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			The story of The Illborn Saga so far…

			Long ago, The Lord Aiduel emerged from the deserts of the Holy Land, possessed with divine powers. He used these to forcibly unite the peoples of Angall, before His ascension to heaven. Or so the Holy Book says.

			What that hallowed tome does not mention is that The Lord Aiduel travelled into the desert as a youth with a group of children whom he later secretly confessed to murdering. Nor do the histories record that, on his wife’s deathbed, Aiduel revealed that he had discovered a way to bring them back…

			

			Eight centuries later, in a medieval world threatened by war and religious persecution, a young boy named Cillian, who displayed unnatural powers, was murdered by an enigmatic individual acting at the behest of the Holy Church.

			Six years after this event, at the outset of The Illborn Saga, four young adults start to experience a haunting recurring dream of an ethereal Gate, and a mysterious figure within, and they begin to develop supernatural abilities.

			Their names are Allana, Arion, Corin and Leanna.

			The Holy Church and its sinister military order, Aiduel’s Guards, are hunting for these four. The Holy Church’s leader, the Archlaw, has given them the name Illborn, based upon a prophetic and secret letter of warning which is believed to have been written by The Lord Aiduel before He ascended.

		

	
		
			The Illborn…

			Allana

			(Duchess Allana Berun, formerly Allana dei Monis)

			 

			Allana was born in Sen Aiduel, the daughter of a prostitute, and she fled her home country of Dei Magnus after killing a priest.

			After her escape, she was hunted by Aiduel’s Guards. In moments of desperation, she unlocked a power to control people who feel desire for her, triggered by the words from her recurring dream:

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			In the town of Septholme, in Andar, her selfish actions led to the death of her lover, and to her imprisonment and torture. She escaped with the help of Arion, but an impending war between Elannis and Andar soon separated them. After being tracked down by Aiduel’s Guards, Allana unlocked other dark powers and killed most of her pursuers.

			Afterwards, she fled to the province of Berun, where she became the lover of Duke Jarrett Berun, and used even darker powers to transform his hostile mother into a monster.

			As full Holy War approached, she was torn whether to seek out Arion, but instead resolved to remain with Jarrett and to align herself with the armies of Berun and Elannis, who were Arion’s enemies. Following this decision, she wrote a false letter which deceived Arion into leaving his people and his family.

			Allana travelled with the conquering armies as they swept across Western Canasar. During the siege of Septholme, her powers clashed with Leanna’s, which almost resulted in the other woman’s death.

			In the hours before Septholme’s fall, Allana reunited passionately with Arion, but they separated again after a bitter argument, and Allana’s anger at this led to her role in a massacre of soldiers and captives at the nearby fortress of Aiduel’s Guards. Allana transformed two of her victims into monsters, and ordered these to kill Leanna.

			In the aftermath, Allana married Jarrett, who has been promised the crown of Andar, and is completely under the control of her powers.

			 

			 

			Arion

			(Lord Arion Sepian, the Hero of Moss Ford, the Butcher of Moss Ford)

			 

			Arion was born in Western Canasar, in Andar, the third son of a duke. His supernatural physical abilities manifested for the first time whilst he was at an academy training to be a knight, triggered by the words from his recurring dream:

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			He later returned home after his father’s death, and had a prophetic dream of a girl who was to be burned on a pyre. Believing the girl to be Allana, whom he had become besotted with, he helped her to escape, but they were separated by a brief ensuing war. During that conflict, Arion became a renowned hero at the Battle of Moss Ford, where he used his powers to defeat an Elannis army, before encountering and befriending Leanna.

			Weeks after, on his wedding night, he realised that Leanna was the actual prophesied girl on the pyre, and he travelled hastily to Arlais to give her the power to save herself from incineration by Aiduel’s Guards.

			Months later, Arion’s land was drawn into a full-blown Holy War after the Archlaw declared a crusade against Andar. Arion was separated from his family following his receipt of a deceitful letter from Allana, and he was absent from Western Canasar as his lands were invaded and conquered. After deserting from Andar’s army to return home, he arrived at the outskirts of Septholme as the town was about to fall.

			In the chaos which ensued, following a passionate and acrimonious encounter with Allana, Arion witnessed the death of his wife Kalyane and two of his siblings, and he killed the two beasts which were trying to kill Leanna.

			Subsequently, he escaped from the conquered town of Septholme by sea on his family galleon, accompanied by Leanna, as part of a fleet of ships headed for the island of Abass.

			 

			 

			Corin

			(Corin of the Karn, the Chosen of the Gods, Mella Reborn)

			 

			Corin grew up in a warlike clan called the Karn, in the land of Bergen. After being banished to the far north with his beloved wife Agbeth, Corin’s powers to control people and beasts started to develop, triggered by the words from his recurring dream:

			Fear. Control. Order.

			In the wilds of the north, he tamed a vicious creature called a felrin, which he named Blackpaw. He subsequently returned home and used his powers to kill the clan chief who had banished him, and he became the leader of his clan.

			Following that, he began to unite the clans of his homeland within the Chosen Alliance, forging a powerful gathering of northern clans with the aim of bringing peace and order. This objective was interrupted when the Alliance was forced to face the tyrannical and deadly threat of a barbarous clan called the Kurakee.

			After Agbeth was grievously injured in a battle, and her soul became possessed by a creature which Corin called the ghost, Corin returned to the far north to seek a cure for his wife. Whilst there, he discovered an ancient arch, and succeeded in healing Agbeth by casting out the ghost, a being which revealed itself to be a murdered boy named Cillian.

			

			At the great arch, Corin also witnessed important events from the past, and saw current visions of the other three Illborn, resulting in the realisation that he was not the only one of his kind. He also gained control of a horde of monstrous felrin, which he used to destroy the massive Kurakee army at the Battle of Karn.

			Corin’s people now believe that he is a god reborn. He believes that it is his destiny to gather the clans, to reach and open the Gate, and to claim the power.

			 

			 

			Leanna
(Priestess Leanna Cooper, the Angel of Arlais)

			 

			Leanna grew up within a devout family in the city of Arlais, and after a holy vision she committed herself to training as a priestess.

			Leanna’s powers manifested whilst she was at the College of Aiduel, triggered by the words of her recurring dream:

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			Those powers, which she needed to keep secret, initially emerged as an ability to sense emotions, and later developed into the miraculous ability to heal people.

			During this time, Aiduel’s Guards arrived in Arlais, hunting for heretics with powers and dreams similar to Leanna’s. To escape them, and after witnessing corruption in the Holy Church, Leanna decided to become an army healer. In this role, she encountered and befriended Arion after the Battle of Moss Ford, revealing her abilities to him and to others after healing a mortally wounded prince.

			Following her return to Arlais, she was arrested by Aiduel’s Guards, who called her an Illborn and condemned her to burn on a pyre. Whilst the pyre was aflame, Leanna’s powers to shield herself with energy and to move objects were both triggered, which saved her life and unveiled her nature to the world.

			The people of her home city hailed her actions a miracle and named her the Angel of Arlais, but she was subsequently forced to flee from that city, accompanied by her lover Amyss and by a mysterious protector called Caddin.

			The three fled to and were trapped in Western Canasar during the Holy War, during which time Caddin revealed that he had murdered the boy Cillian years earlier, and had been given a holy quest to find and to kill the other Illborn. However, he was now determined to keep Leanna alive.

			Leanna’s efforts to use her powers to save Septholme failed as a result of Allana’s actions, and she and Amyss were almost killed. Subsequently, she reunited with Arion, escaping together with her companions on a fleet of ships headed for Abass.

			 

			 

			At the end of Aiduel’s Sin…

			 

			…the four Illborn are finally able to recall the entirety of their recurring dream, and to witness and experience their horrific murders in that dream at the hands of the shining survivor who subsequently walks into the Gate…

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters from Illborn 
and Aiduel’s Sin

			The Illborn

			 

			Duchess Allana Berun (formerly Allana dei Monis).

			Lord Arion Sepian, the Hero of Moss Ford, the Butcher of Moss Ford.

			Corin of the Karn, the Chosen of the Gods, Mella Reborn.

			Priestess Leanna Cooper, the Angel of Arlais.

			 

			 

			Western Canasar

			 

			Charl Koss – experienced and tough adviser to the Sepian family. Killed in battle by Jarrett Berun.

			Duke Conran Sepian – former ruler of Western Canasar, father of Arion. Died following the selfish actions of Allana.

			Lord Delrin Sepian – older brother of Arion, left Western Canasar to fight in the Holy Land with the Order of Saint Amena.

			Duke Gerrion Sepian – eldest brother of Arion, became ruler of Western Canasar after his father’s death. Was murdered in the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards.

			Lady Kalyane Sepian – formerly Lady Kalyane Rednar, became Arion’s wife. Was killed by the monster which had been created by Allana.

			Lady Karienne Sepian – Arion’s younger sister. Arion believes that she drowned in Septholme harbour, but she is actually a captive of House Berun.

			 

			 

			Andar

			 

			King Inneos Pavil – former monarch of Andar who caused the war with the Holy Church. Died of suspected poisoning.

			Duke Jarrett Berun – head of the House of Berun, lover and now husband of Allana, and enemy of Arion. He has conquered and now controls Western Canasar, and has been promised the crown of Andar.

			Lord Lennion Rednar – friend of Arion, brother of the late Lady Kalyane Sepian. Last heard of in Rednarron.

			King Sendar Pavil – second son of King Inneos, was once a friend of Arion. Killed his brother Senneos with Arion’s help to claim the throne of Andar.

			Dowager Duchess Sillene Berun – mother of Jarrett Berun, transformed into a feral monster by Allana.

			 

			 

			Arlais

			 

			Priestess Amyss – Leanna’s best friend from the College of Aiduel in Arlais, now her lover and closest companion.

			Elisa Cooper – mother of Leanna.

			Jonas Cooper – father of Leanna.

			 

			 

			

			Bergen

			 

			Agbeth – Corin’s beloved wife, whom Corin restored to health after her possession by the ghost Cillian.

			Blackpaw – a mighty beast called a felrin, which Corin tamed in the far north during his banishment from the Karn clan.

			Hellin – a missionary of the Holy Church who has travelled to Bergen from Andar, and is teaching Corin.

			Kernon – Corin’s older brother, who has become a loyal follower after the expedition to the far north.

			Clan Chief Munnik – clan chief of the Borl, who is a trusted leader of the Chosen Alliance.

			Rennik – a warrior of the Borl clan who accompanied Corin on the expedition to the far north.

			 

			 

			Aiduel’s Guards and the Holy Church

			 

			High Commander Evelyn dei Laramin – leader of the garrison of Aiduel’s Guards in Septholme. Arrested and tortured Allana, who later murdered her.

			Nionia dei Pallere – initially a friend of Allana, later responsible for Allana’s imprisonment. She lied to Arion about Allana’s fate.

			

			Archlaw Paulius the Fourth – Head of the Holy Church, based in the Archlaw’s Palace near Sen Aiduel, in Dei Magnus. He initiated the hunt for the Illborn.

			Senior Priest Rennell El’Patriere – abusive leader of the College of Aiduel in Arlais. Leanna’s enemy, who was badly disfigured by burns at the pyre.

			High Priest Ronis dei Maranar – high priest in Sen Aiduel, who was murdered by Allana after he assaulted her.

			Archprime Runus Kohn – member of the High Council of the Holy Church, who was significantly involved in the invasion of Andar.

			 

			 

			Other

			 

			Caddin Sendromm – former warrior and priest who murdered the boy Cillian, and has now taken on the role of Leanna’s protector.

			Cillian Maddoc – young boy with apparent powers, who was murdered by Caddin Sendromm.

			Emperor Jarrius El’Augustus – leader of the Elannis Empire.

			Prince Lorrius El’Augustus – brother of Jarrius, and a key figure in the invasion of Andar.

			Prince Markon El’Augustus – heir to the throne of the Elannis Empire, who was miraculously healed by Leanna, and led the invasion of Andar.

			Seilana dei Monis – mother of Allana, died of the Wasting Sickness.
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			Prologue

			Renvarin

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
The Year of Ascension

			Are truth and destiny fixed and immutable, or are they susceptible to the vagaries of ambition and desire?

			Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere, the recently appointed Head of the Holy Church on the continent of Angall, was not thinking about this question whilst walking within the Church’s central complex in Sen Aiduel. Instead, he was feeling agitated and annoyed as he marched briskly along dark corridors towards his private audience chamber within the building.

