have to happen to her? Disrupt the life she had so deeply yearned for and so carefully planned.

				‘Fuuccckkkkk!’

			

			
				She let rip and the word flew into the night sky. Gia felt the wind hold the word momentarily, carry it, and then disperse it. The ground pulsed beneath her, a gentle rhythm. And she knew that she’d been heard. There were others like her out here, slowly re-generating the damaged world.

				Her howl had released the pain and in its place a cool, soft certainty.

				She didn’t need to go back inside. Her body trembling but her mind clear, Gia walked through the red dirt to the grove. Beyond the grove she knew she would find a place to lie down. She wouldn’t have to worry about disturbing Sam or hiding her desire. She could let the gentle breeze stir the earth, the seeds and pollen find her flesh, surrender herself to the exquisite pleasure of renewal.

				It could have been five years later or five decades, perhaps five millennia. Time shifted for Gia in her new form. But Ethrie and the women were right. Slowly, slowly, life was restored.

				At first only others like her came out here. To transform. But eventually, others started to arrive. Small delegations of leaders brought by people like Ethrie who moved between both worlds. Out here there was a new way of communicating and decision making.

				People like Gia formed unions with all aspects of the planet, from the dirt to the sky, water and rocks, even animals and insects. Those that could still remember human language acted as translators between the natural world and the humans. They explained the slow progress. They showed how the humans should work with the Earth and its resources. And gradually, the humans accepted the new ways and bit by bit, the world started to change.

				Gia communicated for some time. Then when she tired of that, she let it go and simply focussed on being. Her central self grew strong and tall, a particularly beautiful specimen that humans liked to gather around, enjoying the cool of her shade. The other parts of her continued to regenerate and be re-born, so that new saplings shot up, pushing their way through the soil, reaching for the sun.

				And it was one of these saplings that Gia saw a small boy approach, his eyes bright with awe and excitement. Perhaps his first visit to the forest. His parents held back, letting the boy roam, knowing how important it was for each child to form their own bonds with nature.

				In the fall of his hair over his face and the gesture to push it away, Gia felt a pull deep within. Son, grandson, great grandson? She had no way of knowing for certain but surely this little boy was a descendant of Sam.

				And she wept soft tears, as she sometimes did, for the life she had left behind. But, like the women she had met all those years ago, her warm tears of sorrow transformed swiftly into cool tears of hope. She let them fall.

				The small boy gasped with excitement as the sap formed on his finger and he pulled it away to carefully examine. He looked up, at the sapling and at all the other trees in the deep green forest and he smiled.

				‘Thank you,’ he said, touched her gently again.


				From a small part of her human memory she recalled her own childhood fantasy of flying through the air.

				The wind rustled Gia’s leaves, teasing her, as she often did, for such backward thoughts. Gia laughed in appreciation.

				‘Yes,’ she said to her friend the wind, ‘you’re right. This is better than any fantasy.’

				A single leaf, brilliant and glossy, drifted from the highest branch of Gia’s tallest self and chased the boy as he walked, eyes wide and shining, back to his family. If he turned around he would see a green leaf dancing with the wind.


				



			
				Author Loci

				Emilie Collyer
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				The world of Reckoning went through a number of iterations and permutations before the story finally settled. I knew it took place in a world where most humans had relocated permanently indoors, believing the natural environment to be toxic and unsafe. I knew it was about a woman who wanted children but couldn’t have them. And I knew it was about some kind of other bodily transformation.

				The story reflects a driving interest in my fantasy and sci-fi writing, which is to imagine beyond ruin. I love a good dystopic vision and stories set in those worlds can teach us so much about where we are right now. But I also think it’s our responsibility, as writers and imaginers, to start creating the versions and visions of the world that can carry us forward. Not to avoid the very real and confronting horrors of climate change, totalitarianism, bigotry, rampant capitalism and social inequities. But to ask ourselves: ‘And then what?’ And to answer this question in as many and varied ways as possible: with the realistic and the fantastic, via the socio-political and the deeply personal, grounded in science and exploded through magic.

				In this regard, I’ve been much inspired of late by works including Donna Haraway’s book Staying with the Trouble, and fiction by Afrofuturist writers such as Nnedi Okorafor. At a talk called Witnessing Climate Change I attended just a few nights ago in Melbourne, one of the speakers shared the term ‘panpsychism’ with us. He described it as a condition of ‘all-mindedness’, the notion that each element of the world (humans, animals, trees, seas, rocks, mountains, all organic things) is conscious, or ‘minded’. This is such a thrilling and hopeful concept and one that captures very much what I wanted to explore and express in Reckoning.

			

			
				This is my second story published in Dimension6 and it is just as much an honour as the first time around. Australian SF&F is vibrant, healthy, exciting and growing. All power to publications like this that support and promote Australian authors and their writing.

				For more about me, if you want to follow, friend and chat on the socials, I am @EmilieCollyer on Twitter and Instagram.

				My two collections of spec fic stories, published with Clan Destine Press, can be found here: https://clandestinepress.com.au/node/9 . My own website has all the details of my writing and writerly activities here: www.betweenthecracks.net 

				And if you’d like to see my writing for the stage in action (I am equal parts playwright and author in my own panpsychic practice), my new play Contest will have its world premiere this coming July in Melbourne at Darebin Arts’ Speakeasy. Set on a suburban netball court, with a dash of the supernatural, this sweaty play about the petty and the profound asks how we might be with each other if we don’t need to win. Bookings and information here: http://www.darebinarts.com.au/whats-on/contest-written-by-emilie-collyer/ 
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				The Reclaimers — Mark Webb

				Chapter 1, in which attempts are made to be nice to ambushers

				Most seasoned travellers would call this drizzling. A light shower at most. They would probably consider themselves lucky that they weren’t trundling through a taint-infused lightning storm. I, however, wasn’t most travellers. Enough water was trickling down the back of my neck to make me miserable. So as far as I was concerned the whole day could be called a giant pain in the arse.

				I considered waking Jareck from his makeshift bed in the back of the wagon and handing over the reins. Alleviating my misery was, after all, a big part of his job description. But he had undertaken his biggest ever reclamation the day before. I’d pushed previous apprentices hard, some might say too hard, and it’d never ended well. No, best that he rest up. Don’t try to eat a half-baked cake, as my old master used to say.

				I shook the reins to give Plodder a quick burst of encouragement. He obliged by picking up the pace, but I was utterly unsurprised when he dropped back to his usual rhythm after a few metres. It was that kind of day.

				We were about half way between border towns which meant stunted trees and brown, dying patches of grass as far as the eye could see. Usually the lack of green was depressing, but today it suited my mood perfectly. Life would return as we approached the next village and its partially reclaimed fields, but for the moment I let the feel of the taint settle on my skin and twist inside my brain.

				Gods I hated the rain.

				The path tapered up ahead as it tracked along a shallow gorge that ran between two low hills. Long years travelling through some of the worst parts of the borderlands had given me a sixth sense for road based danger. And now that sense hummed. Wildlife, not prevalent at the best of times, had become non-existent. My keen eye detected subtle signs of recent human activity, a fresh footprint here, some bent blades of grass there.

				Of course the giant rotted tree trunk lying at the narrowest part of the track right next to the whopping great furrows in the soil where it had been dragged down from one of the hills was also a bit of a giveaway.

				I brought the wagon to a halt short of the ambush site and scanned the surrounding terrain. The bandits, if that’s what they were, had picked the location well. There was no way around that wouldn’t represent a major risk to the axles of the cart, and a Reclaimer without her supplies wouldn’t survive for long this far out.

				I leant back and shook Jareck. His eyes fluttered open, clouded with disorientation.

				‘Robe on,’ I said. ‘Trouble ahead.’

				His movements stiff, he pulled on a light orange apprentice robe and joined me on the bench. He placed his bow within easy reach and rubbed his face in an effort to wake up.

				‘How many?’ he asked.

				‘Not sure,’ I replied as I stretched my legs out to rest on the front of the wagon. ‘We’ll wait for them here.’

				We didn’t wait for long. After a few minutes, six men emerged from hiding places close to the tree, spreading out in a loose semi-circle as they approached the wagon. They were dressed in mismatched pieces of leather armour strapped over rough clothes. One of the men, a little taller than the rest, carried a sword that looked like it had seen a lot of action. The others carried makeshift weapons fashioned from various bits of farming equipment.

				Still, no matter how ugly, something that is sharp and pointy can get the job done, as my old master used to say. I reached down and unwrapped the weatherproof cloth that covered my sword. It had also seen a lot of action. Too much action, truth be told.

				I nodded to Jareck and we climbed down. As tired as he was, the boy looked focused, an arrow already loosely in place and his gaze roving everywhere except the approaching men. Just like I had taught him. I saw him note the flashes of sunlight reflecting off metal in the hills surrounding us. I twisted my hand into the sequence of gestures that roughly translated to talk first, fight if we have to. Jareck nodded his agreement. He lifted one hand, indicating that he had whoever was in the hills covered. He was a good boy.

			

			
				The men stopped a few metres from the wagon, the leader taking an extra step forward to address us. From his stance, he had trained as a soldier. He rubbed at a scar that ran from the point of his chin all the way up his cheek as he considered us.

				‘Give us your stuff.’

				As demands go, it had the virtue of brevity, if not elegance. My foul mood urged action, fuelled by the taint around me. I took a deep breath and tried the ways of non-violence.

				Like they ever worked.

				‘Greetings, friend. I’m Ulanda and this is my apprentice, Jareck. I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.’

				Our new friend frowned. ‘Give. Us. Your. Stuff.’

				‘I’ve never understood the rumours of Reclaimers carrying treasure,’ I said, attempting to keep the irritation from my voice. ‘Why the hell would we be travelling across the edge of the wastelands in this dodgy wagon if we had anything of value? Tell you what, I’d be happy to undertake a minor reclamation in toll for passage through the gorge. Maybe a vegetable garden?’

				It was difficult to grow anything in this region. Reclamation of a garden would last a season or two and could provide enough food for several families. He must have been tempted, because he paused for a full five heartbeats before his eyes hardened. He lifted his arms to signal his companions, who shuffled forward.

				Always bet on rumour, as my old master used to say.

				My sword flashed out. The men facing me stepped back, creating space for Jareck. Muttering under his breath he lifted his bow and sent two arrows flying into the hills in quick succession. They picked up speed and altitude in defiance of gravity. The two bowmen rising from their hiding places only had time to fire off an arrow each before Jareck’s salvo struck. They fell back as fast as they had risen.

				Jareck raised a shield like I’d taught him, angling it so the incoming missiles would be deflected ever so slightly off course, only just missing us. I shook my head. It would have taken everything I had to replicate the casual effort Jareck put into accelerating those arrows, and backing up with a shield almost straight away was depressingly impressive. Of course, it was a little bit too impressive. Magic other than reclaiming was forbidden, so he’d have to get a damn sight better at disguising his spells otherwise he would get us both arrested one day. Luckily for me, there were very few officers of the law out here in the borderlands. We’d probably get away with it, this time.

				Blocking the first couple of clumsy blows that came my way, I kicked up some dirt and used a simple cantrip to send it into my opponents’ eyes. That was more like it, a subtle effect that could be explained in a hundred different ways that didn’t involve the mystical arts. Jareck bloody well better be paying attention. As the farm-hands-turned-bandits stumbled back, I swept the legs out from under one, knocking him out cold before he could recover his footing.

				By this time Jareck had pulled out his hunting knives. Well, he called them knives. I maintained they were big enough to be considered swords in their own right. We stood side by side, facing our diminished opponents. With three of their colleagues down in less than a minute of fighting, I hoped the rest would get the message and run.

				I hoped in vain. The four remaining henchmen charged while the leader held back. I blocked and dodged while trying to land a non-lethal blow. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Jareck attempting the same thing, albeit more clumsily. For the thousandth time I wished that we could deflect swords in the same way we could arrows. Mystic full body armour would be spectacular. A bit too obviously magical and almost guaranteed to get you locked up. But spectacular nonetheless. Still, wishing to be an emperor didn’t get you a castle, as my old master used to say.

				Of course, it wouldn’t have to be full body armour. My old master had done a trick where he hardened the air around his arms to retrieve pots from the fire without burning himself. The same principle. . .

			

			
				‘Ah, Master. A little help?’

				Right, right. The fight. While I’d been considering possible martial uses of pot retrieval techniques, the leader had waded in, making a beeline for Jareck. I sighed. Picking on the weak link was a logical enough move for an ex-soldier, but it was bloody inconvenient. I was beginning to suspect I’d have to do something dramatic. I hated dramatic. It was too exhausting.

				But a bit of squandered energy seemed increasingly justified, especially if Jareck was going to be able to help out with revenue generation from now on. As bad as it would be if the Council ever found out I’d used the taint against civilians, the consequences would pale into insignificance next to what would happen if we killed someone.

				‘Sorry, boys,’ I muttered as I gathered my will and reversed my reclamation field, concentrating the local taint into a tight circle around the fight. The bandits all staggered as the Blight robbed them of vitality, their faces going grey as the rot set in.

				I knocked weapons out of the unresisting hands of the two men facing me, letting them slip to the ground of their own accord. I left Jareck to take care of the others while I moved to intercept the leader.

				He twisted to face me as I approached, fear inhabiting his cold blue eyes for the first time. I chopped at his sword hand and was mildly surprised when he managed to raise his sword in a block. He was clearly made of sterner stuff than the rest of them. I feinted to the left, then kicked at his knee when he attempted to reposition himself. With a groan he joined his men on the ground.

				I turned around to see Jareck slumped against the wagon, his two opponents laid out in front of him. I left him there while I made sure none of the bandits were likely to threaten us again anytime soon. When I returned he was half asleep. That wouldn’t do. A solid flick to the back of his right ear and I had his attention again. 

				‘That tree isn’t going to move itself, Apprentice. And we’ve got to patch up those bowmen and reclaim these sorry bastards.’

				Jareck screwed up his face. ‘Do we have to, Master?’ he asked. ‘They were trying to kill us. And I’m so tired. . . ’

				I didn’t let any sympathy reach my face. ‘You know if we leave a string of tainted bodies in our wake no town will ever deal with us again, and they won’t care how much we were provoked. Better exhausted than dead, as my old master used to say. Now get to it.’

				Chapter 2, in which an apprentice learns some valuable lessons

				I’ve always admired the fortitude of those who choose to live free on the borders of the Desolate Lands. It was ironic that this region used to be the food bowl of the old Empire. Tales told of field after field filled with bountiful harvests. Now those same fields contained stunted plants and dust, with reclaimed villages strung out like verdant pearls on the last remaining roadway in use. Every now and again in the distance it was possible to see the skeletal outlines of the old cities, their scarred remnants still showing the impact of the last horrific days of war, but curiously untouched by time since then. I guess the lingering presence of pervasive contamination has a way of slowing down the resurgence of nature.

				It was late in the evening by the time we arrived at the next village, a complete dung hole that I couldn’t remember the name of, although I’d visited several times over the last few years. Lice-ville? Lance Vale? Gods know they all blurred together after a while.

				We set up camp near the river that flowed along its northern border. I was half-heartedly trying to hammer a tent peg into the barren ground when Jareck’s voice roused me.

				‘Master Ulanda, those men would’ve killed us without thinking twice. And if the people living in this village are anything like the last couple we’ve visited, they would be treated like heroes for doing so.’

				He paused. I waved my hand in his direction. ‘You sound like a man with a point to make. Any chance it will be made soon?’

			

			
				‘Well, I was wondering. . . why we don’t band together with other. . . ’

				His voice trailed off. When I’d first come across Jareck, his town had just cast him out after his talent manifested. The passage of time had done little to ease his hurt, and every encounter like today’s poked at that wound. I put down the hammer and rubbed at the back of my head. I felt for him, but every Reclaimer had a similar story and after two years it was time for him to let go of any lingering dreams of sanctuary. I looked up to catch his gaze and made sure there was steel in my voice.

				‘Grow up, Jareck. We can only exist here at the edges of civilisation. You’ve seen first-hand that people born with our gifts are not tolerated in the inner lands. Do you think you’re the first Reclaimer to dream of a place to call their own? Every attempt to create a community that harboured magical talent has been destroyed without mercy.’

				‘But I’ve seen how easily you deal with bandits on the road, Master. Surely a group of Reclaimers. . . ’

				That kind of thinking was going to get him, and by extension me, into trouble. ‘Just let it go, Apprentice,’ I said. ‘Ever heard of the great bandit-Queen Samara?’

				Jareck shook his head.

				‘I’m not surprised. She staked out a claim to a kingdom in the Desolate Lands about fifty years ago. She thought no one would risk the effects of the Blight to challenge her. She was wrong. The Twelve Kingdoms stopped their squabbling long enough to put together the biggest post-Rebellion army the world has ever seen. Samara and her followers were wiped out, her name struck from the histories. And her ‘kingdom’ consisted of less than a thousand people, only one in five of whom were actually Reclaimers.’

				‘Well, we could. . . ’

				‘We could what? Become bandits ourselves? We wouldn’t last out the year. Every Reclaimer who has stuck up their head in the last sixty years has had it chopped off. Now, go down to the river and reclaim us some fresh water. This conversation is over.’

				We spent the rest of the evening in silence.

				The bird-like chirp of my outer alarms woke me the next morning. Several villagers were making their way up towards the wagon. Why couldn’t they wait an hour or two? The sun was just poking over the horizon and after yesterday’s fight I could’ve used some more sleep.

				Still, as my old master used to say, never let a paying customer pass by. I left Jareck sleeping and headed out to earn our keep.

				It was a long day, made a little easier when Jareck woke up around midday. It had been quite some time since a Reclaimer had visited this village and the work had backed up.

				As word of our arrival spread, parents began to turn up with children in tow, forming a ragged line that started a couple of cart lengths from our tent and stretched down the hill. They all shared the same look that I’d grown used to: a cross between eagerness and revulsion. Like most Reclaimers, we cleansed children for free. Always make sure you have future customers, as my old master used to say. It also created the kind of grudging goodwill that could prevent other unpleasantness. Well, reduce it at least. Jareck said we should do it because it was the right thing to do, but he was young and idealistic. He’d learn soon enough that today’s eager customers were tomorrow’s angry mob.

				Jareck had never reclaimed a person and given his recent progress it was time he learnt. I beckoned to the first family in line, which consisted of a girl who looked about five or six years old and her mother, in whose arms she fidgeted. They slouched across the gap to where we stood.

				‘What’s your name, little one?’ I asked.

				The child buried her face in her mother’s dress.

				‘What does her name have to do with anything?’ barked the mother, eyeing me suspiciously.

				I suppressed a sigh. They never told me their names. This was the third time I’d visited this village in the last four years, you’d think I’d get a little credit for coming back. ‘Nothing, ma’am, I was just trying to be polite.’

			

			
				Giving up my attempt to win over this particular customer, I turned to Jareck, who sat cross-legged in front of the girl. ‘Remember, this is just like the other reclamations you’ve done. Close your eyes. Listen only to my voice, tune everything else out.’

				‘Is he new? Why are you giving him instructions? My daughter isn’t a practice dummy.’

				Stupid woman, we were doing this for free. They were bloody lucky we were here at all. I had half a mind to tell her to take her kid and see what happened after a couple more years. Even a small amount of taint could cause any number of problems for a growing child. But instead I put on my biggest and most sincere smile and made sure my voice carried down to the rest of the crowd.

				‘Ma’am, Jareck here is the best apprentice I’ve ever had. And you can rest assured that I will be with him every step of the way, to ensure that anything he misses, I pick up. Your child is as safe as safe can be, you can rely on us.’

				I held my smile. After a few moments the mother gave me a grudging nod. It was always the way, they might not trust us but they needed us. Hypocrites.

				I tapped Jareck on the shoulder, and with a visible start he stopped staring at the mother and daughter. Gods help me, he’d have to get used to the hate. No one would ever thank him for our work, but if he learned to make them feel superior, at least they were less likely to try to kill him. And for the love of all thirty-four of Salinar’s rosy red butt cheeks, he had to practice his damned smile.

				‘Create the internal fire, lad. Make it hot enough to burn away the taint.’

				Goosebumps rose across my arms as he built up his energy levels. He stretched out his hands and a nimbus surrounded them. This wasn’t really necessary; any experienced Reclaimer just drew the taint inside them. But apprentices found it easier to focus on something that manifested in the real world. Glowing hands were a bit gaudy, but it couldn’t be denied that the punters did like the light show.

				‘Now focus on the girl. See the infection inside her, in her skin, her blood, her bones. Draw it out into the fire.’

				Jareck leaned forward and gently took the girl’s hands. I tuned in my own sight and watched. She was not badly infected and I could see the corruption start to move towards Jareck, burning away to nothing in his light. Sweat started to appear at his temples.

				‘Gently,’ I murmured. ‘You’re running too hot. The taint isn’t very strong, try and temper the fire.’

				Jareck frowned and a few moments later his energy returned to a more sustainable level. After a few minutes he stopped and looked at me, a huge grin covering his face.

				‘I’ve done it, Master,’ he said. ‘The child is taint-free.’

				‘Is she?’ I asked. ‘The taint is more difficult to see in people, Jareck. Pay attention to the neck, groin, underarms, chest and stomach like I taught you.’

				He looked again, focusing his sight. I could see the moment where he found the two small pockets that remained, one in the neck and the other in her left armpit. His mouth took on a sullen cast as he banished them. I clapped him on the back.

				‘Never mind, lad. My first time I missed half a dozen of the little buggers. And look at that line of customers, you’ve got plenty of chances to practice some more.’

				Jareck swallowed.

				I grinned. ‘Learning new things is a sure-fire way to earn you more work, as my old master used to say.’

				‘I’m beginning to seriously dislike your old master,’ he muttered.

				I left him to it and went back to the paying customers.

				Chapter 3, in which tedious work becomes unwelcomely interesting

				About six hours later I was remembering why being a Reclaimer truly sucked. A line of sullen customers demanding mind-crushingly difficult but utterly boring work. Looking into one set of eyes after another, eyes that were angry about the Blight, angry about needing a Reclaimer and most definitely angry about having to line up. That meant our clients’ attitudes started at surly and went downhill from there. And that wasn’t even the worst of it. The first day in a new village always involved people coming to us, bringing themselves and their portable possessions to be reclaimed. And once that work was done, it would be time for the farmland.

			

			
				So tomorrow would have all the tedium of today, plus traipsing through mud. Excellent.

				Faint shouting from down in the village caught my attention as I was attempting to reclaim an old woman’s favoured pot plant. I was clearly starved for entertainment, as was most of the line, because we all turned to peer downhill, as if squinting hard enough gave us some divine insight into what was going on.

				The village was pretty typical for this part of the world. One storey buildings laid out in a rough grid. The only building taller than the ground level was the old-style stone building in the dead centre of town. It had probably been a church back when that kind of thing mattered, but it had long since been converted into a town hall of sorts. In the centre of the building a tall spire provided the only vantage point that would allow a good view of the surrounding countryside. As I watched, one of the town’s best and brightest began the climb to the top.

				I groaned under my breath. The only reason they’d be doing that is if they’d gotten word of. . .

				A bell, invisible at this distance, made its presence felt with peal after peal echoing across our small encampment. Jareck looked over at me, his right eyebrow raised. All around us villagers gathered their belongings, all thought of reclamation gone as they scurried back towards the village.

				‘They’re warning everyone to take shelter,’ I responded to Jareck’s unspoken question. ‘It can only be a raiding party. Shit. We don’t have enough supplies to last us until we reach the next village.’

				Although the more I thought about it, the more I was coming to the conclusion that there were worse things than going hungry. Jareck still looked confused, so I snapped my fingers in front of his nose.

				‘Pack up the gear, we’ll need to put some distance between us and the village.’

				Jareck frowned at me. ‘Shouldn’t we help?’ he asked.

				Good lord, even knowing his colossal level of naivety I still let myself get surprised by his questions. I gave him a cuff over the back of the head and pointed to our equipment. He started to gather up stuff, but kept glaring at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. He was going to slip into an almighty funk if I didn’t do something. And Jareck in a funk was exhausting.

				I finished tying down our cooking equipment, then stopped him and put my hand on his shoulder. ‘Look, kid. One, we wouldn’t be much help. Us against a raiding party big enough to attack a village? No hope. Two, they don’t want our help. We’re just as likely to get a sword in the back from one of our “allies” as we would from a raider. Three, I notice that no one offered us a place to hide in the village from the oncoming horde. Four, and this is the most important one of all so pay attention. . . ’

				I leaned in conspiratorially, waited for him to do the same, then slapped him on the forehead. ‘I bloody well told you that we’re moving on, and the sooner you learn that I’m always right, the happier your life will be. Now keep packing. Sharpish.’

				He still didn’t look like a paragon of joy, but the edge had gone out of it. Probably time for a bit of carrot.

				‘Tell you what. We’ll come back after it’s all over, see if we can help any survivors. Maybe do a bit of pro-bono reclaiming to help them get back on their feet.’

				Jareck moved a bit faster, presumably buoyed by the prospect of doing some good. I just hoped there would be anyone left alive to do good to. Besides, if you played your cards right there was almost always profit to be made in the aftermath of violence.

				If there was one thing a Reclaimer knew how to do fast, it was escaping a suddenly dangerous township. You never knew when the crowd would turn ugly. Within ten minutes Plodder was hitched up to the wagon and I was slowly guiding her back along the trail we’d come in on.

				All the excitement seemed to be on the kingdom side of the village, so my hastily constructed plan was to head into the shallower end of the wastelands. Our reclaiming should keep us safe for long enough for the bandits to do their business and leave. The chances of anyone being foolish enough to follow us into the Desolate Lands were pretty small, and if they did they would be too weak from taint poisoning to pose much of a threat. I didn’t like using the death-soaked remains of once fertile land as a hiding place, but any cave in a shitstorm, as my old master used to say. Of course there was the risk of running into one of the taint-maddened beasties that inhabited the interior, but that almost never happened. At least, that’s what I told Jareck when I explained the plan.

			

			
				Who remained suspiciously silent when I finished speaking. When I turned to see why he wasn’t trying to convince me this was the worst idea since we tried to reclaim that pile of manure three villages back, I found that he had the spyglass out and pointed towards the village.

				‘I would applaud your sensible monitoring of the proximity of the outlaws,’ I said. ‘But I suspect you’re just indulging your utterly unproductive concern for the villagers.’

				‘There are women and children down there,’ he replied.

				‘They’ll be safer without us,’ I snapped. ‘You saw those thieves yesterday. Remember, the presence of Reclaimers doesn’t do much to calm people down.’

				Jareck glanced up from the spyglass with a look that demonstrated a level of insolence that was on the border of what a master should accept. But instead of slapping him down, either verbally or physically, I caught myself shifting slightly in my seat. Bloody hell, was he making me feel guilty? Bugger that. I drew myself up, and put on one of my sternest faces.

				‘Just put down the spyglass and keep your eyes on the road ahead. I don’t want to get caught out by any raiding party scouts.’

				Jareck drew a deep breath and didn’t lower the telescope. I recognised the early signs of a self-righteous temper tantrum, but before I could take pre-emptive action he lent forward, his breath huffing out as quickly as it had been inhaled.

				‘Are they there already?’ I asked. The reins snapped as I encouraged Plodder to defy the destiny inherent in his name. ‘Come on you stupid nag, get a move on. We’ve got a fight to avoid.’

				Jareck grabbed my arm. ‘Wait, Master. It’s not a raiding party.’

				Don’t tell me we were going to get some good news. We were certainly past due, but in my experience the universe only hinted at good news when it was about to smash a bottle over my head.

				‘What do you mean, not a raiding party?’ I said. ‘What else would have a village so worked up?’

				Jareck lowered the spyglass and turned to face me. ‘It’s a Reclaimer, Master,’ he said. ‘And she’s being chased by soldiers.’

				‘Fuck me,’ I muttered, and held out my hand for the scope to see for myself. Sure enough, there was the tell-tale orange cloth flapping around the figure riding towards the village. She rode at an odd angle, arms wrapped around the horse’s neck, long blonde hair streaming out behind her. I ran my hand across my own close-cropped skull. What kind of idiot travelled the borderlands with long hair? First good fight you got into, someone would grab it and suddenly you’d be down on your arse – never a good situation in hand-to-hand combat. The only Reclaimer I’d ever known to wear her hair that long was. . .

				‘Oh shit, Elvirana.’

				‘Who’s Elvirana?’

				I ignored him. What the hell was she doing here? Last I’d heard she had taken up with the First Servant herself, and had settled in Riversrun.

				I swung the spyglass around towards the other cloud of dust on the horizon. As the image leapt into focus, I caught my breath. Not just any soldiers. Five riders dressed in a very particular shade of blue. A shade that tended to mask blood stains. I muttered a cantrip that very definitely wasn’t on the Reclaimer approved list and the image swelled, destroying my last hopes of misidentification. The gods-damned Royal Guard. Bugger, bollocks, fuckety fuck fuck. What had Elvie got herself into?

				The spyglass slipped from my suddenly nerveless fingers. I made a half-hearted attempt to scoop it up before it hit the ground, which just served to send it flying across the wagon. When I looked up, Jareck was staring at me.

			

			
				‘What is it, Master?’ he asked.

				‘Change of plan, do-gooder,’ I replied. ‘We’re going to save some villagers.’

				‘From the Royal Guard?’

				Well that was uncharacteristically, and somewhat inconveniently, perceptive of him. I hopped down off the wagon and grabbed my sword.

				‘Okay, fine. We’re going to save a fellow Reclaimer, part of our close-knit family.’

				‘You said that other Reclaimers gave you the shits, Master. You said you couldn’t stand all the wailing and whining, and snivelling apologies they made for something previous generations of mages had done. You said. . . ’

				‘Forget what I said,’ I snapped as I finished belting on my sword. ‘We’re saving this one.’

				‘But why, Master?’

				‘Because I bloody well said so,’ I yelled as I set off at a jog towards the village. A few seconds later the slap of sandals told me Jareck was in pursuit. I took that as a sign to continue my rant.

				‘Bloody cheek. There was no way I would’ve taken that tone with my master. If he said attack a bunch of highly trained killing machines, I would have said “yes, sir, of course sir, do you need anything else sir” and would have considered myself lucky for the opportunity. Now we’re going to go down there, find Elvie and scarper back to the wastelands to hide like the miserable cowards we are. Do you understand?’

				‘Yes, ma’am. Of course, ma’am. Do you need anything else, ma’am?’

				‘Just make sure you’re ready to use that fucking bow,’ I muttered.

				I sighed. This was a bloody stupid plan.

				The things I did for ex-girlfriends.

				Chapter 4, in which a member of the Council comes to town

				Elvie was still a ways out when we reached the edge of the village. Curious residents looked us over, then backed away. It was an unwritten rule that Reclaimers never brought out their weapons while visiting a settlement. The sight of two heavily armed magic users had to be freaking a few people out. I flicked a sign towards Jareck. We’d do well to watch each other’s backs. There was no telling whose side the villagers might take when push came to shove. They certainly had no love for us, and no-one would want to piss off the Royal Guard. The best we could hope for was neutrality. Of course, there was another way to help tip them towards self-serving disinterest.

				‘Get back in your homes,’ I yelled. ‘Before I bring down the Blight on every single person that lives in this flea-bitten excuse for a town.’

				Gathering my will, I sucked in the taint from around me and concentrated it on a small, somewhat pathetic looking flowerbed in front of the closest house. Life drained away, leaving nothing but dust and withered stalks where some villager’s pride and joy used to sit.

				A woman with a wailing infant squealed, which triggered a mass exodus. Inside a minute the streets were deserted. In the new quiet, I could hear the approaching thunder of hooves. Our guests had almost arrived.

				‘Get up high and watch for my signal,’ I said.

				‘What signal?’ asked Jareck.

				‘It’ll be something subtle,’ I replied. ‘Maybe I’ll yell “shoot them”.’

				Jareck rolled his eyes, but shimmied up the side of a wall quickly enough. Once I was sure he was on his way, I moved out to the centre of the village’s high street, then crouched down. The dirt was rough, a dry reminder of the harsh conditions this close to the Desolate Lands. Still, dry dirt would be as good as anything to help stop my hands from slipping on the hilt if it came to a fight.

			

			
				Oh who was I kidding? It always came down to a fight.

				I shifted until I could feel the sun’s heat on my back, then stood and drew my sword. With a few moments to think, I started to feel bad about involving Jareck in all this. I should have sent him away. This wasn’t his fight and I’d likely be getting him killed for no good reason. But I was selfish enough to want to live myself, and apparently willing to risk his life to give Elvie the best possible chance of saving hers.

				Who would have thought nostalgia would be this powerful a force? I didn’t think of Elvie often, and while we’d had a good run, even I was smart enough to see we didn’t have a future together. But here I was, limbering up to do battle against my ex-lover’s enemies. Assuming they were her enemies of course and not just following her because she’d dropped her handkerchief at the palace gates and they just had to return it before chivalry left this world completely.

				The sound of hooves on hard-packed dirt had been getting louder, but I still started when Elvie’s horse turned into the main street. It was in a bad way, sides heaving, legs trembling and generally looking like an animal without much fight left in him. Elvie wasn’t in any better shape. She slumped along the horse’s neck, with her hands gripping on like pure death. Her hair, which I remembered as being so vibrant it was almost alive in its own right, lay lank and plastered, sweat and dirt and terror having taken their toll. But her exhaustion wasn’t what drew my eyes, nor the ruined state of her attire. No, it was the arrow blooming like a grotesque flower from the back of her shoulder that really grabbed my attention.

				As the horse approached I stepped forward, raising my arms to block its way. It slowed, trotting to a halt close enough that I could reach out and grab the reins without moving my feet. I ran my hand along its long face, then moved around, whispering soothing noises as I tried to get to Elvie. She looked so pale and I couldn’t see if she was breathing.

				It was only when the tears blurred my vision that I realised that I was crying, quiet little hiccups audible only because the street had become deathly quiet. My hand was trembling so hard that I couldn’t tell if she had a pulse or not.

				‘Elvie?’

				She felt so cold, like icicles had slid under her skin. I willed my hand to steady, and in that moment I felt a faint stirring, the ever so slight expansion and contraction that pointed to breath and life. I pressed harder and she lurched upwards, her head thrashing around, glazed eyes trying to make sense of what was happening. She focused on me, and her face relaxed into an exhausted smile.

				‘Ulanda. I found you,’ she rasped, then her eyes rolled back, and she slid off the horse, unconscious again.

				I grabbed at her, desperately trying to avoid jolting the arrow. Her weight hit me awkwardly, arms and legs flopping randomly like clothes hung out in the breeze. I managed to swing her onto my shoulder and carry her towards the nearest home. Kicking the door open with a little enhanced strength, I entered the front room, a few rough-hewn chairs the only furniture. Further back in the house I heard another door slam, the owners making themselves scarce no doubt. Good, less crowd control for me.

				I made my way through the house until I found some bedding and lay Elvie down on her stomach as gently as I could, positioning her to minimise the chance of the arrow jarring against anything. For all I knew she was bleeding to death, but her pursuers would be here in moments. If they found us like this, she was dead for certain. I leant over and brushed the hair away from her face. She’d clung to life this long. I just had to hope that she could cling a little more.

				I got up and left the cottage. Given that I was about to face off against the Royal Guard, my usual concerns about using non-reclaiming magic had fairly thoroughly evaporated. I’d have to be careful though. I was used to only doing magic that I could hide behind explainable physical action – a little extra oomph behind a punch, jumping a little further than usual or giving someone a bit of a nudge in a crowd. My broader magical muscles had atrophied; I wouldn’t be up to doing much. I could, however, use my dust cantrip to erase evidence of carrying Elvie into the house. It wouldn’t prevent them finding her pretty damn quickly if they mounted a proper search, but it might buy some time. Especially if I kept them focused on me.

			

			
				Now that I wasn’t worried about pesky little things like laws, the odds tipped a little back towards me. Sure, it was still five to one (call it one and a half with Jareck in the picture). But I wasn’t going to hold back like I had yesterday. These guards were going to get the full brunt of all the taint I could find. Sure, compared to the wilderness closer to the border this dingy town was relatively taint-free, but there was still enough to pack a punch. Grizzled war veterans these guards might be, but I bet they’d never faced an unrestrained Reclaimer before.

				I found a position as far from Elvie’s house as I could manage that still allowed me to block the street. Once I was in place, I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

				Time to put on a show.

				Chapter 5, in which royal guards have an unwelcome surprise

				I didn’t have to wait long before the royal guards came thundering into the village. Five dusty, sweaty horses carrying five dusty, sweaty guards, all following Elvie’s trail like they were in one giant game of ‘chase the magister’.

				Lather covered the horses, and they seemed to have absolutely no objection to coming to a shuddering halt when the lead rider raised her fist in the air. They made a show of slowly dismounting and hitching their horses to the posts put aside for that very purpose. Not that this back-of-nowhere village would see many actual horses.

				Besides a preference for that particular shade of blue, this batch upheld the royal guards’ reputation for an eclectic fashion sense. The lead rider was the only officer in the bunch, her lieutenant’s solid gold star visible on her tabard. Three of the others had the variety of badges that denoted the different levels of the rank and file. Their mismatched armour was all well maintained and well used, as were the array of weapons on display. Three soldiers and an officer – a standard scouting patrol.

				The fifth member of this little troop wore a tabard of a style I’d never seen before, a jet-black star with gold trim featuring prominently. Must be a new branch of the guard, but not one I’d ever heard of. I’d been in the borderlands for too long if new arms of the military had sprung up in my absence.

				Whoever he was, he was lightly armed and I put him from my mind as the leader moved forward, her short, brown hair framing a face etched with as much exhaustion as Elvie’s. Her dark skin marked her as a Kinter, part of the founding kingdom of the Empire. If her political connections weren’t extensive, I’d be a slaverine’s auntie. She was clearly no soft dilettante, slumming in the army while waiting for her inheritance to kick in. The Queen didn’t muck about with her personal safety; only the best made it into the royal guard.

				Gods’ stench, this was getting worse by the minute. Unless I was willing to kill all five of them, as well as any villagers that happened to see us fight, word was going to get back to the palace about this little showdown. And while the day’s trajectory had certainly made me cross, I wasn’t quite at the mass-murderer stage yet.

				All in all, talking seemed like the best option. Maybe I could find out what the hell was going on. I stuck my sword into the ground in front of me and spread my arms out wide.

				‘My friends,’ I said. ‘Welcome to Shitsville, holiday capital of the borderlands. Chief Tourism Officer Ulanda, at your service. What can I do for you?’

				The Lieutenant took another step forward. Behind her, the three infantry scanned the buildings around them. Fortunately Jareck had quite a knack for staying still, and no shouts of alarm materialised.

				The man in the strange tunic stared at me avidly, almost hungrily. He was younger than I had first thought, with a sallow complexion that owed more to lifestyle than his recent travels, if I was any judge. From the look of him he wasn’t half the soldier that his companions were, but his eyes burnt with a feverish intensity. All in all, he was a creepy little fucker.

				‘That’s the horse of a known fugitive,’ said the Lieutenant. ‘Where is the woman that was riding it?’

				Her voice was relaxed, confident. A little too confident for my liking. My orange robe should have been making her nervous. I liked other people nervous. The more they sweated, the steadier my heart rate. People who weren’t anxious around Reclaimers were generally stupid, desperate or both. This woman didn’t strike me as stupid, and her relaxed slouch did not exactly scream desperate.

			

			
				Shit. There was something I didn’t know. I hated things I didn’t know, especially when I was about to fight.

				I kept my eyes locked on the Lieutenant, and tried to keep any of my reservations from showing on my face.

				‘The horse galloped in on its lonesome,’ I replied. ‘And by the age-old custom of finders-keepers, I’m afraid he’s now mine. Go find your own horse.’

				The Lieutenant’s eyes narrowed, and her hand drifted towards the hilt of her sword. As if in response to a prearranged signal, the rest of her squad began to casually spread themselves out across the village high street. One, a grey-haired veteran with a sergeant’s badge, who was a handsome fellow if you could look past the whopping great scar across his face, moved out to my right. His hand rested of the haft of a wicked looking axe.

				The second, younger man moved to flank me to the left. If I edited out the sweat and crumple he seemed to be well dressed, to an almost dandy-level standard. His bald head had a fine layer of stubble, days of hard pursuit clearly didn’t leave a lot of time for personal grooming. The sheer scruffiness of his appearance was probably killing him, but I suspected it wouldn’t prevent him from using his twinned swords to good effect.