			His annoyance was partially a result of being disturbed several hours before dawn, awoken from the opulent comfort of his four-poster bed by his personal secretary, who was now accompanying him. However, the main reason for his indignation was his sense that he was being summoned.

			Apparently, his important visitor had arrived at the city by sea in the hours of darkness, and had travelled directly to the Holy Church’s complex from the docks. This person had been insistent that their business could not wait until sunrise, and that the most Holy Eminence of Angall was to be woken from his slumber.

			I don’t appreciate being summoned like someone else’s lackey, no matter their status or position, thought Renvarin, as he turned onto the corridor which led to the rear entrance to his audience chamber.

			For the last month, ever since his surprising elevation to his illustrious position, he had become accustomed to being the one who issued the orders. It had been so tragic that Renvarin’s predecessor, the late Archlaw Moneer, had suffered such an unexpected and premature death. However, one man’s misfortune could also present an opportunity for another’s gain, and it had been Renvarin who had seized that opportunity.

			Very few people could have expected that a native Dei Magnun from a family of wealth, a relatively young man in his mid-forties, would be the one selected by the High Council to become the most powerful person in Angall. Indeed, that this position would be claimed by an Archprime who had never even met The Lord Aiduel, let alone been a Disciple or a trusted confidante of The Lord, was testament to Renvarin’s ambition and skill. And, of course, to his wealth and influence, and to the power of bribery and blackmail.

			The Archlaw now arrived at the rear entrance to his private audience chamber. He turned to his personal secretary, High Priest Arlon Broann, and said, ‘And you’re certain that Bahone gave no hint at all about what has brought him here?’

			‘None, Your Eminence. He was quite insistent that he would speak only to you, and to no one else.’

			Renvarin frowned, then asked, ‘He’s not already in the room? You kept him in the waiting area?’

			‘Yes, Your Eminence. He’s waiting outside.’

			‘And the door is closed? He won’t be able to see me arriving?’

			‘Yes, it’s closed.’

			‘Fine. Wait here until I summon you.’

			Renvarin entered the room, shutting the door behind him. He then smoothed his robes, again delighting in the feel of the fur trim on his lapels. He had ordered the elegant garment as one of his first acts of office; it had not felt appropriate that the head of the Holy Church on Angall should dress like a ragged pauper, in the way that his predecessor had so often chosen to.

			He took a moment now to study the various objects on his desk, before adjusting the angle of his golden statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree. Following this, he moved his leather-bound Holy Book to the centre, and opened it on a page of emotive scripture which he could recite by heart. This was an act which would undoubtedly impress his visitor, should the appropriate moment arise.

			After that was done, he took a deep breath, composing himself whilst considering talking points which he might raise within the conversation. Certainly, he would have to mention his grand plans for the palace complex to the north of Sen Aiduel, which would be a spectacular monument to the greatness of the Holy Church and its eminent new Archlaw. However, the first order of business would be to listen to whatever his visitor had to say.

			He seated himself on the throne-like chair which had recently been installed behind the desk, and adjusted his robes one last time to ensure that they were perfectly straight. He then brushed a hand through his thick hair, before announcing, ‘He may enter.’

			The doors in front opened and a wizened, elderly man entered, who was wearing plain travel robes which did nothing to communicate his status. The arrival had a deeply bronzed tan, an indication of his south-western origins, and his pate was bald. Despite this baldness, white hair grew in unruly tufts above his ears, matching the colour sprouting from the man’s nose.

			Renvarin rose gracefully from his seat, his statesmanlike expression and poise betraying nothing of the initial burst of revulsion which he felt at the other’s shoddy appearance.

			By the Lord, am I the only senior member of this Holy Church who cares about how he presents himself?

			‘Archlaw Bahone,’ he stated, his voice serene, ‘what an unexpected visit, but a welcome delight nonetheless, despite the unseemly hour. Thank the Lord for gracing me with your presence.’ He gestured to the smaller, lower chair on the opposite side of his desk. ‘Please, take a seat.’

			‘Archlaw Renvarin,’ said Bahone, nodding in greeting as he closed the door behind himself. The man then moved towards the offered chair, but did not sit, instead placing his hand on the frame. ‘Thank you for meeting me in private like this, at such short notice. I’ll explain my visit, and my urgency, very soon. But first, I must say how stricken I am by Moneer’s sudden death. I’ve only just heard about it tonight.’

			‘A tragedy, for such a wonderful man to be taken in his prime,’ declared Renvarin. ‘I now faithfully and humbly serve in the position which he once graced, and I beseech The Lord to allow me to be even half the great man that my predecessor was.’

			A crease of a frown appeared on Bahone’s forehead, before he replied, ‘Please excuse me. Of course, please may I also offer you my congratulations on your elevation.’

			‘And to you, too,’ said Renvarin. ‘Only five years have gone by since our beloved Amena renounced her titles, and since you were… elevated to your position in the Holy Land. We’re both still relative newcomers to our roles, it seems.’

			‘We are. But please forgive me, I’m feeling Moneer’s loss most grievously. The news of his passing hadn’t reached the Holy Land at the time of my departure. In truth, I’m greatly shaken by it. I’ve been feeling sorely in need of his sage counsel and advice, given how long we’ve known each other. You and I, Archlaw Renvarin, I recall we met many years ago when you were in a more junior position, but sadly we’ve never been well-acquainted.’

			Why would he say that? thought Renvarin. Does he mean to belittle me with such a statement? To place himself as my superior?

			He remained outwardly serene, however, as he said, ‘As you say, I was your junior then, twenty years ago, when you spent time with Moneer as part of your visit from the Holy Land. Just a Senior Priest, in fact, acting as the then-Archprime’s personal secretary, so I wouldn’t expect you to remember me well. And yet, I listened to your and Moneer’s conversations that week, and I learned so much about wisdom and love, which has served me so well in this life. And who would have thought then that you and I would be here now, each of us an Archlaw, the next generation as it were. Neither of us ever one of The Lord’s Disciples, but now in His most eminent positions within the Holy Church.’

			

			Let’s remind him of his lowly roots, too. He’s only in his current position because all of The Lord’s true inner circle are dead. He was never a Disciple. He’s an outsider and a latecomer, just like me.

			‘Indeed,’ acknowledged Bahone without enthusiasm. ‘Forgive my bluntness now, Archlaw Renvarin, but I must move on to the purpose for my visit. I left Aiduel’s Gate and Arron as soon as I feasibly could, given what’s happened. But I needed to get here urgently. I need you to hear this, and from me, before the news otherwise reaches Angall.’

			‘Hear what? What news?’

			Bahone took a deep breath, then said, ‘Amena is dead, and The Lord Aiduel is gone. He has left us.’

			‘What?’ asked Renvarin, in a voice which was higher pitched than usual. He then paused, and his tone was more controlled when he added, ‘What do you mean, gone?’

			‘He is gone. From our world. Four weeks ago, The Lord was seen entering His private chapel, carrying Amena’s lifeless body. We believe that He must have passed through the waterfall and entered the sacred tunnel. He did not say goodbye, but He left behind a letter, addressed to me and to Archlaw Moneer. This letter.’

			Bahone reached his bony fingers into his robe and withdrew a rolled-up parchment. Renvarin noticed that the man’s hand was shaking, and he sensed that the trembling was a result of stress rather than age.

			‘By the time I read it, He was no longer there,’ said Bahone. ‘He is gone, Archlaw Renvarin. He has left our world, and The Lord as we have known Him is never coming back.’

			‘I don’t understand. Surely you tried to follow Him?’

			

			‘Where He went, we cannot follow. The sacred tunnel is sealed. No mortal can follow.’

			Renvarin frowned, uncertain what was meant by this, before asking, ‘And how do you know that He’s not coming back?’

			‘The letter,’ said Bahone. Renvarin noted now that his counterpart’s eyes were bloodshot, adding to the man’s ragged appearance, and Bahone’s hand was still shaking as he held out the rolled parchment. ‘You must read it.’

			Renvarin took hold of the scroll, feeling sick inside.

			How can this be happening? he thought. Just when all my hard work was at last paying off. Just when everything was close to perfect.

			‘What does it say?’ he asked, while sitting back down and starting to unroll the document.

			‘Just read it,’ replied Bahone. ‘It will explain matters more clearly than I can ever hope to.’

			Renvarin finished unfurling the letter on the desk before him, moving his golden statue of The Lord to hold the top edge down before placing his fingers at the bottom. He then read the top lines:

			 

			Archlaw Bahone of Aiduel’s Gate

			Archlaw Moneer of Sen Aiduel

			 

			My friends Bahone and Moneer

			Within this letter, I record my final confession and prophecy.

			Know by my seal that these are my own words, written by my own hand whilst I spend my final hours at home in Aiduel’s Gate. And please accept them as truth, although the confession which follows may shock and appal you.

			 

			As Renvarin read the remainder of the document, he could feel his heart beating faster.

			With every word, the carefully regimented building blocks of his life were being shaken apart, and he could sense that they were at risk of collapsing around him. Everything that he had achieved so far, everything that he intended to achieve, was being undermined. The greatness which should be his destiny was suddenly under threat.

			At one point, he looked up from his examination of the document, and he could see that Bahone was staring at him, clearly assessing his reaction. The other man would have already been through a similar moment to this.

			By the Lord, Renvarin thought as he continued to read, how could He do this? How could He try to ruin everything for me like this? How could He!

			–

			After he had finished reading the letter, Renvarin took a moment to compose himself. He lifted the golden statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree away from the end of the scroll, before placing it back onto its correct position on the desk.

			He then readjusted the lapels on his robes and said, ‘This is a disaster.’

			‘A tragedy,’ stated Archlaw Bahone, who remained standing on the opposite side of the desk. ‘I have been at a loss as to what to do.’

			‘Then The Lord is truly gone, and is lost to us? Until this day He prophesies, this day of the sky turning black above Sen Aiduel, when He and these… others will return?’

			‘Yes. He is no longer here, to guide us, to lead us and to protect us.’

			Bahone sniffed after saying this, sounding emotional, and once again Renvarin felt a moment of disgust as he observed the thick white hairs sprouting from the other man’s nose.

			‘But there’s nothing in the letter to say when this return will happen?’ he asked, again masking his revulsion. ‘It could be tomorrow, or next week, or next year, or even years from now?’

			‘Nothing,’ agreed Bahone. ‘Just the reference to this event, the Great Darkening as He calls it.’

			Renvarin lowered his gaze to the table, allowing himself a moment to consider what to do.

			This could undermine everything that I’ve worked for! Everything! But I must be calm. I must think. What can I do about this? What should I do about this?

			‘Who else has read this letter?’ he asked.

			‘Just you and I,’ replied Bahone, ‘as The Lord requested. Well, he addressed it to Archlaw Moneer, but-’

			‘And who else is aware of it? Who else have you discussed it with?’

			Bahone appeared troubled by the question, but replied, ‘My closest aides, all of whom have been sworn to secrecy until I had discussed it with… you.’

			‘How many? Be specific.’

			‘Four.’

			‘Where are they now?’

			‘Three of them are with me, waiting for me in your reception chambers, just out there.’ The elderly man gestured towards the closed door. ‘Archprime Grennus, High Priest Dorren, and my personal secretary Senior Priest Rilleta.’

			‘What about in the Holy Land and Aiduel’s Gate? Did you tell anyone else there, before you departed?’

			‘Many people in the Holy Land will now be aware of Aiduel leaving us. But just one, Archprime Mionie, is aware of the letter.’

			‘But you swore her to secrecy about its contents, surely?’

			‘Yes, of course. As per The Lord’s request, I wasn’t prepared to allow this news to come out before I’d met with Archlaw Moneer.’ He paused. ‘With you, rather, to allow the two of us to co-ordinate the timing and the content of our announcement.’

			Not many people know. I can control this!

			‘Our announcement about what?’

			‘About the letter,’ replied Bahone. ‘About The Lord’s sacrifice, and the promise of His future return.’

			Renvarin grimaced after hearing this, and for the first time he allowed a tone of aggression to enter his speech as he said, ‘You cannot be serious?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Bahone, his wrinkled face again creasing. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘What do I mean? I mean, have you lost your mind, Archlaw Bahone? We can’t share the contents or the existence of this letter with the world, and then hope to retain any authority. It would destroy the Holy Church and the faith, and will lead to chaos! We’ll undermine our own positions!’