				The third guard looked as grizzled as I felt, and stayed still behind and slightly to the left of the Lieutenant. She didn’t raise her bow, but her hand twitched as if it ached to grab one of the arrows in the quiver slung across her back and bring this conversation to a quick end. Arrows, I couldn’t help but notice, that matched the one currently decorating Elvie’s back. Oh, I had special plans for this one.

				Sallow-man kept staring at me, but otherwise did nothing. If I was being honest, that bothered me most of all.

				I savagely pushed down the urge to look for Jareck.

				‘Try again, Reclaimer,’ said the Lieutenant, her tone still pleasant. ‘We followed her tracks right through to here. If she jumped off her horse, we would have found her. Last chance. Where is the fugitive?’

				‘Sorry, Sergeant,’ I said, granting her a field demotion for being a prick. ‘Don’t know what to tell you. I think I’d remember if a fellow Reclaimer rode into town.’

				The Lieutenant didn’t bother replying to me, she just turned to her squad.

				‘Get her.’

				Even as she was turning, I summoned my energy and did a jumbo version of my dirt trick. A whole wall of dust, filled with tiny bits of grit and gravel, went flying through the air towards the squad, momentarily blinding everyone and sent at least one of them into a spasm of coughing. I really hoped it was the woman with the bow.

				I grabbed my sword and ran towards a narrow path between two houses, on the opposite side of the street from where I had stashed Elvie. I had to lead them away if I was going to stand a chance. Pulling in the Blight would work eventually, the trick was staying alive long enough for it to take effect.

				Behind me the horses whinnied, an almost musical accompaniment to some of the language from the Royal Guard. I grinned. This had the potential to be fun. In a stomach clenching, terrifying kind of way. I reached the edge of one of the houses when I felt a surge of energy behind me. Shit, what was Jareck doing? What part of ‘wait for my signal’ was hard to understand?

				I glanced back, just as all the dust swirling around stopped dead still for a moment, then plummeted to the ground like each grain had suddenly become lead-coated. There was a moment of silence, as everyone adjusted to their new pristine environment. The squad looked as surprised as I felt. Well, most of them did. Sallow-man was staring straight at me, his look of concentration fading into a small smile as he let the energy fall away.

				My heart lurched, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. They had a sorcerer. What the actual fuck were the Royal Guard doing with a sorcerer? Sorcerers were banned. Hells, all magic was banned. Only Reclaimers were permitted to practice the craft, and only if they stuck to the single task of reclaiming land and people from the taint. Those with any magical talent were driven away from family and former friends, often by the very same Royal Guard who stood in front of this sorcerer.

			

			
				Suddenly his black star emblem took on a sinister new meaning. A new branch of the army. Surely the Queen wasn’t recruiting sorcerers? And if she was, why would that sorcerer be chasing a high-ranking Reclaimer? But most importantly, how was I supposed to use illegal magic to win against impossible fucking odds when the forces of law and order were willing to stoop to my level?

				Damn it. Time to run.

				Chapter 6, in which uneven odds prove vexing

				As I started to move, an arrow appeared in the side of the house just where my head had been moments before. I sprinted, the sound of my boots slapping the ground, my own harsh breathing filling my ears. I resisted the urge to crouch down and present a smaller target. More arrows would be coming. Going against a sorcerer had a remarkable liberating effect on me. What few reservations I had left about using all magical options dissipated. I threw a shield up behind me and a few seconds later the crack of splintering wood rang out and my shield pulsed. It pulsed twice more before I could get around the corner and out of her line of sight.

				I was rusty with the non-reclaiming stuff. My old master had been an honest to goodness mage, minted before the Blight. Using magic had been so second nature to him that he couldn’t stop himself. And one night the mob had come silently in the night and swarmed over our camp like ants at a picnic spread. Most of my fellow apprentices and my master died that night, and they hadn’t died easy. Elvie and I had only escaped because we’d snuck out for some alone time. After that, I’d sworn I’d never get caught practicing magic, and so my skills atrophied.

				Clearly I should have anticipated having to fight a state-sanctioned sorcerer one day.

				I scrambled along the back of the house, then cut through between the next two houses until I emerged on the next street over. What the hell was the layout of this tin-pot little village? Reclaimers were usually required to camp outside a town’s boundary, so I hadn’t paid too much attention. Still, there weren’t that many streets because it wasn’t that big a place. Running wasn’t going to help for long, and there weren’t enough places to hide.

				The sorcerer was the key. Without him, the warriors were vulnerable to the Blight. With him, it was five against one, and despite what the sagas said, in a fair fight the hero never beats five-to-one odds no matter how good she was. Besides I wasn’t even sure I was the hero of this adventure. Who knew what kind of trouble Elvie had got herself into.

				No, a good offence was a damn sight better than getting a knife in your back as you tried to run away, as my old master used to say.

				I sprinted, legs taking as wide a step as my robe would allow. For all that a Reclaimer’s robes were, by royal decree, hideously bright orange, it didn’t mean they had to be dysfunctional as well. There was this tailor in Riversrun who I helped out of a tricky spot involving two simultaneous but completely parallel boyfriends, a travelling circus and an utterly scurrilous accusation of forgery. After that, receiving stylish, practical and above all comfortable robes for all occasions was a breeze. She even threw in a robe or two for Jareck.

				Speaking of Jareck, I hoped he was still paying attention. I didn’t have a sign for ‘mage’, but I held my left hand high and made the sign for ‘attack’ and ‘wait’. He’d better be able to see me. I was totally screwed if he couldn’t.

				Six or seven houses down I turned again, then stopped and peeked back down the street I had just left. For a few heart-shuddering seconds there was nothing, then the business end of an axe preceded Sergeant Scarface and Bow Lady as they stalked cautiously around the corner. I waited a few seconds, but no one else emerged.

			

			
				Shit. Where were Fancy Pants and the Lieutenant? And the bloody sorcerer. I was shifting forward to try and get a better angle when a slight sound sent me diving sideways for the ground. The whistle of a blade cut over my head as I rolled and pushed myself back up to my feet in one spectacularly awkward movement, bringing my sword to the ready.

				‘Well,’ said Fancy Pants. ‘Wasn’t that athletic.’

				I tried to draw in the Blight, but Fancy Pants was on me. I couldn’t concentrate, it’s hard to focus when two swords are coming at you. It took all my skill just to block. The battle was furious, our blade strikes ringing loudly in the deserted streets. It wouldn’t be too long before the others arrived. I kept trying to grab for the Blight, but my need to avoid disembowelment meant I had to prioritise my swordsmanship. Fancy Pants had clearly trained to flight a Reclaimer. That seemed like something I should worry about. Later.

				I gave up on the Blight and focused on the fight. After a few seconds of back and forth, I managed to catch both blades on mine and throw Fancy Pants back a step or two. I used the free moment to harden the air into a small disc shaped shield that rested on my left arm. When concentrated into such a small area, the shield would probably take one, maybe two blows. Used at the right time, that might be enough.

				Fancy Pants came in fast and hard. Perhaps he didn’t think that a humble Reclaimer should be able to hold her own against a trained Royal Guard. If you can’t use magic make sure you’re carrying a sharp stick, as my old master used to say. He’d trained us to within an inch of our lives in the martial arts, as well as the magical ones. While many of my fellow apprentices had gravitated towards more traditionally mage-like weapons, such as staves and ornate daggers, I’d always liked the sword. Call me old fashioned.

				We fell into a rhythm, with me circling to the left as I played a mostly defensive game, my sword darting left and right to block the whirlwind of steel that kept coming at me. He was good, well trained and his movements gave little away about his intentions. But little was not the same as nothing. As his right shoulder telegraphed his next swipe, I moved my invisible makeshift shield up to block, leaving my sword arm free. His blade stopped dead a centimetre or so from my arm. To an onlooker, it must have seemed like my arm was made of steel. Fancy Pants gasped in surprise, then looked even more astonished when I took the opportunity to kick him in the balls.

				A quick tap with the pommel of my sword to the back of his head sent him sprawling onto the ground, where he lay still with his face in the dirt. Unconsciousness was probably doing him a favour, given how hard I’d kicked him. He could thank me later.

				For good measure, I drew in some Blight and sent it in Fancy Pants’ direction. His face turned a very sick shade of pale.

				‘Hope your sorcerer knows how to reclaim,’ I muttered. Despite all that was happening, I was still reluctant to kill a Royal Guard. The Queen had made it very clear what happened to Reclaimers who killed her soldiers; they were not invited over for tea and pastries. But I’m sure leaving them unconscious and infected with the Blight would be fine. She was, after all, famous for her sense of humour.

				I backed up then turned and ran for the main street. Hopefully they weren’t expecting me to attack. With any luck they’d be spread out, searching, assuming I’d be trying to hide. That would be the sensible. . .

				A high-pitched whine near my left ear made me flinch and stumble. Bow Lady had found me. I brought up my full shield just in time to send two more arrows ricocheting away wildly.

				She was a long way back but crap, that bow was inconvenient. I could only hold a full shield for a few seconds at a time, and I needed to save as much of my strength as possible for that damned sorcerer. This meant I needed to get a lot better at keeping away from Bow Lady and get on with finding the sorcerer before the rest of the squad cornered me. I ducked down another laneway and let the shield fall away. Bloody hell, I hadn’t used this much magic for anything except reclaiming for years. It was starting to take its toll.

				Shouting started up from somewhere behind me. Bow Lady had found Fancy Pants, and from the sounds of things she wasn’t very pleased with my handiwork. What, would she have preferred that I killed him? They weren’t exactly blameless in all this. I don’t think they’d been chasing Elvie to present her with the ‘Empire’s Best Reclaimer’ award. I hated double standards in people that were trying to kill me.

			

			
				I reached the main street. If Jareck had remembered his training, he should still be in place, waiting for my signal. Gods knew, I’d drilled it into him enough times so he didn’t follow the example of his predecessor, who got herself killed trying to improvise her way to being a hero. If he was hiding in the roof, I had the advantage. A trump card waiting to be played. I only needed to distract the sorcerer for a few vital seconds and Jareck would put an arrow in him. The more holes someone pokes in you, the harder it was to focus on magic.

				I speak from personal experience.

				Chapter 7, in which apprentices need to do what they’re told

				I slowed down, looking for any sign of the sorcerer. There was enough dust in the air to blur my vision and render me susceptible to coughing fits. Whinnying and great, huffing snorts told me that the squad’s horses were having as bad a time of it as I was. I rubbed at my eyes, acutely aware of my increasing vulnerability. And only then did it occur to me to ask, why was there dust? The sorcerer had put an end to my little trick, so the main street should be all clear. And while the horses seemed agitated, they wouldn’t be able to stir things up this much, hitched as they were. When I peered into the space where it was thickest I could almost make out. . .

				Two figures. Fighting. Oh by Clarion’s hairy ballsack, it was Jareck. The stupid little bastard. It would serve him right if I left him to it. Then he’d learn how a half-trained Reclaimer apprentice went against an imperial battle sorcerer.

				Gods help me, there were imperial battle sorcerers now. That was a concept that I’d never thought for a moment I’d ever have to grapple with. This thrice-damned day was getting worse and worse and. . .

				I let out a long, shuddering breath in an effort to calm down. What was the smart thing to do? If I left Jareck I’d have to train another apprentice and besides, it would mean leaving Elvie too. This was a right cock up. Just this morning I’d been looking forward to a day of tedious reclaiming with a purse full of coins to show for it. Maybe have gotten some fresh food in trade, and perhaps found a lonely farmer’s wife who was a little more open-minded than the average villager. It would have been a good day. But now I was trying to evade a squad of the Royal Guard and rescue my fucking incompetent apprentice from a previously unknown branch of her majesty’s army, where apparently it was alright to use combat magic again.

				I circled closer to the fight, trying to keep out of the sorcerer’s line of sight. Both of them had shields raised, and the sorcerer was testing Jareck’s strength by throwing a crap load of elemental magic in his direction. Now I may not have taught Jareck much magic, but he did know how to create a decent shield. And from the look of things, he’d been practicing. I knew the boy had some talent, but his shield was about as strong as I’d ever seen. I’d have been hard pressed to match it, and even then only for a few seconds. From the looks of things, this standoff had been going for a few minutes. And judging from what I could see of the sorcerer’s face, I wasn’t the only one who was finding Jareck’s hidden depths surprising. His superior smirk was gone and beads of sweat trickled down his face as he tried, and failed, to break Jareck’s defences.

				Unfortunately this is where Jareck’s tactics found their limitations. The ground was littered with arrows, a testament to Jareck’s failed attempts to turn the mage into a pin cushion. As strong as he was, I hadn’t actually taught him any offensive magic that would be of any use in this scenario, so he had no way of initiating a counter-attack. I’d told him there was no point in learning that kind of magic. There were no magic users left to fight, only other Reclaimers, all of whom were sworn to non-violence. Or at least, magical non-violence. Or at least, magical non-violence unless you thought you could get away with it. In any case, classic magical duelling seemed like a redundant skill set.

				As a result, this fight was a classic standoff. The Royal Sorcerer hoping Jareck’s shield would crack, and Jareck hoping the Royal Sorcerer would over extend himself and Jareck would get the chance to beat him over the head with his bow. He may even have stood a chance, if it wasn’t for the other Royal Guards. Sooner or later, Jareck was going to find himself fighting on multiple fronts. And not long after that, he was going to find himself dead.

			

			
				With that perspective, the battle took on a new light. The mage wasn’t really trying to crack Jareck’s shield. He was just trying to keep him busy for long enough that someone else returned. Sadly for Royal Sorcerer Guy, that someone was me.

				Jareck’s eyes flickered in my direction and his face brightened. Idiot. He was going to give me away, and then neither of us would have much hope. I raised my hand with the sign for distract, then started stalking towards the sorcerer. Jareck moved as well, always keeping the sorcerer facing away from me. I didn’t have any projectile weapons, and it probably wouldn’t matter if I did. The sorcerer would have his own shield up. If I had more time I would just wait for him to tire himself out, but the rest of the squad would be back any moment. I could probably crack through with my sword, but I had no idea how strong this guy was. My best bet was to try the shield synchronisation trick and hope to all the brown hills of hell that he didn’t notice me.

				When I was close enough to feel the energy emanating from his shield I closed my eyes and focused on matching its vibrations with my own. If I could just get the two shields humming at the same rate, I should be able to slip through. Like most inexperienced mages, he’d made his shield wide, transcribing a circle around him that stretched out for a couple of metres. No-one liked attacks getting too close, and your newer magic user instinctively tried to keep danger at bay by creating a bit of distance. If he’d kept his shield close and tight this never would have worked.

				So, the Queen had got herself a troop of sorcerers, but they weren’t experienced ones. Good to know.

				Our shields pressed against each other for a few heart-stopping seconds, before merging with a pop. The overlapping areas cancelled each other out and just like that there was nothing between us. This guy might be inexperienced, but you’d have to be a moron not to feel that. I stepped through the gap and let my shield go once I was safely through. Royal Sorcerer Guy spun around just in time for me to punch him in the nose. Just because I shouldn’t kill Royal Guards didn’t mean he couldn’t take away a bloody memento of our encounter.

				But he surprised me. He fell back with the punch but managed to hit the ground, roll and get back onto his feet in a matter of seconds, lightning already dancing across his fingers. His sudden movement also dragged his shield forward and I stumbled as its trailing edge hit my back. I stomped my left foot down hard and launched myself at the mage. He clearly hadn’t processed the fact that I was inside his shield because he did nothing to protect himself right up until a moment before I crash tackled him. I felt a sharp pain then my right arm went numb as his nascent lightning strike grounded itself through my conveniently placed body and then we were both in the dirt, my sword sliding away as we grappled. In a role reversal from my tussle with Fancy Pants that I would have found delightfully ironic if I wasn’t fighting for my life, I knew I had to press the attack and not give him enough time to use his magic. We were on top of each other, and he would only need a few seconds to summon enough energy to blow me to the moon and back.

				Damn it. Lightning was cool. I wish I’d mastered the elemental forces of nature.

				If he got his few seconds, I might be able to raise a shield in time to block him. But then again, I might not. Besides, there was a certain appeal in participating in an undignified wrestling match. As we rolled about, I’d occasionally catch a glimpse of Jareck’s legs. He darted back and forth, perhaps trying to get his chance at the Royal Sorcerer Guy. But we were too closely entwined, he was very unlikely to get a clean shot. And I, as his valued teacher and guide to the arcane mysteries of the Reclaimer’s arts, would have been pretty bloody annoyed if he accidentally placed an arrow into my arse.

				I landed a solid elbow into the sorcerer’s midsection, and the air whooshed out of him like the pop of an over-inflated water skin. As he doubled up, I managed to ensure that my knee became more closely acquainted with his nether regions. Two groin shots in one day. One more, and I’d hit a new daily record.

				In any case, he wouldn’t be thinking about summoning magic for a few moments. And in those moments, Jareck danced in and clocked him over the head with his bow. Royal Sorcerer Guy’s head hit the ground in a most satisfying way as consciousness left for a visit to dream land.

			

			
				‘About bloody time,’ I muttered as I pulled myself up slowly. I couldn’t be sure, but I might have cracked a rib. Or at least severely bruised one. Damn it, my healing magic was pretty pathetic. It looked like breathing properly was something I’d have to put on my to do list for tomorrow.

				‘Get down,’ Jareck yelled and tackled me, sending me tumbling back down towards the ground just in time to see two arrows buzz over my head. Gods be damned, it was Bow Lady again. She really was starting to get on my nerves.

				The next two arrows spun away from Jareck’s hastily constructed shield. Technically speaking he’d probably saved my life. I mentally took back most of the uncharitable things I’d said about him. He was a good boy really. Of course, that could never be admitted out loud. But still, I’m sure on some subconscious level he would sleep easier, bathed in the warm glow of my obscured regard.

				Chapter 8, in which convenient lies are the order of the day

				We both got to our feet as the Lieutenant and Bow Lady approached. Behind them, I could see that Sergeant Scarface was supporting a barely conscious Fancy Pants. Great, the gang was all here. I tried a disarming smile while flicking Jareck the sign that roughly translated to ‘Shut the fuck up and let me do the talking’.

				‘Do you mind?’ I asked. ‘It’s going to take long enough to clean these robes without additional rolling about in the filth.’

				Bow Lady shrugged. ‘Worth a try,’ she said in a surprisingly pleasant tone of voice. Her expression screamed ‘nothing personal’ and I believed it. This was the stance of a professional following orders.

				The Lieutenant glanced down at Royal Sorcerer Guy.

				‘Is he dead?’ she asked in a neutral tone. I couldn’t tell if the prospect bothered her one way or another.

				I summoned some Blight and let it settle on the mage.

				‘No,’ I replied. ‘But he’s going to be unconscious for quite some time. Too long to be much use to your friend.’

				I waved in Fancy Pants’s general direction.

				The Lieutenant turned slightly and frowned. She was running the angles. I just had to hope she came to the right conclusion.

				I willed myself not to sweat despite the nerves that had turned my stomach into a spinning top. If these three attacked, I’d be hard pressed to hold them off for long enough to summon sufficient Blight to bring them down. Shields didn’t hold up too well against close range combat with cold steel. Arrows were one thing, but a single whack with Sergeant Scarface’s axe and they’d be through. Those yokel bandits from yesterday had been easy, but these guys had been trained to fight Reclaimers. One hint of the Blight and they’d swarm us both. Besides, I was sore and running low on juice. At this point, I’d only give us even money on surviving the fight. And if I knew that, so did they.

				The Lieutenant grabbed and release the hilt of her still-sheathed sword as she watched me through narrowed eyes. Grab, release. Grab, release. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Jareck tensing, his own hands straying towards his knives. I made a small gesture with my hand and he stopped. No need to poke the lion when it’s stalking different prey, as my old master used to say.

				The Lieutenant’s fingers stopped their compulsive twitching and gripped the hilt. My own grip tightened, and I had to actively resist the urge to launch my own pre-emptive attack.

				‘Heal Thompson and we’ll leave you alive,’ she said, gesturing in Fancy Pants’s direction. No reference to Royal Sorcerer Guy. Interesting. Clearly not everyone loved the addition of magical firepower into the Queen’s army. I was learning all kinds of useful things today.