			Renvarin was close to shouting when he finished these words. He was aware of this, but he did not mind. Sometimes, it was necessary to bare one’s teeth to intimidate another person, particularly when there was a question of who was in charge. And it was time for him to establish his authority over his aged counterpart.

			‘That is unacceptable,’ replied Bahone, the older man’s voice raising in response. ‘Our Lord Aiduel has revealed His truth to us, and has asked us to prepare for His return. As His Arch Priests and Lawmakers, we are duty-bound to share that truth and to prepare the faithful for His rebirth.’

			‘Even if, by doing so, we might destroy the Holy Church? Even if, by sharing that truth, we’ll bring disunity and war upon the world again?’

			‘Yes, even then!’ shouted Bahone, spittle flying from his thin lips. ‘The Lord tells us to follow our hearts and our judgement, and my heart and judgement both say that I should abide by The Lord’s teachings, and that we should tell the truth. We will be able to deal with the consequences of that truth, I am sure.’

			‘But He’s gone, Bahone! You read the same letter as me. He’s abandoned us. He’s gone, and Amena is dead. And the decision is now ours to make.’

			Bahone did not speak in response to this statement, but he folded his arms and shook his head, clearly indicating his disapproval.

			‘Think, Bahone!’ urged Renvarin. ‘If the content of this letter is shared with the world, we’ll risk losing our divine authority, as will the Church. We will just be two mundane men, leading an organisation without divine status. The unity that this world now enjoys, the power that we now share, those will be lost too.’

			While he was talking, an idea was forming in Renvarin’s mind about how he could rectify this situation. How he could save his future. How he might even be able to prosper from this. Eventually.

			‘We can still make this right, Bahone,’ he continued, his manner less aggressive. ‘It’s a question of communication and presentation. For instance, on numerous occasions since you entered this room, you have said that The Lord Aiduel is gone. For me, that’s a messy word, with such negative connotations. If He truly is gone from this world, and has surrendered Himself to heaven, then I think that I prefer the term… ascended.’

			Bahone stared at him, his brows furrowing, and the man’s earlier agitation seemed to have been replaced by a steely resolve.

			‘I disagree, Renvarin,’ the older Archlaw replied. ‘This is not a question of communication and presentation. It’s a matter of truth and duty. And if Archlaw Moneer was here, I believe that he would say and would think the same thing.’

			Renvarin locked eyes with his counterpart, feeling anger at the comment. It was clear that Bahone had strength of character, and their testy exchange seemed to have had little success in intimidating or cowing the man. If anything, it had fostered the opposite reaction.

			‘Moneer is not here,’ said Renvarin. ‘I am the Archlaw of Angall, and you are within my dominion, Archlaw Bahone. You’re no longer in the Holy Land. And please don’t tell me what Moneer would or wouldn’t have said. He was like a father to me, and his loss was like that of a family member.’

			A family member whom I had grown deeply tired of, and who was holding me back.

			After this statement, Renvarin raised himself to his feet, then rested his palms on the desk. He was taller than Bahone, looking down on the older man as they continued to stare at each other. Renvarin was using this moment to evaluate his possible next actions, and there was a satisfied uplift at the corner of his mouth when he arrived at a conclusion.

			He then raised his hands in a placating gesture and said, ‘In the name of The Lord, please excuse me, Archlaw Bahone. I’ve spoken out of turn, and with an aggression which was not intended and which was wholly inappropriate. My only explanation is that I’ve been left reeling by the news you’ve delivered. No doubt, you were equally as unsettled when this was first revealed to you. But that is no excuse for my angry behaviour. Please forgive me.’

			The frown creasing Bahone’s forehead eased after Renvarin had completed this statement, and the older man raised his hands in a matching gesture of peace.

			‘And please forgive me too, Archlaw Renvarin. The shock of finding out that my friend Moneer has also left us, on top of everything else, has also unsettled me.’

			‘Let us forgive each other then, and start again,’ said Renvarin. ‘There will be a way through this, I am sure, that delivers the truth, and which also protects the Holy Church and the world.’

			‘I pray that The Lord’s wisdom will show us that way,’ stated Bahone solemnly.

			‘Now, if you’ll please excuse me for a moment, I need to have a quick word with my personal secretary before I return to join you. Then, together, we’ll find a solution to this great challenge which we now face.’

			After Bahone nodded in agreement, Renvarin moved away from his desk and then exited the room through the rear door.

			–

			High Priest Arlon Broann was still waiting in the corridor outside of the room. As soon as Renvarin had closed the door, Broann asked, ‘Is everything alright, Your Eminence? I heard shouting.’

			‘Quiet,’ whispered Renvarin. ‘Now listen carefully. I’m going to invite Archlaw Bahone and his colleagues to stay here tonight. However, whatever they decide, they are not to be permitted to leave without my authority. Inform the guards, and send a handful to stand with Bahone’s colleagues.’

			‘Not permitted to leave, until when?’

			‘They are to stay here, permanently, unless I grant permission otherwise. Once my meeting with Bahone is over, they are to be escorted to secure chambers, and then locked inside those chambers under armed guard. No one is to enter or leave without my express permission.’

			Broann gulped. ‘What has happened, Your Eminence?’

			‘I have no time for explanations. Just listen to my instructions. You are also to dispatch a group of soldiers to the docks, under my authority, and they are to find Bahone’s ship. That ship is to be seized, and no one is permitted to disembark and come ashore without my explicit permission. Lock the crew and its passengers in the ship’s hold, away from our soldiers.’

			Broann was wide-eyed. ‘This sounds awful, Your Eminence. May I ask why we’re doing this?’

			‘As I said, I’ve no time for explanations, Arlon!’ snapped Renvarin. He then reached out to place his hand onto the other man’s upper arm, before adding in a gentler tone, ‘But just know that we’re doing something important. Very important. Now go!’

			I am doing something which is more than important, Renvarin thought as he watched his junior colleague hurry away. I am taking action to save the Holy Church, and to secure it for the future.

			He felt reassured by that thought, and he knew that only a man who was destined for greatness would have the courage to embark upon such a bold and unflinching course of action.

			And if, at the end of those actions, his own grand status and destiny was also assured, and he was the first Archlaw to be pre-eminent in a world which existed without The Lord Aiduel, then that would be a pure coincidence.

			A coincidence, but a happy one, nonetheless.
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			Leanna Cooper was standing on a windswept clifftop on the western edge of the island of Abass, with the rolling waters of the Western Ocean at her back, when the three men emerged from the treeline to the east. Just moments before, she had been running a hand through her cropped blonde hair whilst enjoying the beauty of the wild nature around her, but her attention now snapped onto the men. 

			The trio, who were all armed, were spread out across a span of fifty metres. They each wore a padded jacket, cloth trousers and leather boots, and their expressions were hostile. The smallest of the three was directly across from Leanna, and he now advanced cautiously. The remaining two were moving more boldly, circling in a flanking manoeuvre. Leanna noted that her routes of escape had been quickly blocked off, with the vertical cliff behind her offering no opportunity to flee.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			She drew upon her power in response to the sudden threat of these arrivals. In a manner which she had become fully accustomed to by now, the world around her seemed to slow down, and her senses became immeasurably more attuned to her environment. Abruptly, she could hear every crash of the waves against the rocks far below, could distinctly smell the lavender from within the nearby forest, and could perceive each crunching step as the hostile men approached.

			The individual directly in front of her was holding a sword, which he now raised before charging headlong towards Leanna. She focused, trying to maintain her calm, then used her abundant energy to encase herself in a golden, shimmering glow.

			This shield of light was raised just in time, as the charging man appeared to flick a small object towards her from his left hand. This missile crashed against the newly-formed protective barrier, and was deflected away.

			The man was then upon her, swinging his sword towards Leanna and her cocoon of light whilst screaming, ‘Die!’

			Leanna was confident that her shimmering shield would protect her, but she still strove to maintain her composure whilst sensing a second of the assailants approaching from her left. Caddin had tried to drill into her what to do in these circumstances, and she knew that she would not escape by merely defending herself. She would need to fight back.

			The second man arrived, screaming obscenities as he also started to thrust at the cocooning barrier of light with his weapon. From the corner of her eye, Leanna could see that the third and largest of the attackers was also now drawing closer. She chose that moment to act against the first assailant, raising her hand towards him.

			The challenge now was to maintain her defensive protection whilst also counterattacking, something which had proven to be so difficult on the day of the fall of Septholme. Added to that, she had to force herself to overcome her own nature, and to undertake an action which might hurt another person.

			The rush of power shot along her arm, pulsing outwards from her leather-clad palm towards the attacker, and hurling him backwards several metres. He landed hard on the clifftop ground, after which he was unmoving.

			The second assailant continued to strike at the shield of light whilst screaming invective at Leanna. In response, she unleashed invisible, ethereal fingers towards him, grasping hold before raising him from the ground. She was satisfied that the golden shield of light was continuing to encase her as she lifted this individual into the air, his limbs gripped within a vice of her power. He continued to scream curses at her, surprising her anew with his gutter-vocabulary, until she dropped him to the ground. As he hit the rocky surface he fell onto his side, motionless, and his stream of abuse was finally silenced.

			Leanna spun to face the third of the attackers, the largest, who was also now drawing closer. She knew that this man was the greatest threat and she grimaced, suddenly more aware of the welts and bruises on her legs, each of which were rubbing against her close-fitting cloth trousers.

			This burly man’s sword was raised as he stalked forwards, now less than ten metres from her, and he screamed, ‘I’m here for you, priestess! Try to stop me!’

			Leanna was still maintaining the shield of light around herself as she raised her gloved hand towards him. With an exertion of will, she released a wall of force. However, as this power reached the man it appeared to dissipate into the air, having little impact on his forward momentum.

			‘Is that the best you can do, Angel of Arlais?’

			The assailant continued to advance as ethereal fingers now raced out from Leanna. She would do this, she would stop him, she was capable of this!

			The fingers arrowed in on the man, who was now less than five metres away, and they attempted to grasp hold of him. For just a moment, Leanna felt them encircling the hand holding his weapon, trying to drag it backwards, but with a snarl the man wrenched his arm free and the energy of the attacking fingers was dispersed.

			This final attacker stepped forwards again, and Leanna could feel her golden shield starting to fail and fade as he drew closer.

			‘I’m going to cut your head off, priestess! I’m going to gut you, and pull your innards out. See if you can stop me!’

			

			Leanna looked around frantically as the man came within striking distance, and as her golden barrier disappeared. The last thing that she noticed, as he swung his weapon at her, was the boulder resting on the cliffside just a few metres away.

			The flat side of the wooden sword smacked against her thighs.

			‘Ow!’ she yelped, before stepping away from the burly man and rubbing the back of her legs. ‘Is that really necessary, Caddin, every single time that we do this?’

			The grey-bearded figure was still brandishing the weapon which he had used for the strike, and his expression was stern as he said, ‘Yes, as a punishment for dying, and I’ll keep doing it until you learn to be ruthless and smarter.’

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the patience to accept his methods of teaching.

			Beside them, the two Western Canasar soldiers who had volunteered for the training session stood up from their adopted prone positions on the ground, and dusted themselves down. These two were soldiers who owed their loyalty to Arion Sepian, and both were grinning as they moved to collect their discarded wooden weapons.

			‘And was that rude language really necessary in the presence of a priestess?’ Leanna asked the second soldier, causing the young man to blush.

			‘I told him to be as vulgar as that, to see how you coped,’ stated Caddin. ‘And in respect of that, I was impressed by your composure. You might face much worse from those who would do you harm, Leanna.’ He then turned to address the two soldiers. ‘Thank you. You can head back into town now, that’s enough for today.’

			After the pair had departed, Caddin faced Leanna and said, ‘So, learning points. Forget about my medallion for a moment. If you were attacked here, in a location like this, what would you actually do, Leanna?’

			‘What do you mean?’ she asked. ‘Well, what I did.’

			‘No, think about your advantages, your environment. What could you do, if there were multiple assailants attacking you, or attacking your companions, to take them out of the fight immediately?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ she replied, before noticing Caddin’s gaze moving to the edge of the clifftop. ‘Throw them off the cliff? Really?’

			‘Yes. With your powers, that’s what I would do. In any situation where someone comes at you with ill-intent, and there’s an opportunity to throw them from a great height, that’s what you should do.’

			‘I’m not sure I could bring myself to do that, Caddin.’