				I gave the Lieutenant my grandest hurumph. ‘If I heal Fancy Pants, you’re going to kick some Reclaimer arse, even if it means letting this magic-using tosser die where he lies,’ I said.

				The Lieutenant’s slight, almost involuntary, nod was all the confirmation I needed. She didn’t like the addition of a mage to her squad. Or at least, not this particular mage. From what I’d seen of his personality, I imagined that the fine specimen lying in the dirt before me hadn’t done anything to endear himself to the regular troops. Time to stoke the fire.

			

			
				‘I never thought I’d see the day when the Royal Guard teamed up with a sorcerer,’ I said as I stretched out my leg and rolled the sorcerer over so he lay face up. ‘And with their own divisional badge and everything. Do you take orders from him?’

				Sergeant Scarface spat on the ground. ‘We don’t take orders from no Black Star magic-using son of goat-fucking. . . ’

				‘That’s enough, Sergeant Arrowson,’ snapped the Lieutenant. Turning back towards me, she moderated her tone. ‘I have orders to capture the Reclaimer Elvirana Blackwattle and return her to the capital. Something tells me you’re not about to give her up. No deal.’

				Bow Lady drew back an arrow as Jareck’s knives leapt out of his scabbards so fast I would have sworn it was at their own volition.

				‘But she’s dead,’ I said. Everyone froze, while I thanked my hours of lying to the elders of many, many villages for the fact that my face was completely neutral.

				‘What do you mean, dead?’ barked the Lieutenant, caution twisting her face. ‘We chased her all the way from the capital. Last time we sighted her she was very much alive.’

				I tried for as sorrowful a look as I could. ‘I don’t know when it was that you shot her, but she’d tied herself to the horse just to keep going. The blood loss was incredible. When we cut her down, her heart just gave out. She was dead before we could do anything.’

				‘That sounds. . . convenient,’ said the Lieutenant. ‘I’d need to see the body.’

				‘I told the villagers to take the body away and hide it. Even I don’t know where it is. With the way they feel about Reclaimers, and with a squad of Royal Guards bearing down on them, they were happy to oblige.’

				It was the most bald-faced, transparent and piss-weak lying I’d ever done. It wouldn’t stand up for a second if they chose to search the village, or even speak to one of the villagers. It certainly wouldn’t be enough to stop dedicated soldiers performing a solemn and noble duty for their beloved Queen. But was it enough of an excuse for discontented soldiers under the command of a hated sorcerer for reasons they didn’t understand? Especially when carrying out their orders would mean one of their own dying a horrible death.

				Well, that was the question, wasn’t it?

				Bow Lady stepped forward, whispering urgently at the Lieutenant, who didn’t seem in an advice-receiving mood. Arrowson, shifted Thompson’s weight to a more comfortable position and looked like he wanted to join the conversation.

				‘Enough,’ snapped the Lieutenant, turning slightly towards Bow Lady. ‘I’m not going to let Thompson die because of some squabble between mages. The Captain sent us on this fucking chase because she’d been ordered to assign a squad. I doubt she would be too happy if we turn up with this many bodies. We’ll just have to tell Bloodworm that our only two choices were to check for the body or save his life. I suspect the little weasel will be relatively happy with the choice we made.’

				I kept my face as blank as possible, lest any sign of hope swung the Lieutenant towards another decision. Instead, I decided that being helpful was my best move. I normally didn’t do helpful unless there was a brass sovereign in it, but I was willing to make an exception in this case.

				‘Do you often travel this close to the border?’ I asked.

				The Lieutenant shook her head, a familiar look of distaste on her face. I’d seen that look on many a central kingdom dweller in my time. Why would she have travelled here? Nobody who had a choice would come anywhere near the Blight if they could help it. In three short generations, it had replaced nearly every bogeyman the pre-Blight world had to fear.

				‘This close, you and your animals have already begun to feel the effects,’ I said. Arrowson swore colourfully to several minor divinities of the eastern provinces, while Bow Lady’s grip on her bow tightened as her sullen look grew deeper.

				‘I’m not going to reclaim any of you, for obvious reasons,’ I continued. ‘But I will reclaim your horses to help you get back to civilisation. The sooner you all get treated, the better the outcome. Especially for those two.’

			

			
				I pointed towards the sorcerer and Thompson, who both, truth be told, were not looking good. Concentrated Blight took people in many different ways, none of them good. Thompson was very pale, a sheen of sweat covering every visible part of his body. He twitched in his unconsciousness, muttering low sounds more animalistic than human.

				In some ways the sorcerer was worse. He lay completely still, but even in such a short time his flesh had begun to melt away, prominent cheek bones now framing a face that was more skeleton than man. I resisted the urge to check his pulse. Maybe I’d gone a bit overboard with the Blight. I could just reclaim him a little. . .

				Actually, no. Fuck him. That little pissant had wanted to bury me in the dirt, and he would have danced a little jig while digging the hole. My brief merciful impulse died away as quickly as it came, and I let the cold anger that replaced it fill my eyes and hopefully my voice.

				‘So, Lieutenant, what’s it going to be? Fight or flight?’

				I managed to stop an audible sigh of relief when the Lieutenant broke eye contact and gestured towards Bow Lady and Arrowson.

				‘Arrowson, Ironside, I want Thompson and Mr Bloodworm in their saddles in the next five minutes. If we’re not riding for the capital five minutes after that, there’s going to be the kind of trouble that neither of you wants to experience. The sooner we put this Gods-forsaken town behind us, the sooner I’ll stop feeling like I’m about to become reacquainted with my lunch.’

				Arrowson and Ironside sat looking at the Lieutenant for a few surprise-induced seconds until she turned back towards them and yelled ‘Now, you mangy goat-spawn.’

				While Ironside and Arrowson got hastily to it, the Lieutenant got up on her horse and made a conspicuous display of securing her weapons. I made my own conspicuous display by keeping my weapons out and ready to swing, a fact that did not escape the Lieutenant’s notice. She kept her horse outside the sword range and lent forward.

				‘Will Thompson make it back to the city?’

				‘Ride hard and fast and I’m sure he will,’ I replied.

				She straightened up, then glanced down. ‘And what about Mr Bloodworm?’

				‘The sorcerer?’ I replied. ‘Do you care?’

				‘I would have thought you’d be more supportive of a fellow practitioner,’ she said, her voice reaching a level of neutrality usually only associated with career diplomats out-posted to distant and hostile lands.

				I, however, was not feeling diplomatic. I demonstrated this by snorting.

				‘I’ve got as much in common with that weasel as you do with the rampaging barbarian women of Ryndel. We both have access to a similar weapon. The list of similarities ends there.’

				The Lieutenant pursed her lips as she stared at me for a few more minutes, then nodded curtly and straightened up in the saddle.

				‘What’s taking so long, maggot brains?’ she yelled.

				A women after my own heart.

				Arrowson and Ironside moved a little faster, they were clearly used to a little bit of verbal encouragement from the Lieutenant. Within a few minutes they were ready to go. I motioned Jareck forward to reclaim their horses while I stood guard. No point in having an apprentice if you couldn’t send them into the viper’s den every now and then, as my old master used to say.

				As they turned to go, I stepped forward on a whim.

				‘Lieutenant,’ I called out.

				The Lieutenant stopped her horse and turned her head back towards me, an arched eyebrow serving as her response.

				‘I didn’t catch your name,’ I said.

			

			
				The Lieutenant looked at me for a few slow seconds, before her mouth curled in a way the made my stomach do a little flutter, something it hadn’t done in quite a while.

				‘No,’ she said. ‘You didn’t. You should probably follow up on that.’

				And then she was gone in a cloud of dust, leaving us standing alone in the street. Jareck started coughing as the dust drifted back to where we were standing. I turned to find him staring at me.

				‘Really, Master?’ he said when he recovered his breath. ‘Flirting with the leader of the group of terrifying Royal Guards who were trying to kill us?’

				I shrugged then sheathed my sword. ‘What can I say? It’s been a slow year.’

				Chapter 9, in which an ex-girlfriend’s sleeping patterns are concerning

				I sent Jareck off to make sure they’d actually left and weren’t doubling back to lay some fiendish trap for us. It was a sensible precaution, but truthfully I wasn’t too worried. The Lieutenant had looked satisfied with the outcome, and I suspected she’d have no trouble spinning the right kind of story to her superiors back home. And if the sorcerer didn’t survive the journey back, it was an even money bet as to whether the Blight or the Lieutenant would be the one to finish him off.

				In any case, I had more urgent fish to fry. I ran back to the house where I’d stashed Elvie. Leaving her had seemed like the only option at the time, but now that the crisis was over I had an attack of doubt. Her wounds had been serious, her exhaustion total. I stopped outside the door of the house, hands trembling. Had it been the right call? I resisted the urge to throw up as I gently pushed the door and made my way back through the house. Elvie lay where I’d left her and was still. So still.

				I knelt beside her, the rough-hewn floor biting into my knees even through the thick wool of my robe. My fingers sought the flutter of life at her throat. She was icy, and I blinked away tears when I found nothing. Nothing.

				Nothing.

				There! A slight pulse, its weakness should have terrified me but instead I was overwhelmed by a fierce wave of relief.

				‘That’s my girl,’ I muttered as I checked her wounds. It wasn’t a long search. The arrow jutting out from behind her shoulder made any other scrape or cut of secondary concern. I drew my knife and cut away the sodden robe. The arrow wound still seeped a slow trickle of blood.

				‘Bloody hell.’

				I turned to see Jareck in the doorway.

				‘No time for gawking boy,’ I said. ‘Did they leave?’

				‘Lost sight of them a few minutes ago,’ he said. ‘They were riding hard in the direction of Riversrun.’

				If I was any judge of character the Lieutenant would not be back any time soon. Of course, so many times in the past I’d been a bloody awful judge of character, but it didn’t do to dwell.

				‘Stoke the fire, start to boil some water and find whatever cloth you can in this glorified shack. Once you’ve done all that, run back to the wagon and get our medical supplies. And don’t let anyone stop you.’

				‘How do I do that while looking like a harmless Reclaimer?’ he asked.

				‘Fuck harmless,’ I said. ‘If any of these backward hicks so much as asks you the time of day, I want you to Blight the lot of them ’til their own mothers wouldn’t recognise them.’

				Something in my face must have encouraged Jareck into an order-following state of mind, because there was none of the usual back chat. He just gave a nervous looking salute and started busying himself around the room.

				I put him out of my mind, and turned my attention to Elvie.

				Half an hour later I was very glad she was still unconscious, because digging the arrow head out was providing difficult. Jareck had fetched our gear, and a pot of water had been encouraged to boil faster than a fire would normally allow, but that was about all that had gone right. Elvie clearly hadn’t had the time to stop and treat the wound properly and it would have been foolish of her to try to pull it out herself. It was barbed in a vicious way that would have done more damage coming out than it did going in.

			

			
				I glanced at her face and wondered again what had brought her to this place. The political animal I had known, and briefly loved, was no hard riding warrior, ignoring pain in pursuit of a mission. She was a negotiator, a deal maker, with the kind of smoothness that kept her out of trouble. Well, mostly out of trouble. Even when we were apprentices she’d avoided weapons training wherever possible. I remembered her, standing in some pub, eyes alight with equal parts passion and alcohol, declaring to all that would listen that ‘if I ever come across trouble I can’t talk my way out of, then I deserve the knife’. Yet here I was, hands coated in her blood.

				What had changed?

				I finally widened the wound enough that the arrow head yielded to my advances, popping out and promptly slipping from my hands, the blood slick against my quivering fingers. The wound was deep but didn’t seem to have hit anything vital. I was going to have to sew it up, but first I poured some of our meagre supply of alcohol over the wound to give her a fighting chance of keeping any infection at bay. Throughout it all she lay still, not even groaning when subjected to the less gentle of my ministrations. I checked her pulse every couple of minutes, just to make sure she was still with us. It was weak and thready, but it was still there.

				After I’d finished closing and dressing the wound, we cleaned her up as best we could using some of the now tepid water from the pot. I carefully wrapped her up in one of my spare robes and moved her into the bed, which we’d placed by the fire. I tried some of the small healing spells my master had taught me, but I couldn’t be sure whether they’d worked or not.

				I watched her then, covered in blankets. She seemed so fragile, a porcelain facade that could crack at the slightest movement.

				I stayed by her side until Jareck came and led me away to claim some time in oblivion while he watched over us both.

				Daylight prised my eyes open, leaving me blinking and confused in some nameless villager’s bed. It took me a few seconds to remember what had happened and why I wasn’t lying in the back of the wagon. But when the events of yesterday came welling up from the depths of my memory, I flung myself up and moved toward Elvie’s room almost before I had time to register the old but well-maintained furniture and minimalist possessions surrounding me. Someone poor but proud lived here, and I allowed myself a moment of guilt for dispossessing them of their home.

				On the other hand, Elvie. The guilt subsided.

				Near the smouldering remains of the fire, Elvie lay in the relocated bed in almost exactly the same position as I’d left her. Across from her, Jareck was jammed into the room’s only chair, head tilted back and his nose buzzing with soft snores.

				He’d clearly tried to stay awake all night so I could sleep. He’d obviously failed, but I couldn’t find it in me to be mad. He was a good boy, really.

				I shook him awake and steered him towards the bedroom and rest that included being fully prone. When I returned to the main room, I spent a few minutes rebuilding the fire. I was stalling. I knew I was stalling. The gods knew I was stalling. But I still waited until the fire was riding high before I could bring myself to check on Elvie.

				She seemed. . . better. Not good by any stretch of the imagination. But better. Her breathing was more regular, her pulse still weak but much steadier. In the light of a new day, her colour seemed a little less corpse-pale. A knot in my chest whose existence I hadn’t fully acknowledged until now eased slightly, and I was able to breath properly again.

				I shook my head and settled into the chair recently vacated by Jareck. All this for a woman I hadn’t seen in five years, and hadn’t slept with for double that time. Old age was making me soft.

				The day passed quickly. Angry villagers tried to recover their cottage, but I Blighted a tree in the front garden, which convinced them to stay away for a bit longer. I certainly wasn’t doing the Reclaimer cause any good, but then again I never was much for public relations. By the evening though, when Elvie still hadn’t stirred, worry started to overcome my relief.

			

			
				Jareck didn’t help the situation.

				‘Master, how far is it to Riversrun?’

				‘Almost three days hard ride,’ I replied. ‘Our friends would have to take it a bit slower, I’d say four days for them.’

				‘So we’ve got plenty of time?’

				‘I’d say so.’

				‘What if they meet a Reclaimer on the road? They could, it’s not impossible. They could have already healed their wounded. They could be on their way back right now!’

				‘They’re not on their way back.’

				‘But how do you know that?’

				What could I say? We probably should get moving, but I knew I wasn’t going anywhere until Elvie was ready. And that wasn’t going to happen unless she woke up. I retreated behind the time-honoured tactic of masters throughout the known lands when faced with awkward questions from apprentices. Chores.

				‘Have you seen to the wagon yet? Get out there before some pumpkin-loving hick gets it into their dung-clogged head to steal our stuff.’

				Jareck left the room, shoulders slumped and closing the door a little more firmly than was necessary.

				I sighed. He wasn’t wrong. But he didn’t need to know that.

				Chapter 10, in which messing around with magical artefacts has predictable results

				The next twenty-four hours were difficult. Either Jareck or I stayed on guard at all times, wary of the village’s residents and the need to monitor Elvie’s condition. At about the ten hour mark, she began to moan and thrash about, which I took as a good sign, even though she didn’t wake up. We were able to drip-feed her a diet of water and very thin soup, one spoonful at a time. A large percentage dribbled out the side of her mouth, but I was able to convince myself that some of it was reaching her stomach.

				When the sun rose on the second day, it was harder to ignore the meaningful facial gestures Jareck kept making in my direction. The longer we stayed, the less time we’d have to get away. My romantic side, which had apparently staged a successful coup against common sense, was beginning to weaken. To be fair, it didn’t have a lot of practice being in the driver’s seat. The part of my brain that had kept me alive when so many of my contemporaries had succumbed to the law of the jungle was staging a counter-insurgency.

				And Jareck wasn’t helping.

				‘Look at it this way, Master. If we wait much longer those Royal Guards are going to return, probably with reinforcements. Then she’s dead for sure, and us along with her. If we move, she might die. But ‘might die’ is a lot better than ‘will die’, isn’t it?’

				I hated it when the boy started to make sense. It offended the natural order of the world. I cast about the room, seeking a change of topic that would delay making the decision I knew I had to make. My eyes rested on Elvie’s saddlebags that Jareck had brought in the night before. I’d been so focused on Elvie, I hadn’t even thought to check her stuff.

				‘What’s in the saddlebag, boy?’ I said, with enough of an edge to warn Jareck, that he’d better follow this conversational tangent or he’d wish he had.

				Jareck dropped his gaze, shuffling his feet uncomfortably. I didn’t know which was more irritating, the fact that he’d dared to guess at his master’s emotional state, or the fact that he’d got it right.

				‘I haven’t opened them, Master,’ he said. ‘I thought I should respect your friend’s privacy.’

				‘Well that was bloody stupid,’ I snapped. ‘What if there is something in there that explains all this? Were you going to wait until we were surrounded by an army? Are you that stupid?’

				His eyes said ‘why didn’t you open it then’ while his mouth stayed sensibly shut. After a few moment’s silence, I waved my hand at the bags.

			

			
				‘What are you waiting for? Bring them here.’

				Jareck looked as close to sullen as I’d ever seen him as he slouched across the room and dumped the saddlebags on the edge of Elvie’s bed. A tiny whisper of conscience told me I was being hard on him, so I let the insolence slide. Never let it be said that I was anything other than a reasonable master.

				The bags seemed so light that I got the impression that Elvie hadn’t spent a lot of time packing. The first bag contained the crumbs of some trail rations, hard, cold stuff that focused more on survival than little things like flavour. If Elvie had been getting by on this stuff alone, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d let herself get shot just to avoid having to eat any more of them.

				I forced myself to look beyond Elvie’s wounds for the first time. She was chaffed all over, she’d clearly been in the saddle for a long time without rest. Although her old clothes had long since been consigned to the fire, I remember them stinking of blood, sweat and piss. At the time I’d thought the smell was the result of her wound, but now I started to put together a different picture. She’d ridden hard from Riversrun, not stopping to sleep, not stopping to eat and apparently not even stopping for bathroom breaks. What could be so important?

				The bag also contained a book in the old language of magic. Elvie always had been a collector. I’d never had the patience to painstakingly read through a half-forgotten language just to pick up yet another spell that I wasn’t allowed to cast. I placed the book on the bedside table and turned to the second saddlebag, which felt as light as the first. I was running out of places to find answers. It seemed empty, but I felt something shift as I lifted it up. A quick examination found a false bottom. Now we were getting somewhere.

				As I held the bag up a chill went through me, thrumming along my bones. I peeled away the false bottom and peered inside. Ice crystals formed across the leather, snowflake patterns tracing along its imperfections, creeping slowly outwards.

				Shit. I must have dislodged a containment spell, and this was bloody powerful magic if it was sucking the heat out of the air.

				Jareck was peering at me, and whatever he saw on my face was enough to make him take a sharp breath and step back. This was not a moment that called for a panicky apprentice. I was almost certain my old master had taught me a spell to contain magic, although I’d never had cause to use it. All the kingdom’s magical objects had been rounded up and thrown inside the volcano at Peri-Herta a few years after the war.

				Of course, the resulting eruption had destroyed the ancient Peri-Herta ruins, one of the famed Thirteen Treasures of the Continent. This hadn’t exactly done a lot to restore the magic-using community to a position of endearment with the population at large. Especially amongst the powerful Archaeological Society, whose tales of adventure, recovering ancient artefacts from exotic locales had caught the public’s imagination through song and story for decades. When they lost Peri-Herta, the Society made their displeasure known. Wizards became the villains of all their stories. But then, magic’s standing was already at an all-time low. The wholesale destruction of a priceless archaeological site caused a marginal degradation in reputation at best. Still, the enmity between the Reclaimer Guild and the Archaeological Society was the stuff of legend.

				The freeze had nearly reached my hand and I still couldn’t remember the bloody spell.

				‘Ummm, Master. . . ’

				The cold nipped the tips of my fingers and I dropped the bag with what the uninitiated might have unkindly called a yelp. The frost immediately started to spread across the floor, beautiful patterns forming on the rough wood, moulding itself to the whirls and grain of the individual planks. It would have been beautiful if I didn’t know it would probably destroy half the village if left unchecked.

				It was somewhat akin to reclaiming, I was sure. Well, almost sure. Something about sealing off the power in the same way the taint was separated. I focused on the bag, seeking some way in. The pattern of the magic thrummed, my attuned senses tracing the dips and curves of the magic to the source, a shining lump of power in the bottom of the bag. Its tendrils stretched out, and wherever they landed, frost followed.

				The strands shone, calling out to me, a whispered song promising succour, power, safety. These promises were, unfortunately, complete bollocks, as every mage is taught from the very beginning. But emotion trumps intellect every time, and I found myself enthralled all over again by the lure of undiluted magic.

			

			
				It had been so long. The taint invaded everything, made touching the power feel dirty, a hand pushed into the slime, so that no matter how pure the water underneath, you could still not be nourished. The temptation was so easy to ignore when reclaiming, where the taint was at its strongest. You never wanted to hold onto the power for too long, for fear that the taint would seep into your bones and leave you marked forever. There were times when I felt I was nothing more than taint surrounded by a thin layer of bones and meat and skin.

				But this – this was something else. Whatever it was, it held the taint at bay, an unstained beacon of power in a sullied world. And that made containing it all the harder, snipping threads and blocking tendrils until only the source remained, wrapped up tight with as much power as I could muster.

				I still wrapped my hands in a blanket before reaching in.

				Even through the layers of cloth my hand still throbbed. The object was circular, about the size of my fist, and as I drew it out light filled the room, casting uncanny shadows across the floor.

				‘It’s a gem,’ Jareck whispered, but that was like climbing the treacherous Peetar mountains, then cresting the famed Ridges of Rhodan as the dawn’s first rays of light illuminated the Talahami Palace, then saying, ‘It’s a house’.

				This was the queen of all gems, flawless and cut to perfection. Even in its contained state it was so full of power you could almost hear it hum.

				‘No wonder they were chasing her,’ said Jareck, and I couldn’t help but agree. On top of the obvious value of the jewel itself, I’d never come across so much concentrated power in one artefact before. The gem would have to be almost perfect to contain the power, and it would take the average Reclaimer years, maybe even decades, to charge it up this high. I couldn’t begin to imagine why someone would bother doing it in this day and age though.

				Given the obvious value of Elvie’s cargo, I was surprised that the Queen had only sent one squad to track it down. Maybe they hadn’t known what they were chasing, but if that was the case, why chase her at all?

				I could feel the energy throbbing at the edge of my senses, straining to be free. Perhaps if I contained it more firmly, understood it better, then it would stop. I followed the strands of power as they folded over themselves in ever more intricate loops and whorls, chasing it until my brain felt like it was sliding across ice. So smooth, so easy to curve around the next twist, getting closer and closer to the heart of the power. If I could just get a little nearer, just push a little farther, I knew I could master this power, harness it and then nothing would be able to stop me or hurt me ever again. I was almost there, could feel the power bending ever so slowly, shaping itself to my will. Just a bit more. Just a bit. . .

				A hand, hot and fevered, grabbed my forearm and I started, my eyes tearing away from the gem, then promptly welling, a salty flood that matched the crushing sense of loss that gripped my heart like a vice. Slim fingers, maddeningly familiar, dug painful bands across the skin between where my robe ended and the protective blanket began. I tracked back up those fingers, past the owning hand and arm until I found Elvie. She slumped back as soon as I made eye contact, relief and pain fighting a war across her face.

				‘Maybe we better put the powerful and addictive magical artefact back in its purpose-built containment box, eh Ulanda?’ she whispered.

				Containment box. Yes, well that made sense. I carefully placed the gem back into the satchel and returned the false bottom. As suddenly as the power had come flooding out, it was gone. I eyed the saddlebag. If it could mask such a powerful object so thoroughly, it had a lot of power itself. So, Elvie was the owner of a rare and powerful artefact hidden in another rare and powerful artefact and was being chased by a state-sanctioned sorcerer into the borders of a magic super-weapon-induced wasteland. There had to be a hell of a story here, but that would have to wait.

				Because Elvie was alive.

			

			
				Chapter 11, in which some history gets imparted

				That night we all got some rest, which was lucky considering how homicidal sleep deprivation makes me. The next morning Elvie was breathing more regularly and some colour had returned to her cheeks. My fingers stole up towards her neck, and she shifted slightly as I checked her pulse. It was stronger.

				‘Elvie?’ I said softly. ‘Elvie, are you awake?’

				Those memorable lips twisted into a half smile and I caught a glimpse of green as her eyelids cracked open.

				‘I remember what activities that question usually led to,’ she whispered. ‘And I’m afraid I don’t have the energy.’

				I laughed, perhaps louder than the feeble joke required. She was alive and awake and suddenly I could breathe again.

				She said she’d mastered some healing magic, which was more than I’d ever had the opportunity to, and now that she wasn’t at death’s door she could put that skill to use. She wasn’t exactly doing cartwheels, but she was able to sit up in bed. Considering what she’d looked like yesterday, that was a miraculous level of improvement. Of course, Reclaimers weren’t supposed to practice that kind of magic, but apparently the world had left the rules behind a long time ago, and I was only just now getting the message.

				After we’d exchanged some small talk and she’d had Jareck prepare her some kind of herbal tisane, I decided to get down to business. Except for those times when she was calling me a nosy, know-it-all egomaniac, Elvie had always said she admired my forthright manner. Under the circumstances, I’m sure she’d appreciate a reminder of that admirable forthrightness. But in deference to her weakened state, I combined it with a little tact.

				‘So, Elvie, it’s been great catching up and I’m glad we could help you out of a jam. But if you could just tell me what in the almighty name of fuck is going on, I’d be most appreciative.’

				Elvie settled back and spent a few moments making herself more comfortable, before grasping her drink and downing half the contents. Her breathing became less laboured and she looked up at me with a little more energy.

				‘I’ve got a story to tell you, Ulanda. The tale of the last steward of the last king of that broken city you can see on the horizon to the west. She was many things. A magical genius who was working on a device that would counter the effects of the Weapons. A woman who was returning to her beloved city with the final component when the war came to its dramatic conclusion. A visionary whose research forms the basis of our profession. The inaugural First Servant of our order.’

				My stomach felt like I was trying to digest some bad chakara root. ‘Oh, come on Elvie. Another “I’ve got a way to save the world” rumour? How many grifters brought us a story like that back in the day? If we have a device capable of doing all that, why haven’t we used it?’

				Elvie smiled. ‘Her creation was only missing the core, a gemstone charged with magical energy capable of powering the device. When she was too late to prevent the initial devastation, she decided to leave the core unpowered until she was sure all knowledge of the Weapons had been lost. She died before that day came.’

				She began to cough and paused to drink a little more of her concoction before continuing. ‘Unfortunately, she also died without passing on the secret of how to power the stone. It took our current First Servant decades to find the secret of charging the device, and another five years to actually channel enough power to it. She finished three weeks ago and was preparing an expedition to use it. And then the sorcerers came.’

				Elvie’s cough morphed into a full-blown fit, hacking away until she could barely breath and tears streamed down her face. I tried to get her to drink some more of her drink, but it was several minutes before she could continue.

				‘They must have sensed the power from the device when we brought it out to charge it. They might have been searching for years, able to home in more and more accurately as the power stored in the stone grew. We didn’t even know they existed. I still can’t believe that the Queen is willing to countenance the official use of magic again. I can see why she keeps that a secret; the citizenry would not react well if they found out. Hell, they still behead anyone caught practicing magic in the capital. We’ve heard rumours that the Karathi hordes were making trouble again, but to bring back magic. . . ’

			

			
				Elvie’s voice trailed off, and she gazed out of the window, lost in thought. For the love of every god and devil in every pantheon people had ever thought to create, who would care about political manoeuvring at a time like this? I clamped down on my irritation so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d given myself indigestion.

				‘What happened next?’ I asked, forcing the words up through a throat made tight by my impatience.

				Elvie’s gaze snapped back to the present and she shook her head ruefully. ‘They obviously weren’t expecting much of a fight. Three sorcerers and three squads of Royal Guards against four Reclaimers, albeit the most talented Reclaimers the First Servant could call on at short notice. Still, it would have been over quickly if it wasn’t for the First Servant.’

				Here, Elvie’s face took on an awed look.

				‘I’ve never seen anything like it, Ulanda. She must have been taught the old style, but in all the years I knew her she never let on what she could do. She fought them to a standstill, throwing combat magic around like she was born to it. Seventy-three years old, and she killed one of the sorcerers, hurt the second so bad that I couldn’t be sure he’d survive and left only half a dozen guards standing. Before the end she shoved the bag with the gem at me and told me to run. So I ran.’

				Elvie looked so haunted that I didn’t want to prod any bad memories, but I had to know. ‘And the First Servant?’

				She gave small sob. ‘I don’t know. She didn’t have the look of someone who planned to be taken alive. I have to assume they are all dead. It’s up to me.’

				‘What’s up to you?’

				‘I have to complete the mission,’ she said in a dull voice. ‘Get the stone to the machine in the old ruined city. Reverse the taint and free the world from our ancestors’ mistakes.’

				I knew I should be supportive, especially while she was in a weakened condition. But some statements were too pompous to be ignored.

				‘Clearly you damaged your head as much as the rest of you. Travel through the badlands is dangerous. You need to hold an intense reclamation field just to survive. And while most animals sickened and died, there are stories of some that have been. . . transformed. And not in a good way.’

				I reached down to grab her hand. ‘Elvie, you’ve got no idea what’s out there. Long distance travel. Intense reclaiming. Rabid animals. You aren’t in good enough condition to solve any one of those problems, let alone all three.’

				‘I just need to build my strength. . . ’

				‘For the love of every guardian troll in the Stone Palace, you don’t have enough time to build your strength. Those guards will be back in days, and this time they won’t be so obliging. Besides, how do you know any of this is real?’

				Elvie raised a trembling arm and gestured towards the old book sitting on the table. ‘The original First Servant’s diary,’ she said. ‘There isn’t much about how the machine works, but it outlines her work to establish reclamation. Have a look, you tell me whether it’s authentic. And then of course there’s the core itself. . . ’

				I reached over to pick up the book. It was ridiculously light but the cover was tough, clearly made in the time before the Blight. I flipped it open and leafed through a few pages, but didn’t pay much attention to the words written in clear, if old fashioned script. Oh crap, I was going to do this. Elvie believed, so I believed. Of all the stupid, pointless ways to die, this had to be the stupidest. I was going to become a cautionary tale, a story told to Reclaimer apprentices to illustrate the salutary lesson – don’t think with your genitalia.

				I rammed my forehand into my hand a few times to show myself who was boss. The exercise was inconclusive. I sighed, and called Jareck over, who was doing a good job pretending he couldn’t hear anything.

			

			
				‘I’ve got some excellent news, do-gooder apprentice. Elvie here has presented the ultimate way to risk your life on a million to one chance of saving the world. Right up your alley.’

				‘Master?’

				‘Just bring around the wagon. We’ll set Elvie up at the cave I told you about, the one where I hid from that pack of bears that time. It’s clear of the Blight, and far enough off the beaten track that not even Royal Guards will be able to find her in a hurry.’

				‘And then what, Master?’ he asked.

				I looked at Elvie again, and my stupid heart quickened at the sight of hope in her eyes. I didn’t want to save the kingdom. I didn’t give a flying rodent’s backside about the kingdom. But I was still apparently immature enough to do stupidly dangerous things to impress a woman. I looked back at Jareck and raised an eyebrow. ‘And then you and I are going on the worst fucking hike ever conceived.’

				Chapter 12, in which interesting examples of local fauna are discovered

				My eyes glazed at the combined impact of the heat and the effort of reclaiming the taint that permeated every sweat-soaked inch of me. Jareck stumbled along close behind me, within the zone of my reclaiming. He was supposed to be recovering his strength while I carried the load. If he was feeling anything like me, I doubted he was recovering much of anything.

				An almost slimy layer of moisture covered my body. I longed for even the faintest touch of moving air, some hint that I was walking through a living landscape. I’d never ventured this far into the wastelands. I hadn’t realised how unnerving the silence would be.

				‘Master, can we rest for just a few minutes?’

				I turned to face Jareck, who was cringing at the sound of his own outburst. Gods I was tired. Even though I hadn’t planned to rest for a while, I was more than happy to stop.

				I gestured at some rocks that broke the landscape about half a kilometre away. They leaned drunkenly as if the taint was slowly warping the inanimate remains of the terrain now that it had finished with its living components. ‘We’ll stop there where we can rest in some shade.’

				Jareck nodded and kept trudging forward. Our pace continued to slow and it took a lot longer than it should to reach our chosen resting place. Jareck’s eyes closed as soon as he sat down. I climbed to the highest vantage point and looked towards the city. We were over half-way.

				I scrambled back down and reviewed our supplies. Our food, while minimal, would last the distance. I was more worried about our water. If we continued, we’d be betting that we could clear the taint and get clean water in the city before we returned.

				I slumped down next to Jareck. ‘We’ll rest for a few minutes, but we have to get a lot further along before nightfall.’

				Jareck nodded without opening his eyes. He really was a good boy. My last apprentice would have complained non-stop from the moment we left the village. Jareck just got on with it. I could sense the well of power in him even through his tiredness. He needed to build his endurance, but that would come with time. Now more than ever I felt he had it in him to be one of the great Reclaimers. Or maybe something more if we were successful here.

				Beads of sweat trickled down my face and traced an uncomfortable path along my neck and between my breasts. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the stifling heat. I imagined a world where I could live in one place and do more than be reviled by everyone I met. Where I could practice my art without worrying about angry mobs and the threat of physical violence. Where I could teach Jareck more than reclaiming and a few poxy combat tricks.

				When I jerked myself awake I saw with dull dismay that the sun had moved noticeably across the sky. I cursed. You can wish for the reward once the work is done, as my old master used to say. And the work was not yet done.

			

			
				My sudden movement woke Jareck as well. He rubbed at his eyes as if the action could scrub away the exhaustion that hung over him as clearly as the rocks that provided us with shelter.

				I pulled myself up, the effort wrenching an involuntary groan as the aches and pains of travel made themselves heard. I thanked all the gods that the trick of reclaiming yourself even when asleep was one of the first things a new apprentice learnt. We were in some of the most tainted land that I’d ever encountered and I suspected that my normal efforts would not be sufficient. I sent a quick burst of extra reclamation to cover both of us and all our gear. Some of my pain retreated and from the way Jareck perked up, the impact wasn’t restricted to me.

				‘Get your gear,’ I said. ‘Time to get going.’

				We walked on, following the sun as it descended in front of us. The machine was housed in a facility situated at the top of a hill in the centre of the city. Was it an old palace, the sad remains of the halls of the mighty and powerful? Some kind of research lab? Elvie hadn’t been sure, and I guess in the end it didn’t matter. We had a clear landmark to aim for.

				The sun had touched the horizon by the time we reached the edge of the city. The thought of trudging on in the dark where every displaced cobblestone represented a sprained ankle waiting to happen was too much for either of us. We set up camp in the most intact building we could find, blocking the doors and windows as best we could for protection. We started a fire and settled down to eat. I’d taken my first mouthful when Jareck suddenly froze with his food half way to his mouth.

				‘Did you hear that?’ he asked.

				I raised my head and peered into a dark my fire-blinded eyes couldn’t penetrate. After a minute I shook my head. ‘Must have just been the wind.’

				‘What wind?’ Jareck muttered as he went back to sorting out the food. The poor kid was letting our surroundings get to him.

				A few minutes later my pitying amusement shifted to alarm when a scratching noise echoed around the room. I leapt to my feet and reached for my sword. Jareck joined me, his long knives already in his hands.

				‘Still think that’s the wind?’ he asked.

				I ignored his tone as I tried to work out where the noise was coming from. Harsh guttural sounds scraped across my ears and filled me with a dread I had previously only associated with childhood terrors. I whipped my head left and right, trying to locate the threat, ready to add my own high-pitched wail to the general cacophony. 

				Jareck wasn’t doing any better. He turned to me. ‘What. . . ’

				Three large, indistinct shapes exploded into the room, scattering debris before them and answering Jareck’s question before it could be asked.

				It was hard to make out any features in the flickering light from the fire. The creatures moved in tight circles, winding around each other. One of them paused and raised its head, a wet, sucking sound rising above the background snarls as it sniffed the air. I could make out one and a half canine like ears in silhouette, but if they were stray dogs they were some of the biggest ones I’d ever seen.

				One of the animals separated from the others and moved into a patch of moonlight. A wolf, but not like any I’d encountered. Large patches of missing fur covered the slavering creature’s torso. Muscles bunched under decaying skin as it lowered its head, yellow eyes locked on me. It snarled, revealing froth covered teeth, then let out a blood-curdling howl.

				I stumbled out of the way as the beast leapt forward and snapped its jaws where my neck had been moments before. The stench of some of the most intense taint I had ever felt caused my stomach to cramp painfully, bile coating the back of my throat. These creatures were wrong in a way I had never experienced. I backed away, shaking my head in a futile attempt to clear it.

				Jareck had faired a little better than me. He ducked under one wolf’s leap, dragging his sword across its belly as it sailed over him. The wolf landed in a heap, but before either of us could raise so much as a cheer, pus seeped out of the wound and coated the split skin. As we turned to face the other two wolves, we heard the clack of claws on the stone floor as the injured wolf picked itself off the ground.

			

			
				Self-healing taint-infected maddened giant wolves. Fantastic.

				Jareck and I stood back to back as we tried to keep the monsters at bay. The wolves fought without much cunning, but every time we dealt what should be a crippling blow, the wolf rose again in less than a minute, ready to re-join the fray. Fighting was tiring, but fighting under the influence of the taint was even more so. In a moment of respite I released a surge of reclamation to reduce the taint’s effect. The wolf facing me flinched as the wave rolled across the room.

				It flinched.

				At an invisible wave of healing energy.

				While the creature recovered from its momentary lapse I forced a continuous pulse of reclamation through my sword. The wolf surged towards me, claws scrabbling against the stone floor as it tried to find purchase. A step to the right took me out of its path and my sword traced a bloody line along its flank as it passed. I watched with satisfaction as the wound did not heal.

				‘Here’s a fun fact, Jareck,’ I said. ‘Taint-fuelled beasts don’t like to be reclaimed.’

				The wounded wolf hung back, favouring its wounded side as it circled. Just when I had begun to think it had lost its appetite for the fight, it lunged towards me. My return strike caught its throat and a fountain of blood sprayed out as the beast dropped to the ground. I turned to look for one of the other wolves.

				A few moments later a heavy weight slammed into my back.

				I twisted as I fell and got a close-up view of some of the nastiest teeth it had ever been my misfortune to encounter. Drops of blood from the wolf’s gaping wound traced a sticky path down my face. Clearly cutting out their throats wasn’t enough, perhaps they didn’t breathe. I managed to get a couple of awkwardly angled hits in with my sword but they just seemed to make the beast angrier.

				Light flared off to my left and the wolf howled in pain, rolling off me and scrambling to get away. Jareck had dropped his swords and was in a reclamation trance, his whole body shining with light and generating the strongest field I’d ever seen him manage. All three wolves beat a hasty retreat. Moments later we found ourselves alone in our campsite, the carnage lit by the slowly fading light of Jareck’s reclamation.

				Jareck broke the silence. ‘I think we need to push on.’

				‘What was your first clue?’ I replied.

				We packed our equipment in record time. Ramping up our reclamation fields as high as we could to discourage any further attacks, we began our race to the centre of the city.

				Chapter 13, in which racing against maddened beasts isn’t as fun as it sounds

				The next few hours were a brutal slog. Maintaining a shield strong enough to keep other predators at bay drained our already depleted reserves. I rapidly tired and soon had to leave Jareck to shoulder the load alone. His raw power was astonishing, but without my reinforcement even Jareck struggled to do anything but maintain the shield. The third time he stumbled over debris he should have seen coming a mile off I grabbed his arm, ignoring his half-hearted protests as I guided him. Fortunately the glow from his hands was bright enough to help me avoid the worst of the rubble that turned the gloomy streets and laneways into a maze of potential ankle-twisting incapacitation.