			‘Well then, you might watch me die, or Amyss die, or see your own life ended, all because of your inherent decency. You must force yourself to cast off your reticence, Leanna, and your squeamishness, and when the moment requires it, you must take every advantage that you can.’

			‘And what about the medallion, then?’ she asked. ‘I tried to overcome it, but I couldn’t.’

			‘We must keep working on it. You must keep working on it, as much as you can. You’ve overcome it before, Leanna, in… Septholme. You can do it again. You must do it again, in case you’ll ever need it.’

			‘I’ll keep trying, I promise.’

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the will to persevere.

			‘But when your attempt to overcome the medallion failed,’ said Caddin, ‘you just stood there, frozen. What should you have done?’

			Leanna paused, before answering, ‘Run away?’

			‘Yes, at the very least. You didn’t attempt to run, even though you’d won yourself a route of escape. You’re now much fitter than you were before, and you’re wearing an outfit that you can run in. You might have outrun me, and saved yourself a bruise.’

			‘That’s true,’ she conceded.

			Leanna had used the last five weeks on the island, under Caddin’s instruction, to engage in more physical exercise than she had ever done in her life. Her days of fleeing through Western Canasar had anyway improved her physical condition, but in the past few weeks she had become much fitter. She had always been slim, but her limbs were now developing lean, hardened muscles. Indeed, ever since she had started wearing more practical clothing at Caddin’s insistence, and had cut her hair short, she was almost unrecognisable from the soft priestess who she had been before. Caddin had also been training intensively during that same period, refraining with discipline from any consumption of alcohol, and the fat within his bulky frame had been transformed into hard muscle.

			‘But what else could you have done, Leanna, if running had not been an option?’ continued Caddin. ‘Look where I came from, look at what I passed. If your powers couldn’t impact me directly because of my medallion, what could you have done? What should you have done?’

			Leanna did as instructed, her gaze fixing upon the only prominent feature in the area which Caddin was gesturing towards; the boulder. She raised her finger, pointing as she asked, ‘That?’

			‘Yes, that. My medallions might stop your powers from working in my immediate vicinity, but they won’t stop a boulder flying through the air if it’s thrown from further away, or a tree from falling on me, or a building from collapsing on me.’

			‘I’m not going to throw a boulder at you in a training session, Caddin,’ she said.

			Lord Aiduel, although if he strikes me again with the flat of his wooden sword, I might change my mind.

			‘No, maybe not, but even if you’d raised it into the air, and threatened me, I would’ve stopped, and you’d now have one less bruise to contend with. But seriously, Leanna, if assassins ever find you again, I might not be there to protect you, or might not be enough to protect you. If you’re going to risk travelling to the places you may want to go to, then you must force yourself to be ruthless, and relentless, and to use your powers as a weapon, and you must be prepared to use anything in your environment to defend yourself. Throw weapons and other objects at your attackers, collapse walls on them, anything, even throw people around. And if none of that’s enough, or even if it is, run away. But do not just stand there like you did today, and wait for someone to strike you down. Do you understand?’

			Leanna paused for a moment, before nodding and saying, ‘I do understand, Caddin. And thank you again for the lesson, if not for the bruises.’

			‘Very well,’ he said. ‘But we’re not done yet, not by a long way. Now, step away from me, and use your powers to pick up that boulder. It’s time to practise.’

			–

			

			By the time that Leanna and Caddin had later returned to their abode on the rural outskirts of Abass Old Town, every bruise and welt had disappeared from Leanna’s body. She had discreetly healed herself after the conclusion of her training session, enjoying a moment of private victory over her burly instructor as the pain from her injuries had faded.

			When they arrived back at the high-walled courtyard which adjoined their temporary home, the afternoon shadows were already lengthening. Amyss was on her own there, the petite red-headed woman cooking a meal over an external fire. She moved to greet Leanna with a hug and then, after Caddin had headed inside, she asked, ‘How was it today?’

			‘Painful,’ Leanna replied. ‘More bruises than yesterday, certainly. But I’m still learning a lot.’

			Amyss stepped back and stared at her, her admiring gaze roving up and down Leanna’s body.

			‘I still can’t get over how different you look, Lea, since we left Septholme. With that blouse, and your short hair, you look more like an adventurer than a priestess now. And don’t even get me started on those close-fitting trousers.’ She pouted as she said this, and Leanna was aware of a sudden pulsing of desire. ‘You could be a swashbuckler from the Free Cities, according to the sailors’ descriptions.’

			‘Well, that’s the plan,’ Leanna replied with a laugh, recognising that she was being teased. ‘Swashbuckling on foreign shores! But I’m still me, Amyss, despite my new clothes and hair.’ She then flexed her arm in a self-deprecating way. ‘And the new muscles.’

			By contrast, Amyss’s flame-coloured hair was still long, and she had continued to wear dresses rather than adopting the same garb as Leanna. The small priestess had also declined Caddin’s offers of similar training.

			Amyss reached her hand up to Leanna’s cheek, touching it briefly, and she whispered, ‘You are. And you’re still the most beautiful person that I’ve ever known, inside and out, no matter what you’re wearing. Or not wearing.’

			Leanna blushed.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you again for protecting Amyss, and for placing her into my life.

			It had taken six days for the flotilla of ships which had fled from Septholme to reach the island of Abass, time which had allowed Leanna to plan for what might happen after their arrival. She had resolved that it was vital that she blend into the anonymous mass of evacuated citizens, and that she was not to be heralded as the Angel of Arlais. This had been supported by Arion Sepian, who had clearly understood the dangers of Leanna’s identity becoming known by the island’s religious orders, particularly the small chapter of Aiduel’s Guards who were stationed in Abass Old Town. Arion had issued an order for secrecy and silence to the crew and passengers of Star of Canasar, and to the other ships.

			Leanna had also been conscious of the posters which had been issued by Aiduel’s Guards during their search for her in Western Canasar. Therefore, two days before they had arrived on the island, she had taken the painful decision to have her flowing hair cropped short, and soon after arriving Amyss had procured new clothing for her. Few people would now have any inkling that she had once been the Angel of Arlais, the miraculous priestess who had facilitated the evacuees’ escape.

			For the duration, Leanna and Amyss had been sharing a small upstairs room in their current abode, an outhouse set within a larger white-walled complex, which was owned by an Abass merchant family who had been trading agents for the Sepians. Caddin slept on the landing outside, at the top of the stairs, and the downstairs of the building was also shared by a squad of eight Western Canasar soldiers, including the pair who had trained with Leanna earlier that day. Arion had assigned these soldiers to watch over and protect Leanna’s party, keeping her hidden away and separate from the main body of the refugees.

			Their white-rendered residence was basic and austere, and Leanna and her two companions were sleeping on straw mats. However, the building was dry and the nights were warm. In addition, with Caddin’s bulk blocking the stairway, it felt safe. The owners appeared happy to receive their rent without prying into their guests’ activities, and the location had the advantage of being on the outskirts of town.

			After a few days on the island, Caddin had scouted the surrounding lands and had discovered the secluded stretch of woodland and clifftop, three miles away, where he was comfortable for Leanna to practise her abilities. Their routine since then had become one of waiting, exercising, and training, while Arion Sepian sorted out his own arrangements, and Leanna agonised about her next destination.

			‘Arion came here earlier,’ said Amyss, interrupting Leanna’s thoughts. ‘He was looking for you.’

			Leanna felt a trace of relief that she had missed him. For various reasons, her infrequent interactions with Arion whilst on the island had proven to be awkward and stilted. For weeks, she had been keeping secrets from the young noble, and she had deliberately refrained from discussing her full remembrance of the dream with him, to avoid lying about its meaning. That secrecy and evasion did not sit comfortably, but she had felt that it was necessary to keep Arion at arms-length, particularly given Caddin’s dislike for and threat towards the younger man.

			‘Oh? What did he want?’ she asked.

			‘He said that he needs a decision from you as soon as possible,’ said Amyss, while stirring the food in the clay pot over the fire. ‘He asked me to tell you that matters are coming to a head, and that he’ll come back in the morning at eleventh hour to discuss it with you. He seemed a bit frustrated that you’d left here again, and I think he wants an answer tomorrow, Lea.’

			‘Oh,’ repeated Leanna. ‘Well then, I’ll just have to make a decision. I’ve been putting this choice off for long enough already. Let’s discuss it one last time tonight, with Caddin, and then I’ll decide in the morning.’

			‘Whatever you choose, Lea, that’s where we’ll go.’

			Leanna nodded, smiling, but she again felt the nagging uncertainty which had been with her for several weeks.

			Lord Aiduel, please guide me to make the right decision.

			–

			Later, as the sun was drifting below the horizon to the west of the island, Leanna, Amyss and Caddin were huddled together in a secluded corner of their outside courtyard. The squad of Western Canasar soldiers were on the opposite side of the enclosed area, and their conversation was audible across the intervening space. By contrast, Leanna and her companions were all keeping their voices low.

			‘If Arion is coming back tomorrow, then I need to make a decision,’ said Leanna. ‘I can’t keep putting it off.’

			

			‘That’s good,’ said Caddin. ‘One way or another, we need to get off this island. It’s not safe here, and eventually your identity will be discovered.’

			‘And what are you thinking, Lea?’ asked Amyss. ‘West or east?’

			‘I still don’t know, that’s the problem,’ said Leanna. ‘My head tells me that it’s a choice between the Holy Land and Sen Aiduel. But my heart calls me back to Arlais, to try to find my parents.’

			‘As I’ve said before, our chances of finding and freeing your parents are negligible,’ stated Caddin, ‘and therefore we shouldn’t go to Arlais. Even if we knew with absolute certainty that your parents are still alive, and imprisoned there, which we don’t, they wouldn’t want you to risk yourself by returning and attempting to free them. I don’t want you to risk yourself by doing that. Your life’s too important, Leanna, and you know that I’m right about this.’

			‘I know,’ she said softly, feeling pain at the acknowledgement. She had once promised herself that she would try to find her parents, but she could recognise the practical sense in Caddin’s words. ‘I really do, though it doesn’t make it any easier to choose to abandon them if they’re in trouble. But if not Arlais, then where should we go?’

			‘My views are unchanged,’ said Caddin, keeping his voice quiet. ‘If you refuse to allow me to… take action, urgently, to stop Arion Sepian from travelling to the Holy Land, then I believe that we must travel there too.’

			‘For the last time, Caddin,’ said Leanna, with sudden steel in her tone, ‘Arion is my friend, and I owe him my life. No matter what risk you think he might pose in future, you will not harm him, or our time together is done. Do you understand that?’

			‘I do understand that, and I’ll comply with your order, even though I think it’s a mistake. If only one of you can claim this great power, as your dream suggests, then the smart thing for us to do is to eliminate the others as soon as possible. However, if that’s not an option, which in your mind it clearly isn’t, and if you’re determined to allow Sepian to travel west, then we must accompany him. If the Gate is there, if it’s in Aiduel’s Gate as we believe, then we can’t allow him to reach it before you do. He’s a dangerous man, a deadly man, and not only that but he’s also an unreliable drunkard. And trust me on this, I know a drunk when I see one. If there’s truly a power to be claimed, then we cannot allow it to be claimed by one such as him. If he goes west, we must go with him to either watch his actions, or to ensure that you get to the Gate before he does.’

			‘He’s a good man, Caddin,’ Leanna replied, trying to sound resolute. ‘He’s not the monster and the threat which you portray him to be.’

			However, her sense of conviction about this had been weakened recently, after she had become more aware of Arion’s violent actions, of his infidelity, and lately of his drinking.

			Lord Aiduel, please steer Arion onto the right path, and help him to stay upon it.

			‘But we still don’t know for certain if the Gate is even there, Lea,’ said Amyss. ‘And even if it is in Aiduel’s Gate, and by some miracle we manage to reach the Holy City, we still don’t know what effect it will have on you. Or why the Archlaw believes you must never reach it, and why you must be killed before you get there. I don’t want something terrible to happen to you if you reach this Gate. I don’t want you to be murdered like in your dream, or to become someone or something other than what you are. As you said, Lea, the only person who might be able to answer our questions about the Gate is Archlaw Paulius himself. In Sen Aiduel.’

			‘And as you must recognise, Amyss,’ stated Caddin, ‘if we try to travel to the Archlaw’s Palace, we’re all as good as dead. Even if we somehow manage to make it there, and get inside, he’ll murder Leanna before we get to ask any questions. Do you really want to risk that?’

			Amyss took a deep breath in response, her mouth set in a thin line, then shook her head. Leanna reached out to hold the red-headed woman’s hand, once again feeling conflicted. Over the last few weeks, these arguments had been extensively rehashed both with her companions and in her own mind.

			‘But I still think that if you don’t at least try to find your parents, Lea,’ Amyss added, ‘that you’ll regret it forever. I’ve seen how much it troubles you.’

			‘It does,’ agreed Leanna. ‘Even talking about this now makes me recognise that my decision is not becoming any easier.’

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the wisdom to make the right choice.

			

			‘And there’s another decision which we still need to make, Leanna,’ said Caddin. ‘About my letter. I want to hand it to the Abass postmaster before we leave this island.’

			Leanna stared at him, frowning. This was another matter which she had been procrastinating about. A couple of weeks earlier, Caddin had written a letter, which was anonymous and unsigned. It was addressed to a senior official at the Archlaw’s Palace near Sen Aiduel, someone whom Caddin had communicated with in the past whilst searching for the Illborn. The letter read:

			 

			Dear Sir

			I am aware of the hunt for the Illborn, as ordered by the Archlaw. I know what these Illborn are and what they are capable of.

			I am writing to let you know that I have found one. Her name is Allana. She was accompanying the Army of Elannis during the attack upon Septholme in Western Canasar, and was within their camp outside of that town. She has long black hair, is almost twenty-one years old, and is petite.

			This woman shares the recurring dream of the winding path and the Gate, and has dark powers which she is already using. I believe that she is extremely dangerous. To complete our shared holy mission, your people must find her, surprise her, and kill her, without delay.

			Yours faithfully,

			A Protector of the Faith

			 

			‘That letter is a death sentence, Caddin,’ said Leanna. ‘You know that I cannot allow you to send it. It would be like committing murder.’

			‘The woman tried to murder you, Leanna,’ he said, now sounding angry. ‘Possibly twice; once on the wall, and again if she sent those beasts for you. And if she did send them, then she’s already been responsible for the deaths of Lady Kalyane, and Lady Karienne, and Lord knows how many others. If the Archlaw’s prophecy is true, Leanna, and you still refuse to let me remove Sepian, then please give me your agreement to this. This woman Allana must be stopped before she kills again, and before she can ever get close to the Gate, and cause the deaths of countless others. If I can’t go there to do the deed myself, then I must send this letter, and encourage others to deal with her.’

			‘I won’t sentence her to death, Caddin, I’ve already told you that. I don’t know her, and I don’t understand what she’s been through. It’s not my place to judge her and to condemn her.’

			Lord Aiduel, no matter what Caddin teaches me, I won’t harm another person unless it’s my only option to protect myself and those around me.

			‘Then you’re a naive fool, Leanna!’ Caddin barked.

			She frowned as she stared at him, before looking at Amyss to seek her opinion.

			‘On this I agree with Caddin, Lea,’ said the priestess, sheepishly. ‘What that woman tried to do to you was evil. Caddin should send the letter.’

			Leanna looked up at the sky, her thoughts racing. Despite this conversation, she still felt no closer to resolving the key choices which she needed to make, and she was unsettled anew by her companions’ objections to those decisions which she had already made.

			It was going to be a long evening.

			–

			Later, in the hours of darkness, Leanna’s recurring dream came fully-formed to her slumber…

			 

			…And then she can see Him. In the Gate. Waiting. Watching. Golden, glowing, terrible, magnificent. She is not worthy, not worthy to be here, not worthy to see Him, but still she walks on. Closer, ever closer. So too do her companions.

			He moves His hand, a summoning gesture, and once again her body takes her forwards. Angels suddenly sing clarion songs around her, their words reaching into her, inspiring her.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			But then the gesture of His hand changes, and she is aware that something is wrong.

			A single finger is raised. And she knows what she must do.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			The voice booms from the Gate like fiery thunder, scorching her very soul with its dark intensity.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			She is stunned, recoiling in horror from this devastating invitation to inconceivable power. But she watches as a shining companion responds; it twists in position, snatches something from the ground, and the killing starts.

			She is the third to die, her skull smashed open by an object which is both heavy and sharp. And yet, her soul remains, bound within the radiant, golden shadow of the Gate.

			She looks on, appalled, as the last of her companions falls before the frantic violence of this blazing murderer. The final victim fights back, desperately kicking and clawing and scratching, but to no avail.

			She feels deep sorrow as she realises that three souls now surround her, each of them also trapped within the aura of the ethereal archway.

			And at the end, she still watches the sole survivor, this victorious killer. This exultant avatar which strides forward, full of hunger. Into the Gate…

			–

			She awoke within the darkness, gasping in horror, the full recollection of the dream again remaining in her waking mind.

			Amyss was still sleeping, her head resting on Leanna’s shoulder, and the petite woman reached across instinctively to hug Leanna. The embrace served to soothe Leanna’s agitation, and she closed her eyes, again holding onto the memory of what she had seen. She been able to remember all the events of the dream, ever since her first night of slumber aboard Star of Canasar.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			She had been murdered in the dream, and her murderer had chosen to pay an awful price to claim the promised power. The killer’s actions left Leanna with a bitter taste of betrayal and loss, but also a fear of what might be waiting for her if she were to ever find the Gate itself. Could the dream also be a prophecy, like Arion’s visions of the future? Might she be experiencing her own future death?

			She did not know. However, if she were the one to reach the Gate, surely it did not have to follow that something terrible would happen? That death would result? She truly wished that she knew the answer, although it seemed more than possible that there would be danger at the ethereal archway.

			Danger, but also great power. A power which might allow her to follow in the footsteps of The Lord Aiduel, acting in the cause of good? Which could enable her to do The Lord’s work, but with far greater effectiveness? Might it even be a power to change the world, and to vanquish the horrors of evil and war, once and for all?

			If that was the case, then the possible rewards could render the risks insignificant.

			She lay in the darkness, contemplating this, a return to sleep proving elusive. As she rested there, she could feel the powerful aura of Arion Sepian to the east, pulsing from somewhere in the centre of Abass Old Town, as she had so often felt him once she was physically distanced from Caddin’s medallions.

			Lord Aiduel, have I been right to keep my secrets from Arion? Should I continue to hide the truth from him?

			She felt regret that the nature of her relationship with the young noble had altered in the past few weeks, and that the change had been primarily of her own making. However, she had good reasons for having done so; partially to protect him from Caddin, and partly because Leanna did not believe that it was either safe or sensible to share everything that she knew with her fellow Illborn, given her recent concerns about him.

			Her thoughts then returned to the decision which she had still not made, despite hours of discussion with her companions. Tomorrow, she could choose to go west, to the Holy Land, to follow Arion and to try to seek out the Gate. Alternatively, she could resolve to find a ship to take her east, to try to first find answers about what might happen when she arrived at the Gate, and why the Holy Church was determined to stop her from reaching it.

			She knew that she faced a vital choice which could profoundly shape her future. Whatever that choice was to be, the time for deliberation and procrastination was almost over. Tomorrow, she would need to decide.

		

	
		
			2

			Allana

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana Berun, the duchess of Berun and Western Canasar, was feeling emotional as she said her last goodbyes to her husband Duke Jarrett Berun. They were standing in the courtyard of Septholme Castle, surrounded by dozens of men on horseback, all of who were armed and armoured.

			‘Take care, my husband,’ she said, her lustrous black hair shining under the light of the morning sun. ‘Return to me safely.’

			‘I will, Lana,’ he replied, before leaning down to kiss her. ‘Don’t worry though. We’ll crush them within weeks.’

			Despite Jarrett’s stated confidence, Allana felt a trace of anxiety. Just six weeks had passed since the conquest of Septholme, but already her husband was facing another conflict, preparing to lead his men away to put down an uprising against House Berun’s rule. Allana recognised that her young duke might be risking injury or death, and that her own future status could also be damaged by the stray flight of an arrow, or by the lucky stroke of a hostile sword.

			On an impulse, she reached forward again and embraced her spouse, crushing herself against his chest as his thick arms wrapped around her. She was fully aware that the surrounding soldiers were witnessing this, and that they would be taking note of the devoted way in which their new duchess was bidding their lord farewell.

			By these actions, they will all grow to love you, Lana.

			‘Goodbye, Jarrett,’ she whispered.

			‘Goodbye, my love,’ he responded, kissing the top of her head.

			Just two days earlier, grim news had arrived of a bloody uprising in Canasholme, including reports that the town’s garrison of Berun soldiers had been overrun and massacred. The scale of this rebellion appeared to dwarf any local resistance which the conquering forces had previously faced, and Jarrett had immediately mustered his cavalry in response.

			He was planning to cross the province quickly to put down the revolt. Allana was not accompanying him, and they were going to be separated for the first time in months. The potential impact of that separation on Allana’s night-times was adding to her feeling of unease.

			‘And you want us to reunite in Berun?’ she asked, still clinging to him.

			‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I’ve spent enough time down here, and we have complete control of Septholme now.’ He leaned in and whispered into her ear, ‘And I want to enjoy making love to my beautiful wife, in my own bed, once this business is done. I’ll send a messenger to let you know when it’s safe for you to travel there.’

			Their embrace then ended, before Jarrett mounted his horse and led the Berun cavalry out of the courtyard, heading to a rendezvous with a larger mounted force which had gathered to the east of the town. Allana was once again impressed by how strong and dashing her husband looked in his armour.

			He’ll lead his men to victory, Lana, and he’ll return to you.

			Until then, she recognised that his departure was evoking a sudden and unexpected sense of loneliness, and she realised that she was going to miss him.

			–

			Later that day, in the western tower of Septholme Castle, Allana entered a compact, gloomy room which was furnished with just a bed, dresser and basin. She pulled the door shut behind her, sealing the space off from the two guardsmen in the corridor outside.

			The occupant, Karienne Sepian, rose hastily to her feet in response to Allana’s entrance. The girl then hunched up against the far wall with her eyes downcast, remaining silent.

			Good, Lana, she’s learning her place at last.

			Allana enjoyed a moment of satisfaction, already noticing that some of her tension was beginning to abate. She had been feeling restless since Jarrett’s departure, and she had decided to try to release some of this unease by visiting her noble prisoner.

			Jarrett had expressed disapproval of Allana’s previous visits, indicating that the Sepian girl should have almost no outside contact. As a result, Allana had come to this room on only two occasions since her wedding day. However, Jarrett would now be away for weeks, and Allana would be able to visit as much as she wished without any requirement for explanation or apology.

			‘Hello, Karienne,’ she said.

			‘Hello, Duchess Berun,’ replied the girl, her voice meek.

			‘Are you glad to see me, Karienne?’

			Just a brief hesitation, before, ‘Yes, my Lady.’

			‘And will you answer my questions again?’

			‘Yes, my Lady.’

			You’re better than her, Lana. In every way, and she knows it.

			‘Very well.’ Allana then paused, contemplating her first question, before asking, ‘So tell me honestly, does your brother love his wife?’

			The Sepian girl did not answer, and instead she shifted awkwardly on the spot with her gaze still fixed upon the stone floor.

			‘Look at me when I ask you a question!’ snapped Allana, raising her hand in a threatening gesture. ‘Does your brother love his wife?’

			‘Y-yes,’ said Karienne. ‘He loves her.’

			‘Does he really? I don’t think he does.’

			‘He… does,’ the girl replied, her eyes now focused upon Allana. ‘Kalyane told me that he’s said it to her, lots of times, and I think he does. But… why does it matter?’

			Allana walked closer, until less than a foot separated them. She could see that Karienne was trembling, and she knew that the homely girl was thoroughly intimidated.

			‘Because I’m interested, that’s why.’ It was not the first time that Allana had made enquiries about Arion, although she preferred not to dwell too much upon her reasons. ‘But I don’t think that he loves her. Not really. And stop shaking, and being so weak. It’s pathetic.’

			The Sepian girl looked close to tears as she said, ‘Why… why are you being so mean to me? I was never horrible to you… and my father…’

			Why are you so drawn to torment her like this, Lana? Is it because she’s so weak and ordinary, and represents everything that you refuse to be? Is it because she stood by and did nothing whilst you were handed over to be tortured? Or could it really be because she’s Arion’s sister, and she’s available to be punished for the way that he’s treated you?

			‘Your father fucked me. And to you, I was just a nobody, a dirty mistress whom you and your dead brother were happy to cast out of the castle.’