				The city had seemed intact from a distance, but up close it wasn’t the same paragon of architectural fortitude. Blasts of wind struck us from gaping holes where windows had once stood. Skeletons of buildings picked clean by the elements slumped haphazardly against each other, often held up only by their state of mutually reinforcing collapse. The occasional scent of the decayed creatures that followed us was the only thing we could smell other than dust, any organic material sterilised by the pervasive taint. There was no sign of edible food or indeed plant life of any kind and I wondered if the creatures somehow got their nourishment from the taint itself.

				As we moved further into the city, a weight began to settle on me. A faint glow in the east foreshadowed the dawn. I doubted the creatures in this damned decrepit city would be scared off by the new day, it would probably just make us easier to track.

			

			
				The growls and snuffling behind us had multiplied, and not every shadow that moved in the gloom beyond the radiance of Jareck’s reclamation was that of a wolf. It seemed like all manner of ragged beasties with torn flesh and weeping wounds trailed just out of range of the field.

				Unfortunately I could feel that field shrinking. Jareck’s strength was close to failing. I tried to hurry up the pace, but it was only a matter of time before something gave. I drew my sword, trading mobility for the ability to mount a quick defence. I’d been considering tactics as we travelled through the night. My sword was infused with as much reclaiming energy as the metal could take. The residual charge would last for hours, leaving me free to focus elsewhere.

				When a loose cobblestone shifted under Jareck’s foot, it was strangely anti-climactic. He stumbled forward out of my too-slow grab. The protective field evaporated and I spun to face our pursuers.

				Oh well, everyone dies of something, as my old master used to say.

				I shoved the pack containing the core and map backwards. Jareck grabbed it.

				‘Run!’ I screamed as the rotting menagerie sprang forward. Howls from those with throats echoed against the empty buildings. The last thing I heard before giving myself over to the battle was Jareck’s footsteps receding up the hill. He was a good boy. Obedient.

				My blade traced a glittering arc in the newly-minted sunlight. They might be soulless taint-impregnated minions of destruction, but they still understood enough to fear the business end of a reclaimed sword. The creatures at the front of the pack lurched backwards, breaking the horde’s momentum and momentarily turning them into a maelstrom of confusion. I took the opportunity presented, my blade whirling to cut at legs, paws – anything that would slow them down. Our previous fight had taught me a painful lesson; even with reclaimed weapons these taint-infused creatures took a lot of killing. My only hope was to use their overwhelming numbers against them for long enough that Jareck could get to safety. A dead animal could be stepped over by its companions. A lame creature half mad with pain gets in the way.

				This experience was rapidly stamping out any animal loving tendencies I might have otherwise harboured.

				I slowly backed up the street as I fended off attacks and took opportunities to draw blood only when they safely presented themselves. With my right hand fully engaged in swordplay, my left was free to deal damage in another way. Short, sharp bursts of reclaiming energy spat out from my fingers, searing my mangy opponents. The stench of burnt fur was almost enough to mask that of the taint.

				My shuffling foot caught on something and I fell backwards, landing with a grunt on the road behind me. The as yet un-warmed stones leeched what little heat remained in my body. A bear that had seen better days loomed above me, claws outstretched. I scrambled for my sword and generated a wave of reclamation. Many of the nearest creatures scattered and the bear paused.

				In that moment an arrow appeared in the bear’s eye socket. And not just any arrow. An arrow that radiated the distinctive aura of reclamation. The bear fell back and I heard Jareck’s voice faint in the distance.

				‘Run, Master. Now!’

				Bless that boy and his bloody bow. I grabbed my sword and ran like hell. The sound of arrows filled my ears as Jareck methodically picked off any pursuers.

				My brush with death lent my feet wings made from pure adrenalin. I reached the front entrance to the main building barely out of breath. A gaping hole stood in place of a door. Above, Jareck stood balanced precariously on a crumbling balcony. I slowed, my heart thudding an angry tattoo inside my chest. No refuge would be found here, no way to barricade the entrance, nothing to stop the angry horde from chasing me down. The fatigue that fear had kept at bay came crashing down on me as I steeled myself to fight again, determined to take as many of the bastards with me as I could.

				‘Just a few more steps, Master,’ Jareck called out. ‘Trust me.’

				I may as well die inside the building as out. I stumbled forward and crossed the threshold. It was like tumbling out of a sewerage pipe and into the cleansing ocean. The ever-present taint, a fundamental part of my life since the day I had been born, was suddenly and completely gone. My tortured lungs dragged in pure air for the first time. Rich, warm sunlight fell on the courtyard, its usual sickly tint strained away like it had never been. Behind me, I could hear the frustrated howls of hunters denied their prey, their taint-riddled bodies unable to enter this clean space.

			

			
				I sank to my knees. The last thing I registered before giving in to well-deserved unconsciousness was the sound of approaching footsteps.

				Chapter 14, in which exploration of clean buildings causes invigoration

				Damn irritating smoke. From the bottom of my well of sleep I began to wonder vaguely what was on fire. I stretched my senses upwards, trying to escape the gravity of fatigue which threatened to pull me back into oblivion.

				I dragged my eyelids open with a force of will that I hadn’t been certain I still possessed. I lay in a cavernous room, the remains of a small fire smouldering nearby. Across from me lay Jareck, the peace of his youthful face in repose somewhat undermined by his rasping snores. Muscles that protested at being press-ganged into service propelled my torso reluctantly up as I scanned the room for danger. There was none to be seen. The tranquillity that had pervaded the entranceway was even more profound here.

				I had no idea how long I’d been asleep but from the stiffness of my muscles and the fullness of my bladder, it had to have been a while. I stood quietly and made my way from the fire, wincing at every creak and thud. Fortunately Jareck’s relentless snoring seemed to drown out any noise on my part.

				When I returned a few minutes later relieved and ready to face the day, Jareck had woken and was sitting up, the worried look on his face only relaxing when he saw it was me.

				‘Nice hidey hole,’ I said.

				‘A bit more than that, Master,’ he replied. ‘As far as I can tell, there is no taint anywhere in the whole building.’

				For all that we were here to find a taint-removing machine, I don’t think I’d entirely believed in its existence until now. I still had questions. Why was only this building cleansed? But for the first time I allowed myself to feel a sliver of hope.

				The lack of taint refreshed me more than sleep ever could. With nothing to reclaim, I could drop the low-level reclamation field around me. This took a conscious effort on my part – I’d been reclaiming myself for so long I literally did it in my sleep. The additional energy was invigorating.

				I grinned at Jareck. ‘Let’s eat.’

				Breakfast was a happy affair, fuelled by a combination of our clean environment and the fact that we were alive to enjoy it. We talked and laughed, our voices echoing strangely in the great hall, providing counterpoint to the distant howling of frustrated taint-beasts. Our speculation on the cause of our pristine environment ranged across topics far and wide, each explanation less and less credible until I finally raised my hands in surrender.

				‘Well, if the Great Council has been funding a secret experimental clean-up program, I would have thought we’d have run into someone by now, wouldn’t you? I think it’s time for this party to end, Jareck. Let’s start exploring. That machine isn’t going to find itself.’

				Jareck grimaced but began packing up our makeshift campsite without complaint. We both moved slowly, a single night’s rest not enough to completely wipe away the exertion of the previous few days.

				With no better ideas, we headed away from the entrance. I had no point of reference, nothing in my experience of architecture could even compare to this building. The air tasted of abandonment. Puffs of dust danced in our footsteps as if to celebrate our arrival. The facility’s relatively intact status was a testament to the builders of a bygone age, but it was hard to imagine these spaces filled with people. Each room had soaring ceilings, their exact height lost in the shadows. Each room had ornate carvings in the surviving stone and wood that were shaped with a quality that exceeded the finest work I’d ever encountered. Each room contained furnishings laid strewn around, left undisturbed in the years since the disaster. When I compared what I was seeing with the villages where I plied my trade, I couldn’t help but mourn the lost knowledge, the greatness of those that had gone before.

			

			
				Of course these same great builders had also all but destroyed civilisation, so at least there were some advantages to being an ignorant hick. I was unlikely to bring about the end of any thriving metropolises any time soon.

				After a couple of hours of essentially aimless wandering about, I was ready to call time out, but when I turned to bark an order at Jareck he wasn’t there. I would have thought following me through an abandoned building would have been a simple enough task for even the most disappointing of apprentices.

				‘Jareck? I swear you better be. . . ’

				‘Back here, Master.’

				Jareck was standing in the middle of the last room we’d visited, yet another formal dining area (if the giant table running down the centre was any guide). When I re-entered, his head was tilted to the side, his expression strained as if listening to a faint tune almost too soft to make out.

				‘What is it?’ I asked, perhaps a little shrilly. The wonder of our surrounds had begun to wear off, and I worried about our next move. We hadn’t come across any kind of taint-removing machine and our food supplies wouldn’t last forever. Random meandering didn’t seem to be getting the job done. Take the next step before the next step takes you, as my old master used to say.

				‘Can’t you feel that?’ Jareck responded. ‘That. . . humming, vibration type thing. Just listen.’

				We stood in silence for a couple of minutes as I strained to sense what Jareck had. Finally, just when I was about to tell him he was imagining things, I felt it. A thrumming deep in my bones. Once I perceived it, I wondered why I hadn’t before. It came from the building, but it resonated with something in me. From Jareck’s slightly vacant expression, I could tell he was feeling a similar connection.

				‘It’s coming from that way.’ Jareck’s certainty gave his voice a harder edge that usual. It took me a moment to realise he was right, this feeling did have direction. Jareck led the way, pausing often to cock his head like a prize hunting hound. When we came across a grand spiral staircase, its mahogany treads wide enough to fit five people, he immediately started upwards, taking the steps two at a time. I could tell that we were getting closer, but my sense of direction wasn’t as precise as Jareck’s. I was content to follow along. When we reached the top floor Jareck stopped so abruptly I almost ran into him from behind.

				‘Are we here?’ I asked. The passageway looked much the same as the others we’d passed through. Jareck didn’t reply, but gestured towards a door at the end of the corridor.

				In an already grandiose building, this door took the prize for most over the top decoration. Made of precious metals, with gemstones embedded into its surface, the door was a work of art as much as it was a portal to the room beyond. Images from mythology crowded its surface, painstakingly crafted scenes of beauty and terror that effortlessly conjured memories of childhood stories told to huddled groups of fascinated apprentices in my old master’s workshop.

				While I stood there awestruck and immobile, Jareck stepped forward. I’d never taught him the histories and legends of our people. They didn’t aid survival, and I needed him to earn us a living, not study esoteric aspects of our past. Still, as he heedlessly pushed open the door without giving the carvings a second glance I felt a pang of regret that he couldn’t see what I did in the monument before us.

				The door glided open, its action so smooth I couldn’t believe it would have been any better on the day it was installed. What stood beyond overrode any sense of regret I had over Jareck’s lack of formal education.

				Chapter 15, in which a machine has a frustrating lack of instruction manuals

				The machine sat humming to itself in splendid isolation. Like the door, it was pristine and of old world design. It was simultaneously the most futuristic and anachronistic artefact I had ever seen.

			

			
				A grand arch made from a shimmering silver metal I didn’t recognise stood at the end of the room, its surface flowing seamlessly from the floor. Etchings scored the surface, tracing strange patterns whose regular repetition hinted tantalisingly at meaning, but alien meaning devoid of any recognisable context. Graceful spikes extruded fluidly at fixed intervals along the outside edge, with a strange light crawling almost casually from each spike’s base to its tip. On the inside of the arch, lined up with each spike, a thin wire dancing with the same light stretched down to a chair sitting in the centre, which was made from the same substance as the door.

				About ten metres from the arch stood a beautifully crafted stone console, a cracked gem similar to Elvie’s power source sitting in a hole in its centre.

				‘I think we found it,’ said Jareck in hushed tones.

				I nodded absently as I stared at the chair. As intriguing as the machine was, it wasn’t what disturbed me about the room. The skeleton sitting in the centre chair took that honour, its decrepit state mute testament to the danger of proceeding.

				Jareck started to move forward. I put my hand out to stop him.

				‘The Twelve Kingdoms have been tainted for the better part of the last century,’ I said. ‘They can wait a little longer. Set up camp, we’re going to study this thing carefully.’

				With our gear laid out and the scavenged remains of ancient furniture cheerfully burning in one of the room’s many fireplaces, we started our examination of the machine. The carvings on the chair proved to be more scenes from mythology. There were no convenient diagrams engraved onto the walls or the machine itself. Even the skeleton had a frustrating lack of handy instruction manuals stored in the remains of its clothes. We eventually found ourselves sitting by the fire.

				‘Well,’ said Jareck after some unproductive silence. ‘At least we know where the power source goes.’

				I paused, rubbing at my forehead. ‘Agreed. However I’m more worried about the implications of the skeleton to the health of the person that uses the machine than the obvious place to stick the gem.’

				Jareck flushed slightly. ‘I think this is a two-person job. Look at the control panel where the gem goes. There’s a circular platform in front of it. That’s where the second person stands. Maybe to regulate the power?’

				What would it have been like to wait for the return of the steward with the final component, feeling the taint pressing in and being unable to do anything about it? A person might be desperate enough to try anything, even firing up the machine by themselves in a last ditched effort to save the city. I regarded the skeleton with a new compassion, wondering if their sacrifice was what had created this small oasis in the centre of the city.

				Or perhaps the machine didn’t work properly and firing it up was a death sentence.

				My stomach rumbled, reminding me that our supplies wouldn’t last long enough for us to return to the borderlands. We were stuck here, and it boiled down to this – we either tried the machine or we settled in and waited to die.

				Still, the abstract honour of saving the world was finding it difficult to compete against the cold reality of death. We dithered for two days. With no new information to lead our thoughts down different paths, we endlessly debated the possible consequences of using the machine.

				After one such fruitless conversation, Jareck suggested we do something about the skeleton. We removed it from the machine and laid it out with respect in the far corner of the room. I said a few words in a pseudo-ceremony of commemoration. As we stood observing a few moments of respectful silence, I realised we’d run out of excuses to put off what must happen next. Jareck must have come to the same conclusion, because when we spoke again, it was both at once.

				‘I should be. . . ’ I said.

				‘It makes more sense for me. . . ’ Jareck said.

				I held up my hand and Jareck, good boy that he was, immediately stopped talking. I cleared my throat. ‘We both know that you have a stronger talent than me,’ I began. 

				Jareck’s eyebrows rose: it was the first time I’d admitted this out loud. 

			

			
				I harshened my tone. ‘But your control is lousy, and all I’ve taught you is how to reclaim, shield yourself and a couple of tricks for your bow. For all we know, this thing requires finesse that is beyond you.’

				Jareck scowled, but his habit of obedience held and he didn’t argue, just nodded his head sharply.

				I softened my tone a little. ‘Anyway, if I die in the attempt you have my full permission to give it a go yourself. Think of it this way, you’ll be civilisation’s last hope.’

				I saw his eyes brighten at that thought. Oh to be young and absolutely convinced of my place at the centre of the universe.

				‘Is there anything I can do, Master?’ he asked.

				‘Well, someone needs to insert the power crystal once I’m in place. But I want to be well rested when we give this a shot. All things being equal, I’m kind of hoping you don’t get your chance to save the world. We’ll get started in the morning.’

				Of course, I hardly got a wink of sleep, but it was a good plan in theory.

				Chapter 16, in which learning on the job is the name of the game

				Jareck’s hand trembled. Damn him for dragging this out, he should bloody well get a hold of himself. It wasn’t him risking an ancient machine’s strange manipulations turning him into a skeleton after all.

				He took a steadying breath and my snarkiness evaporated, replaced by a fervent desire for him to fumble for longer. Some part of my brain obviously preferred not to see what was going to happen next, because my eyes closed as his hand reached for the console. The click of the crystal slotting into place triggered a wince as I braced for what was sure to be agonising pain.

				Nothing happened.

				I slumped back into the chair, forcing breath held in just a little too long through pursed lips. I opened my eyes to glare at Jareck, who shrugged his confusion. He fiddled half-heartedly with the crystal, jiggling it in place.

				‘Well?’ I said.

				His head snapped up, face frozen in concentration as he focused on the spikes that crowned the arch above me. Moments later I heard it too, a high-pitched whine that seemed to crawl across my skin as it escalated in intensity. It resembled the sound that had drawn us to this room, but sharper. I didn’t like it, and I certainly didn’t like to think about what it foreshadowed.

				With a start I realised I couldn’t lift my arms. Each second that passed added weight to my muscles until I had no choice but to let my whole body mould itself to the chair. Motes of light danced across my vision and my eyes closed again.

				I became aware of a rumbling, faint but vibrating deep in my spine. Pictures began to form as if projected onto the inside of my eyelids. The image resolved into the room viewed from above. Something was maddeningly different and after a moment I realised what it was. All the small, tell-tale signs of age were gone. No grime, no cobwebs, no faded decorations. The room was pristine, a throwback to a time where an army of servants must have tended the building.

				Even as that realisation took hold, my other senses let go of the real world and tuned into this vision of times past. Sounds muted and changed, fresh air filled my phantom nostrils and even the taste of dust on my tongue faded to nothing. I found myself a disembodied presence now floating above the contraption. I couldn’t move, my attention fixed on a set point below. Before I could start the long and complex task of having a full-blown panic attack, a woman stepped into view and took her place in the centre of my restricted field of view.

				The woman’s robes were old fashioned, opulent versions of a Reclaimer’s robes, resplendent with all the colours of the rainbow. The woman herself was equally magnificent, with the sleek good health of the well fed and taint free. Faint lines and hints of silver denoted one who had acquired a lifetime of wisdom.

				‘If you’re watching this it’s likely that my attempts to cleanse the taint have failed,’ she began. ‘This is not a one person job, and requires a fully charged power source. My damn fool apprentices have all fled with the rest of the rabble and with the taint closing in I don’t have time to properly charge up even the minor crystal we have here. Lathandra is supposed to be on her way back to the city, but I have no idea if or when she’ll arrive. There are stories of the taint sending some of the local wildlife crazy. Travelling is becoming more dangerous by the hour, and with the uprisings against mages, I fear there will soon be no-one left to fight the corruption that’s settling on our land. . . ’

			

			
				Her voice trailed off, her proud face crumpling slightly as she narrated the fall of her civilisation. Fascination replaced the near panic of my immobile state. I wasn’t sure that I would tear my gaze away from her face even if I could. The ragged edge to her voice held me spellbound. A proud representative of a proud occupation in a proud civilisation forced to watch it all slip away. I detected the faint whiff of smoke, a sign that despite her clean surroundings, her world was burning. As I watched she pulled herself together and continued.

				‘Waiting is pointless. I’m leaving this record so if anyone follows they’ll know how to use the machine. Hopefully you’ve detected this message before starting it up, however as a safeguard I’ll also set it to play when anyone of talent tries to use the machine.’

				Images and concepts flooded my mind, a beginner’s guide to using the machine. The machine used the power of the crystal to draw in the taint and focus it in the driver of the machine – me. I was then supposed to channel the taint towards the circle of recipients ready to receive and reclaim the taint.

				As the how-to manual settled into my brain, I marvelled again at the power of these ancient mages. My attention was once again directed to my teacher.

				‘I. . . I will attempt to be both focus and receiver,’ she began. ‘I hope I’ll be able to cleanse this city, or at least the area around this facility if worse comes to worse.’

				My relentless gaze took in her smallest movements as she shook herself, a minor tremor in an otherwise now steely visage.

				‘If you’ve started the machine, there isn’t much time. The taint is already being drawn in. If you’re alone you might be able to extend the reach of my oasis. Hopefully you’ve got a Circle with you. The process will injure members of your Circle, but with a lot of participants to share the load they should recover. The less people the more damage though.’

				The room began to fade. I watched the nameless woman begin to strap herself in. She paused and looked directly at me, her eyes piercing deeper than a long dead vision from the past had any right to.

				‘Good luck,’ I heard as the vision faded completely.

				My eyes opened and I saw the present in all its shabby glory. Jareck stood at the console, concern for me etched across his face.

				The less people the more damage. What would happen to one person?

				My paralysis began to ease. As I pulled my scattered thoughts together, the taint funnelled through me. I instinctively began to reclaim, but the trickle built. If it kept rising at this rate, I’d have less than a minute before I wouldn’t be able to handle it anymore.