			Allana had mentioned the death of Gerrion Sepian during her first visit to this room, which had resulted in the captive bursting into tears, and she noticed the girl flinching now in response to this reference.

			‘Where were you when I was being handed over as a prisoner to Aiduel’s Guards?’ asked Allana. ‘Where were you when I was being tortured and drowned and burned in their fortress? Did it ever occur to you to lift a single lazy, spoilt finger to try to help me?’

			‘I… I didn’t know. There was nothing I could do… I was just a girl, and my father had died.’

			‘Didn’t know? Please, spare me your lies. You knew… you knew, but you just didn’t care. Though look at us now, how our situations have reversed.’

			‘Please… I’m sorry that I didn’t help you. I’m sorry that I didn’t become your friend when you were… with father. But please, I don’t understand why you’ve locked me in here. When will you let me go? When am I going to be free to leave, to try to find my family?’

			Allana noted that the girl had started to cry, and she felt a moment of satisfaction. She reached out and placed her palm onto Karienne Sepian’s cheek, her fingers resting on the side of the girl’s neck. Sepian flinched in reaction to the touch, but she did not dare to move away.

			‘I’m afraid that’s never going to happen, Karienne,’ said Allana. ‘You’re going to be our… guest, for a very long time. Possibly for the rest of your life.’

			Karienne Sepian did not respond with words, but Allana heard a soft moan of anguish, and she could feel the girl’s rapid pulse beneath her fingertips. As she maintained this touch, she was once more aware of the reservoir of darkness which still lurked within; her inner pool of ruin and corruption, which had felt hungrier and more restlessly alive since the events of the conquest of Septholme. She was suddenly cognisant of how easy it would be to allow that darkness to flow across the physical connection between her and the girl, and she could sense it churning with urgency in response. Indeed, it had started to curl upwards, spiralling along her arms, reaching towards the tips of her fingers. And she was fully aware of what the outcome of such an outpouring of black ruin would be. Of what it had produced before, and what it could produce again.

			She also recognised that it would be madness to repeat such an act at this time and in this place. But despite that, it was just so enticing to consider rejoicing in the power which would come if she embraced that corruption, and poured it into the pathetic Karienne…

			But she resisted. She would use her darkest ability again, she was certain of that, but today would not be that day.

			‘You know,’ she said, ‘your brother Arion fucked me on the day that Septholme fell.’

			‘What?’

			‘Yes, it’ll be our little secret, and I know you wouldn’t dare to tell anyone. But that’s how much he loves his wife. While your lives and your town were collapsing, he was in the forest, kissing me and fucking me. Forgetting his wife, and his family, and you, and telling me just how much he loves me.’

			It feels so good to share that with someone, Lana. To let someone else know the truth of what you and he did. Even if it’s not the… entire truth.

			‘You’re lying,’ said the girl, and for once Allana could see a trace of backbone within the timidity. ‘Arion wasn’t there, and he wouldn’t do that.’

			‘I’m not lying. He told me that he loved me, and he asked me to spend my life with him. And I’ll admit, being with him was so incredible, I was almost tempted, but of course I chose to reject him. And look at you all now. He’s a fugitive, and you’re a prisoner, a plain nobody who was left behind.’

			This time, the girl started to sob, and on impulse Allana reached for her and drew her into an embrace. Karienne Sepian flinched again, but otherwise she did not resist, burying her head into Allana’s shoulder before continuing to weep.

			‘There, there, Karienne,’ said Allana as she patted the girl’s back, once more aware of the darkness coursing inside herself, and of the physical connection between them. ‘It’s not all bad. And you won’t be completely alone. Remember, I’ll be here to visit you, from time to time.’

			–

			Later, when she emerged from the room, there was a third Berun guardsman waiting for her in the corridor outside.

			‘What is it?’ she asked.

			‘An Aiduel’s Guard has arrived at the castle, my Lady,’ said the soldier. ‘A woman. I’ve left her in the courtyard.’

			Allana felt her tension returning, but she was outwardly unruffled as she said, ‘What does she want?’

			‘She asked for an audience with you, my Lady. Said she wanted to deliver a private message to you from her commander. She wouldn’t give any other details.’

			‘A message for me? Not for the duke?’

			‘For you, my Lady. She was very specific that she would like an audience with you.’

			Allana narrowed her eyes, her mind awhirl with sudden suspicions.

			Ever since the murders at the fortress, Lana, you’ve been wondering whether they’ll come for you. Has that day arrived at last?

			She concealed this concern as she said, ‘Very well, let’s go to the Great Hall. I’ll meet with her there.’

			Shortly afterwards, she was watching as the same guard escorted the red-cloaked arrival into the central hall. Allana was sitting on her grand chair on the hall’s raised dais, adopting a dignified, straight-backed pose. The larger chair beside hers was empty.

			She gestured to summon the Aiduel’s Guard forward. This unexpected visitor was a thin female with mousy features, of a similar age to Allana, who appeared to be of little physical threat. However, Allana still felt wary; it could not be a coincidence that someone wearing the hated red uniform had arrived without warning, just hours after Jarrett’s departure.

			After the young red-cloak halted in front of Allana’s raised chair, she bowed her head then said, ‘Duchess Berun, thank you for agreeing to see me.’

			‘Allies of House Berun are always welcome,’ stated Allana, her cordial tone masking her tension. ‘But please, let’s dispense with pleasantries. What brings an Aiduel’s Guard to my castle?’

			‘I bring a message from High Commander Parel dei Corbiere, my Lady.’

			‘A message?’

			‘An invitation, Duchess Berun, for you to attend our fortress and to meet with him.’

			Allana’s demeanour remained calm as she asked, ‘Attend your fortress? And why would he want me to do that?’

			‘As you may know, Duchess, he’s only recently been installed as our new garrison leader, and he’s keen to establish a relationship with the rulers of this territory. He also stated that there are certain important matters which he would like to discuss with you, in person.’

			‘Such as what?’

			The massacre at the fortress, Lana?

			‘He didn’t share that with me, Duchess Berun.’

			‘How very unhelpful. And when would the High Commander like us to meet? And why has he approached me, on the very day that my husband has departed, rather than Duke Berun himself?’

			‘He stated that he desires to meet at your earliest convenience, Duchess. Today even, if it suits you. But he didn’t explain why he’s asked me to approach you and not your husband. Please excuse me, I’m just a messenger.’

			Allana narrowed her eyes as she considered her response. She was fully aware that there could be great risk in such a meeting. However, it might also represent an important opportunity. Specifically, it offered the prospect of uncovering answers to questions which had been troubling her more and more, ever since she had been able to remember her entire recurring dream.

			This meeting could be a trap, Lana. But a trap for whom?

			‘Very well,’ she said, eventually. ‘Inform High Commander dei Corbiere that I’ll be happy to meet with him. At eleventh hour, tomorrow morning. But I will meet him here, not at your fortress. I trust that will be acceptable.’

			‘Duchess, he said that he wanted to meet at the fortress. Please, may I request that-’

			‘No, you may not! We meet here, at the castle, at eleventh hour tomorrow, or not at all.’ Allana waved her hand in a gesture of dismissal. ‘Anyway, you may leave me now. Deliver my response to the High Commander, and please tell him that I look forward to meeting with him.’

			The red-cloaked woman departed shortly after that, leaving Allana alone and brooding. Already, she was beginning to formulate her plans for the meeting on the following day.

			–

			Hours later, in the middle of the night, Allana awoke from her recurring dream, gasping into the darkness.

			After a moment of disorientation, she realised that she was on her bed in the ducal chambers of Septholme Castle, and that Jarrett was not beside her. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus upon her recollections of the dream, and to shut out any intrusive imaginings, any whispered thoughts about hidden terrors contained within the surrounding darkness.

			After a few seconds, she exhaled, feeling relief that she was resisting the anxiety which had tormented her over such an extended period. Her mind and body remained calm, her limbs were not shaking, and her heartbeat was steady. She inhaled once more, reliving the experience of her murder in the dream, and letting the resulting anger supplant any lingering traces of terror.

			You can do this, Lana. You can overcome this, as you’ve overcome so much else. You don’t need Jarrett.

			In the aftermath of the assault on the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards, she had suffered occasional daytime panic attacks, particularly when remembering the gruesome murders of that day. However, she had subsequently forced those fears down deep within, submerging them within the growing pool of blackness which lurked inside her.

			

			Which left only her night-time anxieties, which she had been reluctant to expose herself to, holding herself close to Jarrett in bed for the weeks afterwards. However, she had also remained frustrated by the weakness that she perceived in her trepidation; it was not the action of a future queen to cower in the darkness, trembling in terror. Jarrett’s departure to Canasholme was finally forcing her to confront her fear, and to face this moment.

			She breathed in deeply again, feeling satisfaction that her fingers were remaining steady.

			Focus upon the dream, Lana, and upon your anger. You’ve experienced your own death in that dream, and nothing hidden in this room can possibly be worse than that.

			For the past six weeks, she had been living through the frustration and horror of her own murder, over and over, almost every night.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			Those were the words of the figure in the Gate. It was a blunt message, which Allana had started to believe was meant both as a warning and as an instruction for her waking life.

			Her dream was telling her to find the Gate and to claim its devastating, almighty, miraculous power. With each night that she dreamed, she was becoming increasingly convinced that claiming that power would mean that no one would ever again be able to threaten her, or to hurt her. And could it also elevate her to something above all others; a beautiful queen, a radiant goddess, dominant and glorious before her many devoted subjects?

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			She continued to lie on her bed in the darkness, thinking about the Gate, and trying to focus upon defeating her fear. While she did so, her thoughts also returned to the upcoming meeting with the latest High Commander of the nearby garrison of Aiduel’s Guards.

			The military religious order had tortured and humiliated Allana, and she wished them all dead. However, she also recognised that they appeared to possess hidden knowledge about what she was. Certainly, Evelyn dei Laramin had once questioned Allana about recurring dreams and unusual powers, and had later referred to her as ‘…one of the ones we’ve been looking for.’

			Earlier that day, while the messenger had been speaking, Allana had quickly deduced that the coming encounter might spark the start of her search for the Gate. Spending time with an Aiduel’s Guard was repugnant, but if she was able to interrogate this High Commander and access any secret knowledge which he possessed, it might represent her first step on the path to claiming the enticing power which the Gate seemed to offer.

			She would never have agreed to a meeting with the red-cloak leader if she had not been tempted by that opportunity. However, she recognised that she might be required to be ruthless and to take risks during the impending encounter if she wanted to secure a successful outcome.

			That might require actions which could expose her to danger, and she would need to trust in her growing and deadly powers to protect herself.

			And if it goes so wrong that you’re in true danger, you know what can always choose to do, Lana. Kill them. Kill them all.

			–

			

			The next morning, Allana was standing on the eastern battlements of Septholme Castle, again enjoying the heat of the sun on her neck and shoulders. She had risen from bed early that morning, feeling nauseous, which she attributed to nerves related to the upcoming encounter. However, she had since recovered, and her stomach was now feeling much more settled.

			She had positioned herself to watch the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards, and she was peering in that direction when she spotted a party of five red-cloaked riders emerging through the gates of the grim fort. She then watched as this group rode along a northbound route which ran parallel with Septholme’s eastern wall. They were heading towards the North Gate.

			He’s bringing companions, Lana. You can’t allow that, if you’re to get what you want from this encounter.

			After the riders’ mounts finally cantered out of view, Allana’s gaze fell back onto the red-cloaks’ fortress. Ever since Allana and Arion had been responsible for massacring the old garrison, the bleak compound had lost the fearful hold which it had once claimed over her. She had faced and defeated those fears on the day when she had re-entered that fortress of her own volition, and had later left it with only a single soul remaining alive inside.

			Possibly one soul too many, Lana.

			The fort was now populated again, and it was bustling with activity. A new garrison had taken control of the complex less than a week after the conquest of Septholme, and these replacement soldiers had continued in their religious order’s fanatical and violent ways. It had been reported to Jarrett that people of his and Allana’s age were still being interrogated by the red-cloaks throughout Western Canasar and Andar.

			

			Allana wondered if that would be the purpose of the High Commander’s visit. Would she be subjected to a similar line of questioning to that which she had once endured whilst imprisoned by Evelyn dei Laramin?

			You were weak then, Lana, and vulnerable. You’re not now.

			The alternative was that the visit was connected to the sole survivor of the fortress massacre. The woman in the cage, who had witnessed Allana’s deeds, and had been the only one to avoid being murdered by the horrific monsters which Allana had created. If that was the case, then today’s meeting might initially prove to be more challenging.

			Either way, she would be ready.

			She turned away from the view to the east, and started to head back down the stairs to the castle courtyard. She would soon be seated in the Great Hall, looking regal and serene, and ready for the red-cloaks’ arrival.

			After that, the challenge of the perilous encounter would begin.
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			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			Arion Sepian was standing at the docks in Abass Old Town, the evening sun low in the sky to the west, when he first noticed the pair of foreign warships drawing into the harbour. He groaned, recognising their design and flags as that of the Dei Magnun navy.

			Lord preserve me, it’s well past time that we leave here.

			The ships of Arion’s refugee flotilla had removed any flags or insignia which identified them as of Andarron origin, and the evacuated Western Canasar soldiers no longer wore their blue tabards. However, if these Dei Magnun arrivals entered the town, they would undoubtedly soon discover that Arion and his accompanying evacuees had taken refuge in Abass. After that, trouble would be likely, even though the island was meant to be a neutral territory, and Arion had publicly disavowed Andar’s Imposter Church.

			I’d better sign that contract as soon as possible, he thought, and align my people with the holy orders.

			He turned to face Captain Col Remman, who was standing beside him on the quay. Remman was the commander of the Sepian family galleon, Star of Canasar, and the frown on his blotchy, gap-toothed face indicated that he had also spotted the incoming vessels.

			‘This adds more urgency,’ stated Arion. ‘How soon until we’ve finished loading the provisions, and can leave?’

			‘Less than twenty-four hours,’ said Remman. ‘We’ll be finished before evening tomorrow. After that, if you’ve given the order and everyone’s on board, we can leave at the next high tide.’

			

			Arion nodded, then turned to his other companion, Sergeant Jern Derrson, and asked, ‘And we’re provisioned for the entire journey?’

			‘Of course, my Lord,’ replied Derrson, his nasally voice as dour as his demeanour.

			The lanky soldier had been the quartermaster for the Septholme garrison until the fall of the town. After Arion had realised that no other senior officers had made it onto the evacuating ships, he had appointed Derrson as his second-in-command. The sergeant was clearly not a natural warrior, but in the past few weeks he had proven to be a very capable administrator.

			‘Every soldier is fully kitted out,’ continued Derrson, ‘we’ve ample food and water for the journey, and we’ve still got two thirds of our original treasury.’

			‘Good job,’ said Arion. ‘And how are the numbers looking? Have we had a decision from everyone?’

			‘Everyone apart from… your companion and her two friends, my Lord.’

			By the Lord, Leanna must decide tomorrow to come with me, or I’ll be forced to leave without her.

			‘I’ll get her decision in the morning. What about the rest?’

			‘Amongst the soldiers,’ said Derrson, ‘one hundred and fifty-six, including me, have chosen to accompany you on the vessels which will sail with Star of Canasar. Sixty-eight want to sail with the second fleet to north-west Andar, and twelve have decided to stay in Abass. Of the civilians, the split’s more like a quarter coming with us, so we’ll have roughly two hundred and fifty soldiers and civilians on the journey west.’

			‘Very well. I’d indicated at least a hundred and fifty soldiers to Lord Mennoc, so that’s enough.’ Arion then looked at Captain Remman again. ‘And our sailors have also made their choices? In terms of who goes west and who returns to Andar?’

			‘Yes, my Lord,’ the captain replied. ‘Though it’s less of an issue for them, given that they’ll always be able to find a ship to travel back on. But we’ve already split the vessels and their crews between those who are happy to travel west, and those who’ll return to Andar.’

			‘Good. Then it appears that we’re set, but please finish your preparations as soon as possible. And Sergeant, it’s your responsibility to ensure that everyone who’s intending to leave this island is aboard a vessel before nightfall tomorrow. We’ll be leaving after that, with or without them.’

			–

			Soon after, Arion returned to the dockside warehouse where he and his soldiers had been staying since their arrival in Abass. Arion had a sleeping mat in a corner of the previously vacant building, his only privacy provided by two blankets which he had hung up around his space.

			He could easily have afforded to take private lodgings in the wealthier part of Abass Old Town, but he had no desire to be separated from his soldiers, and he did not want to reward himself with superior comfort. It had been his fault that the army of Western Canasar had suffered such devastation in the war, and the least he could do now was to share in the austere living conditions of his surviving men.

			As he walked through the lofty building, which was dimly lit by occasional torches in sconces, he exchanged greetings with some of the soldiers whom he passed.

			

			‘Lord Sepian, care to join us for some dice?’ called one veteran. Arion had chosen to retain the title Lord after arriving in Abass, since he was uncomfortable to lay claim to his late brother’s title of duke.

			‘Not tonight,’ he replied, forcing himself to sound cheerful. ‘I’d feel guilty about taking all of your money again.’

			The men laughed in response as Arion walked on, and once again he felt like a fraud. He knew that his soldiers appreciated these friendly exchanges, and indeed that they needed the breezy confidence which their leader displayed, but for Arion himself it was all an act.

			He had once been known as the Hero of Moss Ford, and he had enthusiastically embraced his role of heroic warrior. However, the fall of Septholme and the destruction of his family had vanquished that notion, and had erased whatever self-worth he had derived from his prior victory.

			In just a single day, his actions and choices had led to the deaths of his wife, his brother, and his sister, and to the devastation of the House of Sepian. Arion had emerged from the disaster as a refugee in Abass, a noble with a title but no home, and the leader of several hundred desperate people who were looking to him for guidance.

			By the Lord, how can I ask any of them to follow me, and to have faith in me, when I no longer have faith in myself?

			He reached the sanctuary of his corner space, pulling the hung blanket across behind him. He then sat down on his sleeping mat, putting his elbows on his knees and resting his chin on his hands. As the chatter amongst his soldiers continued, Arion’s thoughts turned inwards, as they had for so many of the nights in Abass, and he pictured his lost family.

			Gerrion, his throat cut by a sharp blade, dying in fear on the floor of a dirty cell. Karienne, screaming as she fell backwards into the harbour waters which would claim her life. And finally, Kalyane, the devoted wife who had loved Arion with every fragment of her being, looking at him with terror in the instant before her neck had been snapped by a monster. He had lost them all in a matter of minutes, paying a most terrible price for his poor judgement and for his betrayals.

			He had dreamed about them since, had walked and talked with them in ordinary dreams, feeling at peace again until experiencing that awful moment of awakening and realising that they were no longer there. That they would never be there. Because of him.

			During the journey to Abass, aboard Star of Canasar, he had cried for his bereavements. He had wept out of grief and shame and loss. However, the tears had eventually dried up, the raw sorrow replaced by a hollow numbness, an empty feeling which only one activity could seem to fill.

			He glanced to his side, to the thin-necked clay vessel beside his sleeping mat. He reached for it, pulling the stopper from the top, then lifted the container to his mouth. The red wine flooded into his throat, and he gulped several times before pausing to take a breath.

			He stared towards the blanket which was shielding him from nearby soldiers, vaguely aware of the banter which he could hear on the other side of the screen. He sighed, then raised the wine flask to his mouth once more.

			After several more gulps, he would eventually be ready for the oblivion of sleep to claim him, as an escape from his guilt and shame. Drunken slumber would offer a refuge, but it was only ever a temporary one.

			

			–

			Later, he awoke gasping from his sleep, having been visited by his recurring dream. Once again, he could remember suffering the fate of being the first victim of the silent, blazing killer.

			Lord preserve me, how long must I endure this for?

			Although he was initially agitated after awakening, his heartbeat soon calmed down, and he began to reanalyse the events which he had witnessed, whilst resisting the urge to again reach for the clay vessel beside him.

			He was now able to recall every aspect of the dream, and with that remembrance had also come a frustration at his inability to fight back and to change the outcome. In his waking life, his powers would enable him to swat aside the shining being who assaulted him, but instead he was forced to suffer that fleeting flash of pain as something hard and heavy was smashed against his skull. He was then locked in place before the Gate, watching helplessly as each of his other blazing companions were murdered, just like his family had been murdered.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			The dream was a repeating torment, but he recognised that it also seemed to offer a tantalising prospect. It enticed with a promised power within the Gate, a power which had been claimed in the dream by the murderer. An almighty power, which Arion instinctively believed would tower above and beyond the supernatural physical abilities which he currently possessed.

			Despite the horrors of the dream, he felt that lure. Could such a power allow him to take vengeance on the people who had destroyed his homeland and his family? Would it enable him to deliver retribution to Elannis, to Dei Magnus, and to the traitors in Andar? Could it restore some element of what he had lost?

			These questions and considerations were all returning his focus to the Holy Land, to that distant continent which was now home to his brother Delrin, and which contained the ancient city of Aiduel’s Gate. And once more, Arion wondered whether the Gate of his dreams – the potential source of that promised, almighty power – could reside within that remote and hidden city.

			Soon, he was going to lead his people to that Holy Land. After that, perhaps, he might one day find out.

			–

			The next morning, Arion was back within the extensive complex of buildings which surrounded the spectacular Cathedral of Saint Amena.

			The cathedral was the tallest piece of architecture within Abass Old Town, and indeed across the entire island, and its dome dominated a skyline which included over a dozen other magnificent holy buildings. Each religious order in Abass maintained their own separate church, ancient grey-stone structures dedicated to a variety of disciples and saints, some even dating back to the time of Aiduel. There was also a less ornate building in the town centre, constructed more recently, which housed a small chapter of the military religious order of Aiduel’s Guards. However, no construction could compare to the grandeur of the majestic cathedral, which was owned and controlled by the Order of Saint Amena.

			

			Arion was seated at a table in a lavish council chamber which adjoined the cathedral, and he was again accompanied by Jern Derrson. The quartermaster was sitting to Arion’s right, and was currently reading the lengthy parchment which was unrolled before him.

			After the sergeant had completed his review, Arion asked, ‘Is everything set out as you expected?’

			‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Derrson, nodding. ‘It’s exactly as we’ve discussed.’

			‘I assure you that everything’s as we agreed, Lord Sepian,’ said the elder of the two men sitting opposite Arion, in a lilting accent which confirmed that his origins were that of Angloss. ‘But are you still sure that you can’t be persuaded away from this… mercenary… contractual form of engagement, to a more conventional arrangement? You could still take your vows today, as could your men.’

			The older man’s bushy eyebrows were narrowed as he asked the question, and Arion could hear the distaste with which the word ‘mercenary’ had been pronounced.

			By the Lord, they can’t be faulted for their persistence.

			The speaker was Lord Mennoc, the High Commander of the Order of Saint Amena on Abass, who was also the senior member of the Council of Orders, the island’s governing body.

			Arion had first presented himself to the man on the day of the evacuee fleet’s arrival. As a condition for allowing the refugees to disembark on the island, Mennoc had required Arion and his people to make an immediate vow of loyalty to the Holy Church in Sen Aiduel, to forsake Andar’s Imposter Church, and to swear to abstain from violence whilst ashore.

			Given Arion’s apathy in relation to religious matters, such oaths had seemed only a minor inconvenience, and he had subsequently been relieved to find that the Anglossian High Commander was very sympathetic to the plight of Andar and the refugees. Within days, this sympathy had morphed into a concerted effort to recruit Arion and his soldiers for the cause in the Holy Land. Arion had been receptive to these overtures from the outset, but on his own terms.

			‘I’m completely certain, Lord Mennoc,’ he replied. ‘As we’ve discussed, I need to find a way to support my people, and to give us all a sense of purpose after the loss of our homeland. And you’re in desperate need of recruits for the fight in the Holy Land. I’m ready to fight for you, and to stand alongside my brother, but I’m not prepared to dedicate the rest of my life to the service of your order and The Lord. One day, I want the freedom to return to Andar, and to reclaim what’s mine. This… contract gives us both a means to achieve what we want.’

			Mennoc held his stare for a few moments, the elder man’s expression stern. The commander then turned to his companion, a younger soldier of the order who was in his late-twenties, with swept-back, oiled black hair which emphasised the man’s receding hairline.

			‘I’m sorry, Sir Castigan,’ said Lord Mennoc. ‘I tried again, as you asked, but Lord Sepian is not for turning.’