				The pressure in my chest caused my heart to race and sweat to form on my forehead. A trained magus of the old era had not been able to do this, had not even been able to clear the whole city. What hope did I have?

				‘Master, what’s the matter?’ Jareck called from his place by the console. I gritted my teeth as the effort of reclaiming began to press up against my limits until it felt like the taint scraped against my nerves. The volume of concentrated filth was incredible, beyond anything I had experienced before. I couldn’t subject my apprentice to this, could I? My eyes sought out Jareck’s and his raw potential struck me once again. He and others like him were the future, not low talent hacks like me. But. . .

				But there was also a reality to be faced here. I was about to die, I could see that clearly. The only way I could break free from the machine was to either clear all of the taint or to burn out and break the link that way. If there was any other option, I didn’t know it, and the woman in the vision certainly hadn’t said. The torrents of taint showed no sign of slowing, indeed it still grew in intensity. And no matter what I might say to him, when I died, Jareck would step up to take my place and would likewise die.

			

			
				Both dead. For no good purpose.

				A few coughs loosened my throat enough to talk. ‘Jareck,’ I began, my voice strained even to my own ears. ‘I’m just meant to be the focus. I’m supposed to send the taint to a circle of Reclaimers.’

				Jareck frowned, his quick mind leaping ahead. ‘What do I do, Master?’ he asked.

				What a good boy.

				‘Reclaim,’ I managed to gasp, giving him a couple of seconds warning before I sent a stream of taint towards him. Jareck staggered under the onslaught but managed to stay upright as he started reclaiming as hard as he could. Time passed and the pressure continued to grow, forcing me to send more and more taint in Jareck’s direction. I could see the sweat trickle down his face, his posture sagging as he dedicated more and more of his energy to reclamation. I closed my eyes to shut out the sight, lost in a world of my own pain. If I witnessed more of his suffering I might stop and lose us both.

				I couldn’t remember a time where I hadn’t felt this pain, my nerves stretched to their breaking point. I heard a dull thump as Jareck presumably fell to the ground, but he kept reclaiming so I kept sending. I realised what I should have before, Jareck and I were Reclaimers, specialists in the art of removing taint. The magicians of yore might have been able to do many spectacular and wonderful things, but when it came to cleansing we were the people to beat. For this one glorious purpose, Jareck was easily worth a circle of lesser apprentices.

				That revelation spurred me on and enabled me to ignore the groans coming from Jareck’s direction. I felt a crescendo building, the last great gasp of the taint loosening its hold on the land. My awareness started to unravel, but I held on grimly through the surge, my consciousness fleeing as I passed on the last lump of taint to Jareck.

				I woke to afternoon sunlight hitting my face. I couldn’t hear anything, the familiar background sound of tainted beasts now startling in its absence. My limbs were my own to command once more, and the sight of Jareck lying on the cold floor brought me to my feet.

				He was very still.

				Chapter 17, in which endings aren’t as neat as everyone would like

				Elvie drove the wagon while I went in the back to check on Jareck.

				The trip from the city to the rendezvous cave had been long and tiring, made even more so by the need to drag my unconscious apprentice on a makeshift sled. On the plus side there had been no taint to reclaim, and no nightmare beasts to fight, so goblet half full and all that. It would have caused me a lot less trouble if Jareck could have made his own way out, but beyond his shallow breathing I hadn’t felt any spark of life or magic from him since we destroyed the taint. Even Elvie’s healing touch didn’t seem to have any effect.

				He really wasn’t getting the hang of the whole ‘make your master’s life easier’ thing.

				We’d buried our robes at the cave and donned simpler, less conspicuous garb. The people along the borderlands would soon realise there was no more need for Reclaimers but old hatreds die hard. Just because the taint was gone didn’t mean that we were forgiven. It was a poor reward for ridding the land of a crippling contagion, but hey, if life in the magical clean-up industry had taught me one thing, it was that people seldom got what they deserved.

				We were pretending to be itinerant tinkers. Elvie knew a surprising amount of repair magic, which was fortunate because I couldn’t fix shit.

				The farmers in the villages we passed told us that they’re looking at a bumper crop this year and seem ecstatic, but their joy will be short lived. I suspect it’ll only be a matter of time before the Queen comes to claim the kingdom’s old food bowl, and she won’t ask nicely.

				Still, no point wasting time anticipating an unspecified future arse kicking, as my old master used to say.


				



			
			

			
				Author Loci

				Mark Webb

				[image: mark webb.jpg]

			

			
				I had this novella kicking around for some time, but could never get it quite right. There also aren’t that many venues that take novellas, especially from little known authors. So, the story languished – sitting on my hard drive, enduring a little tinkering now and then but not really going anywhere.

				And then, in early 2017, I decided I might self-publish it. I liked the story but I had absolutely convinced myself that no one else would publish it. Up until that point the only person who had ever read the story in its entirety was me. If I was going to self-publish, I needed an external perspective. So, I put a call out for beta-readers and three people answered that call.

				Ion “Nuke” Newcombe is the editor of Antipodean SF, who have published some of my flash fiction. Nuke gave some high-level comments and encouraged me to shop the story around before considering self-publishing. I’m very grateful for that friendly push – without it, I probably wouldn’t have made the effort to submit The Reclaimers to Dimension6!

				Rhonda Selg also answered the call. Rhonda went through and provided some excellent, thought-provoking comments that really helped sharpen the story. Rhonda has recently released her own book, Filigree Rings and other Fae things, which I’d encourage everyone to check out!

				And finally, Kathryn Flaherty. Kathryn went above and beyond, providing some of the most detailed comments anyone ever has for one of my stories. This feedback was invaluable, and really improved the quality and pacing. If The Reclaimers is of a publishable standard, it is in a large part because of Kathryn’s feedback. Kathryn recently had a flash fiction piece published at Antipodean SF, and also occasionally blogs.

			

			
				If you liked The Reclaimers, it will be because of the excellent work of these three beta readers. If you don’t like it, you can definitely still blame me!

				Of course, the other person who made a major contribution to the quality of the story was Keith Stevenson himself. I’ve long admired Keith’s work, both as an author and a publisher. In fact, it was his very excellent podcast Terra Incognita which first drew my attention to the Australian spec fic scene many, many years ago. To be published in Dimension6 and be edited by Keith has been one of those “tick the goal off the career list” moments, for which I am very grateful.

				If you like The Reclaimers, then you might like some of my flash and short fiction. A Flash in the Pan? is a collection of the flash fiction and short stories that I’ve had published that are out of their “exclusive” periods with the relevant publications. It’s absolutely free, and available through Smashwords.
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				I’m currently working on a novel length work. Tentatively titled Unaligned, it is an urban fantasy in which our hero’s memories may or may not have been erased, evolution may or may not be granting people extraordinary abilities and there may or may not be gods who may or may not be interfering in humanity’s destiny. Sound interesting? Then convince your friendly neighbourhood publisher to pick it up!

				Mark Webb’s midlife crisis came in the form of attempting to write speculative fiction at a very slow pace. His wife maintains this is a good outcome considering the more expensive and clichéd alternatives. Evidence of Mark’s attempts to procrastinate in his writing, including general musings and reviews of culture he has been consuming, can be found at www.markwebb.name. 
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				Water for Antiques — Robert Stephenson


				Dravid stared at his water tank; it was low and it needed filling. He looked at the racks of old technology he’d collected; there were a few pieces he could trade with the water merchant. One tank of water for one notable antique. Today’s dig hadn’t been great and while he still had enough trading stock he needed more. Even the metal merchant was paying less for scrap these days. He needed water, the rarest of commodities in his region. 

				He ran his fingers over some ancient weapons, power packs long dead and irreplaceable, and thought of the ancient history of the planet. Was water always so scarce and was that why the great wars had been fought in the first place? On the shelf below the battered plastics and metals sat parts from armour and the casings of robots. These were numerous but he did salvage memory cards from some casings that still worked. Simple trade with travellers.

				He’d been out all day collecting in the wilds of the great basin, the barren valley of nothing. He started to unpack his trolley after the day’s digging. Many parts would need to be cleaned, and he had plenty of dirty water for that and even a few chemicals scavenged from vehicle tanks; doing it now before his evening meal was a must because afterwards, all he would be good for was sleep, and he needed the trolley empty for tomorrow’s scavenging. He sorted the junk from valuables and noted what looked like a finger; a robot’s finger he guessed. The site he’d been excavating had been a war zone once: there were no wars in the BiNar system these days. 

				Once the goods were loaded onto his sorting bench he sat back and studied the finger; he’d found it on the edge of the basin. It was a very humanoid object, so something from the deep past. The thing had been detached at the top knuckle and shreds of what might have been artificial flesh hung from its tip. During the examination, he noted fine thread-like cables and tactile circuits at the finger’s connector node; it would easily clip back into place on the hand if he found it. Technically it was an android’s finger as such fine work was never used on basic robots. He searched out androids of war on some data cubes, which seemed a reasonable search request. A list of models flashed on the screen, but nothing with humanoid appendages.

				‘Which one are you?’ he said examining several androids in a very old file. ‘Dravid, your old fool, what have you found this time?’

				A finger wasn’t much to go on but he had already planned to go out and try the basin again tomorrow. He’d haul out a piston digger in the cart. The fetching value of an antique finger was good, but if he could find the rest of the hand that could bring in a few months’ worth of clean water.

				He ate some centuries old military service rations and settled into sleep; his cot was on a hard, thick board. As he curled up on the bed he had to fight the bugs for his blanket. Settling with insects crawling over his skin he drifted to sleep. The morning would bring harder challenges; the ten-kilometre walk to the basin would be okay but the trek back up the slopes to his shed always drained him.

				The basin, or The Valley of Fire as the local diggers called it, was immense and supported hundreds of fossickers like him. At the markets, fine android parts like he had found were not common. Robot sections, drives, and joints were almost everywhere you dug and he had plenty of parts in the shed, but they were not humanoid, so he knew he had part of something valuable.

				The piston shovel threw up clods of dirt around the place where he had found the finger. He ran the machine on slow so he wouldn’t damage anything. By noon he’d found a few screws and several lengths of wire. The metal scanner was almost useless when you were in a field of metal, but he shifted further into the basin and further down the slope. He used the scanner again and it buzzed and pinged like it had found precious metals by the trolley load. If the android had been hit by a shell, then its components could be scattered over a radius of several hundred metres. He moved the digger along the path of the detector’s buzzing for a few metres and powered it up again. The shovel head pushed slowly in and stopped, a red light flashed at the top of the control board. The shovel had found something, and it was only a few centimetres down. He withdrew the shovel and commenced digging with his small spade, after a few minutes he hit something metallic. He dug first down then out and around for about a metre; it was an arm, a full android arm. He lifted it free of the ground with some effort, noting its weight. The arm had a hand, a full hand with all five digits; like the finger, the flesh had worn away. He pulled his cart over and loaded the arm into the wire crate, the hand stuck up out of the end as if it were reaching for the sky. A full arm, he marvelled. He hurried to pack up. The night was coming fast and he wanted to get back to the safety of the shed. The cart was heavy with what he’d found, the arm and the digger.

			

			
				During the long walk, back he had time to think about the find. There was another arm out there, he was sure of it. Or he had the parts of two androids, which opened even more possibilities. He could be rich; he might even have enough to buy a whole half year of water. Maybe even a year’s supply.

				Night fell like a hammer blow as he dragged his cart into the shed. He was too tired to eat, too exhausted to unload the cart and sort his finds. He dropped onto his bed and passed quickly into sleep.

				The digger felt heavier as he trudged down the hill. Everyone knew everyone in these parts; it was the continent of the antique merchants after all.

				With a widening of the search area, he found first the other arm with its missing finger plus a few finely tooled joints and components that might or might not have been from the machine. From the locations of both arms and some smaller pieces he determined he was in the right area to find the rest of the android. Already he was planning to buy his well and maybe even get a new shed built. His possibilities expanded and he felt the skip of joy in his chest. The arms had been quite close together so he guessed other parts could be nearby. 

				He walked in a wider search area with the detector. It pinged and buzzed for hours, but it was detecting something else. The ping he needed was light as the metal of the arms wasn’t ferrous but something he’d not seen before. The sound he was listening for was the fine muffles coming from the circuitry. The new spot was a few metres away from the last arm found. He positioned the digger and set it to shovel. The first arm had only been a few centimetres down but the second had been almost a metre, which didn’t make a lot of sense. Mud he could have dealt with, but the dry months sapped the area of all moisture and made the place unhospitable to those without a strong desire to explore. Hard ground meant slow work. While the digger dug, he collected springs, old tech boards and cables.

				When he returned, the piston shovel had paused half a metre down, the red light on and a good-sized hole dug. He deactivated the digger and allowed it to move away from the hole before he reached in with his spade and turned a little dirt over. The size of the torso was enormous as it lay embedded face up in the soil and there was no way he was going to dig it out before nightfall. He had the digger fill in the hole for another go in the morning. With both arms, he hoped to be able to determine the model. He gazed up at the dipping suns, what if it was a royalist android? That would be something, really something. He could taste the clean fresh water already.

				The suns burned early in the day, and the heat was more unbearable because of the back-breaking work in lifting the torso out of its grave. The thing was made heavier by the fact it still had its head and the hip sections in place. The rough pulley system was working but he was no longer young and battle androids were no lightweights. He knew of no-one on this continent and in all South Down Grey who had ever recovered a complete battle machine. This machine was different, though. Where the others, he’d see pictures of, were bipedal, squat and business-like, this felt refined and professional. The design, the materials, the craftsmanship and even weight said five hundred years old at least. He couldn’t be sure, not sure until he could cross reference some numbers – but did his records go that far back? Just how long ago did they stop building humanoid machines? Had to be the end of the last war or even the war before that.

				By early evening he had hoisted the whole-body section onto his cart and started the journey home, feeling tired. It would be a hard-four-hour trip. As he placed foot after foot on the dry ground, he imagined all the things he could buy and all the luxuries he could have. He could set up his own clean water carting business. Sell his water from his well.

			

			
				‘Dravid, my hard-working soul,’ he said yanking the cart up the slope. ‘You may never have to dig again.’

				As he trudged up the last rise he was walking under the stars and the feeble crescents of the ring moons and wondered about the android’s armaments and were they still active; it would be very damaging to business to sell the unit only to have unused ammunition explode. He’d check on that in the morning when he was less fatigued. To be safe he drew the cart into his room and wedged it against the door so no-one could come in. 

				No-one had ever visited him before but the idea of having something so valuable with him made him strangely protective. He couldn’t say he enjoyed this new feeling of apprehension. His stomach churned and he kept darting glances to the door. Every strange sound made by the wind against his shed caused him to start. Sleep didn’t come easy as he tossed and turned and thumped the hard bed with his fist. He worried about telling others who may be interested in buying the machine. Would they steal it? Force him to sell cheaply under the threat of violence? It was an unwritten code that all would trade fairly, but how many times had something this rare gone on sale and how much greed would there be? And how much did it threaten him?

				He looked at his reflection in the mirror near his bed. He was haggard, eyes dull and hairs and tubules drained of their healthy red. This had to be the find that got him free of the wastelands. He thought of just leaving the planet and head into the station rings and find a new, low gravity life. As he wrestled the android on to the bench the idea of lower gravity sounded appealing.

				Carefully he removed the head and set it aside for further investigation. There was plenty of dirt crusted inside the torso and being a military machine it could withstand a combination of steam and chemical cleans needed to get all the dirt out. The mud soon washed out to leave behind gleaming metal and dented and scarred panels. He polished the shoulder sections, the smoothed, grey metal finely cut, not a sharp edge to be found, like a biological scapula it looked so natural and alive. The front section was solid, plate armour – a strange combination metal-plastic going by its translucent appearance, yet it produced a hollow, metal sound when he tapped it with the end of a bolt driver. Every part was held in place with strange magnetic fasteners and those components not held by them, like the square encased electrics, were fused together.

				He should have gone back to look for the legs but his own legs ached and his back throbbed from the day’s lifting, so he settled in for some cleaning and reference finding. The first prefix he found inside the torso, an engraving on the casing he thought might contain much of the memory circuitry, was MIA or Military Intelligence Android, followed by a string of eight numbers. This alone gave him a moment’s pause. Military Intelligence. He didn’t even have a cube for that kind of stuff.

				The ID number had been laser written, a sign of hand craftsmanship, unlike the later press-stamped work that started coming out as the wars raged on across the ten planets. He looked to the head on the other workbench, the dents over the brow, the two opened but lifeless human looking eyes and the nose that served no real purpose but to decorate. The straight line of the lips appeared to mock him with its silence. The jaw looked like it moved, so would it simulate speech as sound came from its audio system? Who built this machine? And why?

				With torso and hips cleaned, he inspected fluid tubes that supplied the extremities with liquids and found the tubing was made of the same type of metal plastic as the armoured plates. Where the plates were rigid and hard these were flexible; how could they get two vastly different properties out of the one material? An additive perhaps? It didn’t matter; he knew he wouldn’t have to replace much of the tubing with a patchwork of parts from his collection. Each component, when detached from the torso simply broke free of its magnetic bond and the lines popped suction couplings and sealed closed. With the reconnection of the android looking easier by the day he started to think of even wilder wealth. How much would a fully assembled android fetch at the market? He started to think of something else. What if he could restore its functionality, how much would a working machine earn? Could he start a bidding session in the square? He rubbed his hands together as he stared at the partially assembled robot before him. The problem was going to be a power source. Amongst the many things packed into the metre and a half torso he could see nothing that looked like it could power the machine. With no true reference material, he didn’t understand what he was supposed to be looking for. Maybe the power source was in the legs. He now became determined to find them. He needed a complete android. He wiped his face of dirt, ate a few rations and drank a little more of his dwindling water. The odours of cleaning fluids gave him a headache and if it weren’t so cold out in the elements he would have slept under the stars.

			

			
				The roughness of the blanket pulled up to his chin wanted to offer comfort. He ignored the nightly bug bites and stared out from his bed to the low illumination around his workbenches. The android head stared back, eyes dark in the shadows. As much as he wanted to close his eyes and sleep he wondered what the eternally opened eyes of the machine saw?

				He couldn’t sleep so he spent the evening scouring data cubes, which didn’t help him with identification; while he could find some component references they were only ever individual part numbers, nothing directly connected to a complete fighting unit. It was clear some parts had been in use for a very long time while many parts were redesigned and introduced into future robot armies. He had no true records of this special build machine or even the period this machine saw service; it was pre-Empire War Two. Whatever he had he felt it was time to start putting some pieces together; the head would be the easiest as it sat on top of a sprocket and gimbal combination with a thick electrical conduit running down the back into a central feed line. Three hydraulic leads popped into place with a simple click of the hose locks. Sitting on the bench the machine started to look imposing but not warlike; then again, they didn’t need to build machines to frighten machines. They built them to look like humans to frighten the humans. The androids didn’t care, they didn’t have that fear response that made the human species second-guess in battle.

				Once the head was in place and the hoses connected he searched about for what fluid could be used to flush through and then fill the vein-like system. He had bottles and containers of old fluids from many found machines, large and small plastic containers of green and even black goo he wished he’d taken the time to label. The liquid would have to resist a little pressure he thought as he opened and sniffed at the contents of one container filled with a reddish-brown and viscous liquid. The stuff was clean enough so he located the reservoir for the fluid in the chest cavity and poured in two litres or more before pressing home the sealer cap and screwing back into place a seven-fingered array of hoses. He still had no energy source to drive the pumps which existed throughout the machine’s system so he couldn’t prime the hoses and vent air but he wasn’t ready to start up just yet. Attaching the arms was next, but they were heavy units and then he’d have to head out and find the legs. With the head in place, he thought it looked less mechanical. He’d had some robot parts from late models but they all just looked like machine parts, this android looked like it could hold life. Was this a work of art? He wondered why its appearance didn’t bother him, it wasn’t modelled on BiNars and should, by right, unsettle him; he supposed it was because it was old and he loved old things more than anything on the planet.

				Before he could attach the arms, he had to build a brace to hold the torso in place. Welding it all together was easy, but lifting and jostling the torso into the brace took all his effort. A winch was used to hold the whole thing aloft while he pushed the brace into place and strapped the android in. Nine hours of hard work saw a good job done. Even when he attached the legs the android wouldn’t be able to stand by itself until he’d made sure the gyro’s in the lower chest and hips were working and the stabiliser built into the head was functioning. Standing back and marvelling at the construction his mind filled with dreams. I’m going to be rich, he thought. I’m going to be rich.

				After a night’s restless sleep, he got back to work. The right arm fitted to the torso neatly with one of the hoses needing replacement. The shoulder cup, the protective dish of burnished bronze that covered the actual joint’s workings was dented and holed where small projectiles had penetrated; some holes were big enough for him to poke a talon through. The other arm was not as easy to attach: the upper arm had a slight bend where it must have taken a sizable impact. The brownish metal showed scratches and small, pitted dents. Again, he checked the lower arm for weaponry and after a long moment of bewilderment, he offered yet another shrug. He stepped back to review his handy work and was pleased with the android before him. The head was at a tilt, chin down on its polished breastplate. The gimbal and socket wouldn’t find true levelling until power had been established and he didn’t want to force the head into a level position lest he damage something, which was a strange way to look at the machine considering it had been designed for war.

			

			
				In a small way it frightened him – the solidity and threat never far from the machine’s overbearing presence. The fear in his chest pushed home the realisation this machine, if wrongly engaged, could kill him. If he miscalculated the power supply the unit could explode. 

				Not for the first, he considered the cost of wealth. A few days ago, it was fresh water he so desperately needed; today he started with the promise of a spaceship and true freedom. Standing before the android he appreciated its stature at over two and a half metres and the shoulder width of close to a metre. He measured the torso depth and was surprised it was only half a metre. He expected more just from his visual inspection and the hips were just as wide as the shoulders, but they housed gyroscopes and would need the extra space to spin. Only now, looking at it partially assembled, did he consider this machine could be a weapon of the other side.

				Standing on top of the bench he examined the head a little closer. He’d left the main board cover off so he could clean out all the dirt and, to his disappointment, the main board was split, damaged from long exposure to mud and time. Even if he had a power cell to start up its systems, without a functioning processor it would all be just wasted energy. On the bench was a collection of coloured relay orbs he’d pulled and cleaned but he didn’t know if they worked. Beside the orbs was the small board proudly displaying its long-obsolete seventy-seven pin plug. Even amongst his hundreds of scavenged boards he had nothing that long.

				‘Good looking scrap,’ he said as he climbed off the bench. ‘If only,’ he said. ‘An arm I could rebuild, but a processor?’ He sighed and patted the machine on its broad chest. ‘The least I can do is find your legs.’

				Finding the legs was easy, as they were only a few metres from the torso’s position in the dirt. They were heavy and like the torso he used a winch to load them onto his trolley and drag it back to the shed. Once the cart was secured he dropped onto his bed and slept,  fitful and pursued by dreams of death and war. He woke only a few short hours after and set to work on his android. It had to be finished now. It had to save him from this hardship of life.

				After half a day cleaning, the legs easily coupled onto the body. With the android complete his appreciation for the workmanship rose. The protective covers over the electronics, hoses and feed cables all carried fine engraving which he knew came from a handheld laser. The legs – just on the thigh – were engraved with a coat of arms, something he didn’t immediately recognise. This would have all been covered by artificial flesh, so this coat of arms was a factory stamp of identification; the humans wouldn’t even have known this was a machine. He ran his fingers over the intricate scrolled design with a sense of pride. His people had once been capable of many great things. For a moment, he wondered if they still were. Being so isolated meant his entire view of his civilisation was antiquated. With an audible sigh and a slow, firm drag of his hand over his face he felt pleased with his work.

				The investigative work on the data cubes only delivered approximations with strong links to the Second Royals. Even in his guesses, this android could be more than five hundred years old.

				While the cube screen, with its grime and years of claw scratches, flickered and stuttered through the data, he continued to turn over the processor board in his hands. It wasn’t very big, barely five centimetres from end to end and mostly the male part of the plug system. He had an idea. It had worked on his restoration of a communications network card; it might serve a purpose now. He dug out a working fifty pin processor board and an active processor; it would be a newer chip to what the android originally ran but he figured he could adjust programming easily enough. The pins on the new board were a silver foil moulded into white fibrous plastic, crisscrossed with a roadwork of pathways. Carefully he cut the extra twenty-seven pins from another board and using liquid metal attached it to the new board. The extra twenty-seven pins only fed directly into the original fifty but he hoped it would be enough to trick the old machine’s systems enough for him to gain access. On top of the bench again he pressed in the new board, making sure not to jostle the added pins too much. With ad hoc access cable attached to the operations module in the chest, he was ready. But he still needed power. 

			

			
				While standing up at the machines head level he noticed fine lines running across the top portion of the burnished shoulders. With a talon, he picked at one of the grooves, pressing firmly on what looked like a long, narrow vane. With pressure, the vane’s edge opened to reveal rows of glass cubes. This would have all been covered by skin. Pushing harder on the bar revealed more of the secret. There must have been two hundred glass cubes beneath the panel and he knew only one thing that looked like this: solid-state power cells. Very, very old cells. The great and heavy android had solid-state systems, which would have a power assist system. So, what trickled power into these high yield cells? Viewing inside the shoulders of the machine showed a panel running thick, black cabling to what he hoped was the trickle supply. If he traced the cable he would be able to locate the source and then work on replenishing this; a standard power cell he might be able to repack by pirating other units he had about the shed. Joy caused him to pause, to think and even to panic just a little. He was ready to have his functioning antique android. His talons rattled as he clenched his hands closed. There was still much to do.

				The cable in the shoulders led to what he had originally thought were cooling fins inside the carapace, about two dozen wide and thin pieces of ceramic that looked like a larger version of the cooling block on his data core reader. It only took the turn of a few torques to release the battery from its housing and a simple slide plug to disconnect the power cell array. The battery was strange in design, nothing like anything he had ever worked with. Like the processor board, he gathered up newer gas-friction cells and started to manufacture something the same size and hopefully of the same output capacity. He tested the capacity of the old battery, which was in poor condition and made an approximation from an old digging platforms power supply. Either way, it only needed to trickle power into the solid-state system. He could build something better later.

				The refurbished battery was ready and he had his data reader running live feeds into the brain box. As soon as the unit powered up his translation programs would set to work in first understanding the language of the machine, then setting up a user interface so he could communicate and even reprogram, provided the brain wasn’t an AI.

				‘An AI,’ he said, staring at the android. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

				The android said nothing, its chin on its chest and eyes dead. Did they make AIs back then? Would it even have survived given the lack of power? He hesitated. He looked to the battery’s connector sitting in its new housing inside the machine. He touched the arm of the robot, felt the coolness of the metal and smelt the tang of his nervous sweat. He’d come so far it would be a shame not to see if the thing worked. To be on the safe side he disconnected the arms’ and legs’ main power lines, leaving the rings of conduits hanging just outside of their protective panels. The vapour switches, a gaseous junction between two surfaces, crackled slightly with escaping power.

				The head casing remained open so his ribbon cables could stay connected to the signal translator. Its seventeen tiny computers could translate most commands but given the jury-rigging of the card he still needed a physical connection. The closeness concerned him; as the cable was only two metres long it meant he would have to stand on the bench next to the android while he connected the power. He hoped the device didn’t have any self-protection devices activated. With care, he pressed the dirty blue, frayed feed cable into the box in his hands, his long nails clicking as they gripped tight. One fine taloned finger hovered over the start icon, the tarnished silver space at the base of the box. He hesitated. Did he want to die? Had he taken every precaution? The android would still be worth more than he could ever imagine even if it didn’t work. He lowered the box; maybe he should be satisfied he had all the pieces back together and the machine was in good condition. He looked at the frightening human face, the open but blank eyes and wondered, not for the first time, what had the android been thinking the moment it had been blasted apart? He pressed the button and reflexively took a half step back along the bench, kicking tools to the floor.

			

			
				Nothing happened. 

				The screen on his reader came alive for a moment then blanked out. He pressed the button again. He jiggled the connection, the screen sparked alive with a string of numbers and symbols, none of which he recognised. The computer started the translation. After a few moments, the robot’s eyelids closed. He held his breath, excited and uncertain. The data scrolled down the screen in thick cords., An old pattern; something just out of reach of his memory. He wondered what he would say when communications were established, what would be the first thing he’d ask it? 

				Minutes passed and he felt the keen edge of panic forming. He wished he could stand further away. In a way, he thought himself trapped, trapped by a combination of unrest, desire, and greed; when should he have stopped, and appreciated what he already had? The box screeched in his hands. The screen went white and he fumbled with the unit. The screen went black. The box grew hot and he threw it aside. The cable yanked from the back of the robot’s head and clattered first on the bench and to the floor. He moved slowly, stepping away from the machine being careful on the high bench top.

				The head turned. The eyes opened and stared directly at him. They were living, human eyes. He gasped. Put up his hands. Stumbled and fell from the bench landing on his side. Pain danced into his shoulder and across his back. He rolled over to face the floor and tried to get to his knees.

				‘It is unusual to see one of your kind within the palace,’ the android said in a very deep, calm voice. ‘Are you here for the negotiations?’

				Fighting the urge to run, he pushed himself up to his knees and stared at the thing strapped into the brace. He was glad he disconnected the arms and legs. ‘You speak old Royal?’ The language was archaic but old timers understood it, they had to to trade in antiques.

				The head turned and surveyed the room while he gathered himself. He stood. When the eyes returned to him he felt a strange fear that caused him to fall. How could a machine have such eyes?

				‘Are you here to assist the humans? Are you an envoy of the Royals?’

				‘There have been no Royals on this planet for many centuries, and no, I do not serve humans, they also no longer exist here.’ He took deep breaths, trying to calm himself. ‘What have you done, Dravid?’ he said to himself, afraid to get any closer to the android.

				The eyes studied him with care. ‘Then you are a subject. What are you doing in the palace?’ It looked to its arms.

				‘We aren’t in a palace.’

				‘Obviously.’

				He wished he’d taken the time to prepare for this discussion. ‘You have been inactive a long time. So much has changed.’ He placed himself before the machine and watched as it tilted its chin down to obtain a better look at him. ‘What is your designation? What battle were you in?’

				‘I request protection under the Article of War section twelve hundred thirty-eight, article ninety, paragraph thirteen C.’ The eyes closed briefly and when they opened there seemed to be a concern in them. ‘I detect intrusions into my carapace and something troubling is wrong with my data card. Have you been attempting to extract information out of me?’ The voice sounded angry.

				‘I have been repairing you.’ He held up his hand and flexed all seven of his talons fully. ‘I found you in pieces on the old battlefield. ‘

				‘I detect my appendages are disconnected. If you are repairing me then when will they be connected?’ As the mouth moved he wondered if it too was modelled closely on the human dimensions.

				‘Please, I will connect your arms and legs shortly, I had to be sure I was doing the right thing when powering you up. I repaired your power system and I have even created a new data card for you.’ 

				The android tilted its head back and forward. Oddly the metal around its eyes dipped in a frown. 

				‘I must ask what year you remember, what year do you think it is now?’

			

			
				The eyes narrowed slightly but the head nodded with acceptance of the question. ‘I am without biological skin covering.’ It frowned. ‘How odd. This I also find troubling.’

				‘I am, Dravid,’ he said wondering how to explain the new world. ‘What year do you remember?’

				‘Today is 3543 the fifteenth shining of the terminus, Dravid.’

				‘You have been buried a long time my friend.’ He tried to calculate how long. ‘Today is 4026 in only the third shining of the terminus, but we don’t call it terminus anymore since it hasn’t had a visitor in nearly two hundred years.’

				‘Please connect my appendages.’ It was polite.

				‘What is your designation?’

				‘I am the third councillor Agreva of the Royal palace Rhymold.’

				‘Were you in battle in the great valley?’

				The android looked about the shed again. ‘I last remember the palace. It is on a hill. My last memory is the palace third level completing my briefing on the human peace talks this afternoon.’

				He had found no relics of a palace in his digging around that area and his deep resonate scans showed no hidden tunnels or subterranean rooms.

				‘Do you have weaponry? And is it active?’

				‘I cannot answer that, Dravid.’

				‘Do you believe me when I say I have repaired you after five hundred years of burial?’

				‘I will ask you this,’ Agreva said. ‘What has become of the human race? What has become of the Earthmen?’

				‘I don’t know.’ He knew of them. ‘They were part of ancient history. There are no humans in our system of worlds. Though I am not part of the systems communications stream.’

				‘So, they are not here?’

				‘Only we are here. Only us men and some machines remain.’

				‘I have disengaged all systems. You will be safe to connect my appendages.’

				It took time but he managed to get the lines all connected and primed properly so the android could move with some ease. When he released it from the restraints it stumbled forward a few paces before it reached equilibrium. Like a child seeing its hands for the first time, it flexed its fingers before its face, examining every fine movement in detail. He knew then what Agreva was and he had given it its freedom.

				‘How do you feel?’

				‘Feel?’ Agreva said, still deeply interested in the opening and closing of its hand.

				‘I mean are all systems. . .’

				‘I know what you mean, Dravid. I feel like I have been asleep for a very long time and that not everything is in the same functioning order that I remember.’ It looked to the workbench. ‘To me, no time has passed, but obviously, it has.’

				Moving away from the android he sat at his desk. ‘What year did you say you remember?’

				‘I do not remember, I know without question.’

				Maybe, he thought, he could be wrong and still, profit could be made. ‘What year do you know for a fact?’

				‘3543.’

				He entered the date into his search screen and waited, the screen showed some references to palaces. Nothing complete. Just the great war was mentioned with few details. He turned to Agreva, who was working on something inside his chest cavity; a front panel was on the workbench. He hadn’t even noticed a seam for the thing when he was assembling the machine.

				‘What was the name of the palace?’

				‘Charaigue.’

				He clicked it into his general search buffer so it would immediately scan the cubes as he loaded them. ‘Anything you can tell me about the area you remember. . . I mean you know?’

			

			
				‘The palace overlooked the orchard of green fruits and on a clear day, when the fighting was light, you could see the haze of the City Rancor from the top floor.’

				He added Rancor to the search, these weren’t names he recognised. While he loaded cube after cube he mulled over the loss of his great profit and the loss of the future he had been dreaming about for the last couple of weeks. He knew the question had to be asked; it was the law after all.

				‘Agreva?’ he asked softly. ‘Who was your mother?’

				Silence hung in the air like floating motes of dust. He could hear the dancing of small stones as they were blown against the iron sides of his shed and he thought he could even hear Agreva thinking.

				‘The Syron.’

				Agreva had given a name and it was enough. It could have been anything, but if it said it had no mother then he could be assured it wasn’t a true AI. The android was a free will AI and closer to his kind than a machine. As a free will he would have no claim on his find unless Agreva agreed to a recovery settlement, and as he was older than old this prospect was immediately unlikely.

				‘You know the laws of the Royals, then?’ Agreva said.

				‘And you have no way of paying compensation?’

				‘I have holdings in Rancor. . .’

				‘Rancor no longer exists.’

				The android seemed to consider this for a long time. ‘That leaves us both in a difficult position.’

				The data reader pinged. Everything it mentioned was gone; was it possible that the twenty thousand square kilometre Valley of Fire was only the remnant of a giant crater? He studied the data, the images and even managed to read some of the accompanying text through the translator. All the information pointed to the fact that five hundred years ago, there was no great valley.

				‘I don’t know what to do,’ Agreva said, squatting.

				‘There is no war for you to fight, so I suppose you will just have to find something else to do.’ He scanned more images, there was nothing he recognised. ‘Can you negotiate trade deals with antique buyers?’

				‘I don’t think so.’ Agreva dragged a hand over the dusty floor. Metal on the cement grating. ‘I can erase myself from this unit and you could get scrap value for my shell.’ Agreva turned his face away as if in contemplation. ‘There is nothing for me here, is there?’

				‘No, you don’t,’ he snapped, jumping up. ‘I just put you together, and besides, I don’t want your death on my hands.’

				Agreva stood. ‘I can overheat my central mind core; it will be painful. I see no point in being here if there is nothing to fight for.’

				‘So, you take my word for it that the war is over?’ 

				If he did die he could still make that fortune he dreamed of.

				‘No, I do not know you so why would I choose to believe you when all my senses say otherwise?’ The android’s eyes looked sad, another disturbing attribute. ‘I have scanned for the networks, the military and civilian, I have searched out the secure lines of the Royals. Almost nothing remains, and all the current chatter is date stamped as the date you have stated.’

				‘You do have value you know.’

				‘As what? What could I do?’

				‘You are a living antique; others would gladly come to see you, to talk with you about the days of the Second Royals. Our history of the time is scant, and I can promise you I have many records here at hand and nothing would come close to what you might know.’

				‘This will not do, I am a high ranking official and I know many secrets that I cannot share. . .’

				‘Agreva, nothing of the world you knew has existed for over five hundred years, no secret you have will matter now, as there is only you left who would know what it means.’ He was helping the android stay alive when it would be better for him if he expired. He looked to his bed, its hardness. He was saying goodbye to softness and comfort. He was saying goodbye to some clean water this month.

			

			
				Agreva closed his eyes and began to rock on his heels, his arms dropped to his sides and something burning drifted on the air.

				He grabbed up a cube and threw it at the android, striking it squarely in the face. The eyes opened just as he was about to throw a second.

				‘No!’ he said.

				‘I cannot stay. Everything I was is gone; everything I had ever hoped to be is no more and will never be, Dravid.’

				‘I will help you.’ He didn’t immediately know how, but he had to do something. ‘I will teach you knew things; I will teach you how to work with me.’ That was the best he could offer.

				Agreva was motionless, his eyes staring off into an unseeable distance. Agreva seemed to sigh, a slight rise and fall of the shoulders as if he were breathing. 

				This android was very good, he thought, as he tried to fathom the lost technology that had made this wonderful machine, this mechanical life form.

				‘I will need to think,’ Agreva said, his mouth moving in sync with the words. ‘I am military trained and fully designed to be human compatible, as I was one of the key negotiators for peace.’ He held up his hand. ‘I even wore human skin so I would fit in. I was designed as the prime facilitator between our races.’

				‘There is peace now.’

				The android looked about the room as if he had only now realised where he was. ‘Much of what I see is new to me.’

				‘I can assure you everything in my home is an antique. . .’ he paused when he realised what he was saying. Agreva was by far the oldest piece in the room so everything would look modern to him; well, modern and decaying at the same time.

				‘You collect them?’

				‘Not specifically robots, but other things like old shell casings, metals, and I sell them to other collectors so I can afford clean water and food. . .’ He hesitated not sure if he should say the rest. ‘You see, I was hoping to sell you and get my own well drilled through the rock and a water plant. I have an old pump, just can’t drill the kilometre down for water.’

				‘You changed your mind?’

				‘Your mind changed my mind. I couldn’t resist the temptation to see if I could make you work and once I achieved that goal. . .’

				‘You discovered I am sentient.’

				‘By the law, you are alive.’

				Agreva spoke. ‘And you will not allow me to die, Dravid. Why?’

				‘I don’t understand why myself.’ He looked to his containers of water and the need for more. ‘I couldn’t have lived with myself.’

				‘You are truly unlike the Royals I remember and the world I know. . . I mean knew.’ Agreva stared at him, those eyes full of a strange compassion.

				‘Even the Royals I know aren’t royal.’

				The android moved to the door, pushed aside the bed and went outside. Dravid jumped up and was out quick behind him, hoping the machine wasn’t about to blow itself up. Agreva surveyed the landscape for a moment, its head swivelling back and forth as if searching for something. It moved away from the shed, a quick pacing of a hundred metres or more. 

				It kicked at the ground briefly before pointing down with its right arm. A beam struck out from around its wrist. Dirt and dust blew into the air. Minutes passed with rock and dust raining down on them. The ground rumbled. The sound of something was rushing from the ground. A torrent of steam rushed skyward, loud and hot and moist. Agreva stepped away from the steam blast toward Dravid and held him aside in a protective embrace. A fountain of water exploded from the ground. Like standing in the rain during the wet season in seconds he was drenched.

			

			
				‘Drink, Dravid.’

				He fell to his knees and scooped the water from puddles at his feet into his mouth. The water and its freshness were the best things he had ever tasted. He looked up at the android and smiled.

				‘I could dig wells,’ Agreva said.
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