			The younger man, Sir Castigan Reynard, was a knight of the Order of Saint Amena, and he hailed from Arron in the western lands. Mennoc had assigned him to accompany Arion to the Holy Land, and to remain as part of Arion’s senior staff thereafter.

			Castigan now nodded, his dark eyes flashing up to lock gaze with Arion as he said, ‘Yes, thank you, Lord Mennoc. It seems that I’ll be travelling with and fighting alongside hired men, not brothers of our order. Not my preferred situation, of course, but not a problem so long as they can kill infidels.’

			‘We know how to kill,’ said Arion. ‘I know how to kill. Shall we sign then?’

			Lord preserve me, I have to do this. I need a sense of purpose.

			The contract was for Arion and his soldiers to fight for the Order of Saint Amena, for a twelve-month period in the Holy Land.

			In the time during his journey to Abass, Arion had been contemplating joining his brother Delrin in the west. He had been weighing this choice against the alternative of returning to Andar, and of rejoining the ongoing war in his country.

			However, after the loss of his family, and the corrosion of his relationship with King Sendar Pavil, who had been prepared to forsake Western Canasar, the latter option had not appealed. A bloody campaign of killing against the armies of Elannis might offer some fleeting satisfaction and vengeance, but it would never restore those whom he had lost. His only surviving family member was in the Holy Land.

			When Lord Mennoc had sought to recruit him for the Holy Land cause, Arion had therefore been interested. His conditions had been simple; he and his men were to be paid and provisioned well for that entire period, he was to retain command of his own soldiers, reporting only to the most senior officers in the Order of Saint Amena, and he was to be stationed at the same place as his brother Delrin. In return for that, the Holy Church’s territory in the Holy Land would be receiving an influx of new fighters, at a time when the war in Angall meant that the well of recruitment was almost dry.

			

			‘Yes, let’s proceed,’ said Mennoc, pulling the document towards himself. He raised a quill from an inkpot on the table, then signed with a flourish at the bottom of the contract. He then pushed the parchment and the inkpot back towards Arion.

			Arion took a moment to scan down the document again, pausing with his quill raised above the ink, and feeling a last moment of hesitation. He recognised that by doing this, he would be walking away from one conflict before sailing into another, and he suddenly felt the significance of the decision.

			By the Lord, I need to see Delrin, and to tell him what happened to our family. I need to go west.

			With that thought, he dipped the quill in the ink, and he signed the contract.

			–

			When he emerged from the cathedral complex, feeling resolute about the course of action which he had committed himself and his people to, Arion was intercepted by a sailor whom he recognised from Star of Canasar. This individual looked out of breath and agitated.

			‘What is it?’ asked Arion, sensing trouble.

			‘The captain needs you to come to the docks immediately, my Lord. Preferably, with soldiers. There’s trouble brewing with the Dei Magnuns.’

			

			‘What kind of trouble?’

			‘Twenty or so of them, my Lord, harassing our crew, and interfering with access to our ships. We’re struggling to board our people and load our provisions.’

			By the Lord, as soon as I saw those Dei Magnuns, I knew they’d cause trouble.

			Arion turned to Derrson and said, ‘Sergeant, go back inside and report this to Mennoc or Castigan. Ask them to come to the docks to intervene as soon as possible. I’m going to head straight to our warehouse to collect some men, then I’m going to our ships.’

			After issuing this command, Arion set off sprinting on his own towards the warehouse on the docks. When he arrived at the makeshift barracks, he was pleased to see two dozen soldiers in the yard outside, all of who were engaged in sword drills.

			‘Follow me, now!’ he shouted, and he was soon leading the armed group directly towards the quay.

			The score of Dei Magnun soldiers were visible from some distance away. These foreign troops did not have weapons drawn, and they were not openly assaulting people, but Arion could see that they were blocking entry to the gangplank of the galleon. A cluster of Western Canasar civilians were huddled together further down the quayside, currently unable to board.

			Arion marched towards the Dei Magnuns, his men spreading out behind him. He stopped a handful of paces away from the enemy soldiers, a fierce expression on his face as he stared at an individual wearing an expensively-tailored uniform, who appeared to be their commanding officer.

			‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he asked, whilst resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘I am Lord Arion Sepian. Please move away from my vessel, and let my people board. Abass is neutral, and we’ve all taken an oath to keep the peace upon arriving here. There can be no violence between us while we’re on this island.’

			The Dei Magnun naval officer was as tall as Arion, but decades older, with greying hair and an oiled, thin moustache. He sneered, also placing his hand onto the hilt of his sword, before saying in a drawling voice, ‘And I am Admiral Honnir dei Coranis, commander of Mariner’s Rapier, and we’re not being violent. We’re merely exercising our right, as followers of the one true Holy Church, to stand where we like. We have no quarrel with those who follow the true faith, only with heathens who support the Imposter Church.’

			‘My people and I have signed up with the Order of Saint Amena to fight in the Holy Land,’ said Arion. ‘We’re no longer enemies of your crusade against Andar, and we have the protection of the Order of Saint Amena, of Lord Mennoc, and of the island’s Council of Orders. Now stand aside and let us have access to our vessel.’

			The Dei Magnun raised his fingers to run them along his curled moustache, and said, ‘You’re the traitors to the Church who fled from Septholme. Which must make you the landless, exiled lord of a defeated and conquered people. We didn’t expect to find you Andarrons here, but we recognised your galleon as soon as we entered the harbour.’

			Lord preserve me, it would feel good to strike this arrogant bastard down!

			Arion’s temper was rising. A sudden urge to spill blood had come upon him, but he resisted the impulse to draw his sword first, and to be the one to breach the peace on the island. However, if this Dei Magnun initiated violence, Arion knew that he would be within his rights to defend himself.

			‘Ah, so it must have been your fleet which sank in the seas outside Septholme, then,’ he said, goading the other man. ‘You should be more careful what you sail into, Admiral.’

			The Dei Magnun did not take the bait, and instead smirked as he said, ‘And it must have been your town which was burning that day. And your soldiers who were dying by the thousands while you fled.’

			Arion shifted his hand, and an inch of bare steel appeared above his hip.

			‘Careful now,’ said dei Coranis. ‘Look who’s coming.’

			Arion turned his head, spotting a handful of soldiers of the Order of Saint Amena who were walking towards them along the quayside. They were being led by Sir Castigan Reynard.

			‘Fortunate timing for you,’ stated Arion.

			‘Indeed, but perhaps we’ll meet again, Sepian,’ said the admiral, glancing out to sea. ‘Somewhere away from the island. My ships will be leaving on the high tide, tonight.’

			Arion sheathed his blade, but said, ‘Don’t threaten me, you pompous old prick, or you won’t live long enough to regret it.’

			Again, the Dei Magnun appeared unruffled, and he said, ‘Well, it looks like our hosts have arrived. We’ll take our leave then. Until we meet again, at sea, Lord Sepian.’

			The man was moving away as Castigan arrived, leaving Arion with his hand still gripping the hilt of his sword.

			Lord preserve me, this means trouble.

			–

			After ensuring that the loading of the Andarron vessels would continue uninterrupted, with twenty soldiers posted at the quayside to prevent further interference, Arion headed off to speak with Leanna.

			It was late morning when he arrived at her accommodation on the outskirts of town, and he was relieved to find her sitting in the courtyard outside of the property. She noticed him as soon as he entered the enclosed area, and she raised her hand in greeting.

			Arion returned the gesture, once again feeling a little unsettled by the transformation in Leanna’s appearance. The combination of her cropped hair and her less feminine garb made her close to unrecognisable from the gentle, robed priestess whom he had first encountered after the Battle of Moss Ford.

			Leanna’s two companions were sitting beside her, and Arion felt a moment of unease as he locked eyes with Leanna’s burly protector, Caddin Sendromm. As Arion then approached Leanna, he could feel his power diminishing to close to nothing, which he understood was caused by the medallions worn by the grey-bearded man. Arion could also see the huge mace resting against the man’s thigh, and he felt the same sense of wariness which he had first experienced during a tense and hostile encounter on Star of Canasar.

			–

			Arion had been on the foredeck of the galleon, three days’ sail out from Septholme, when Sendromm had approached him from behind. Immediately, Arion had sensed a diminution of his powers, a weakening which he had experienced only once previously, during an assassination attempt.

			

			He had spun around, feeling alarmed, to find that the burly man was standing less than two metres away, the hefty mace visible on the man’s back. Leanna had once disclosed that her protector carried medallions which could diminish her powers, and Arion’s initial alarm had therefore eased very slightly after he had recognised Sendromm. But he had still felt wary.

			‘What is it?’ Arion had asked.

			‘I know what you are, boy,’ the grey-bearded man had said with his peculiar blended accent, his tone cold. ‘Illborn.’

			Arion had been momentarily taken aback, checking around himself to ensure that no one else was nearby, before responding, ‘And? So what?’

			‘I’m sworn to protect Leanna. From anyone. Anything. Including you.’

			‘I’d never hurt Leanna. She’s my friend. And if you know what I am, then you’ll also know that she’s… like me.’

			Sendromm had appeared to ignore the comment, and had answered, ‘If you only act for the good of Leanna, then you and I won’t need to be enemies. But just remember this; if you ever seek to harm her, directly or indirectly, then I’ll be ready. And I will stop you.’

			Arion had bristled at the warning, but had resisted the urge to react with anger. Instead, he had said, ‘Don’t threaten me, old man, on my own ship. But if you truly want to help Leanna, then why don’t you throw your medallions overboard? Or, at the very least, why don’t you tell me everything that you know about what Leanna and I are?’

			Sendromm’s expression had not changed in response to that comment, but he had said, ‘You already know everything that you’ll ever need to know, boy.’

			

			He had then turned and walked away. Arion had been left to stare at the man’s broad back, and to ponder the meaning of those final words.

			–

			As Arion reflected upon that confrontation, he was reminded anew of his suspicion that Leanna was hiding something from him. Prior to the fall of Septholme, he believed that they had always candidly shared their entire knowledge about their powers, but it now seemed as if she was keeping secrets. Indeed, she had deflected each of his recent attempts to discuss his full recollection of the recurring dream.

			Despite these misgivings, he adopted a friendly demeanour as he took a seat opposite, and said, ‘Leanna, you look well.’

			‘So do you, Arion,’ she responded. ‘Thank you for coming to see us.’

			‘I’ve come again because it’s urgent. The fleet’s going to be leaving at some point after nightfall tonight. Everyone who’s coming with us must therefore be onboard a vessel before sunset. I need your decision about what you’re going to do.’

			She glanced at her two companions, a solemn expression on her face, before saying, ‘I’ve decided. And my decision is that I’m going to travel with your fleet to the Holy Land. All three of us will travel to Arron, if you’ll allow us a place on one of your ships?’

			Arion smiled with relief. He realised that he had been bracing for an announcement that she was planning to leave him again.

			

			‘That’s wonderful news,’ he said. ‘Of course, I’ll make sure that you’re given the same berths on Star of Canasar.’

			‘Thank you.’ She then paused, appearing hesitant, before adding, ‘However, I want to be open with you from the outset that we’ve not yet decided whether we’re going to stay with your people once we get to the Holy Land. It’s possible that we’ll go our separate ways after we arrive in Arron.’

			Arion’s smile wavered as he said, ‘Oh? And what else are you thinking about doing once you get there? Where would you go?’

			He noticed that Leanna’s gaze darted to the side, towards Caddin Sendromm, and there was a visible flush on her face as she said, ‘We haven’t decided yet. Possibly, we’ll volunteer as healers in Arron. But we may also stay with you, and accompany you to your brother’s fortress. We intend to decide during the journey west.’

			‘Very well, if that’s what you want to do. I appreciate you telling me, but I hope you know that I’d very much like you and Amyss to stay with us on the journey to Sen Josias and to the fortress. Perhaps… if you could share your thoughts and plans with me in more detail during our voyage across the Western Ocean, that might help us both to think about our future choices? Maybe we could have dinner together again whilst we’re aboard? We’ve seen so little of each other during these last few weeks, and it would be good for us to talk properly again.’

			Leanna again seemed hesitant, and instead Sendromm answered, ‘I think that she’ll be busy, boy.’

			Arion clenched his jaw, attempting to subdue a rush of annoyance, and in an icy tone he replied, ‘I don’t remember asking for your opinion. I’m certain that Leanna can answer for herself.’

			Sendromm glared at him. Arion was again conscious of the large mace resting against the man’s thigh, but he fixed his gaze upon Leanna, who finally replied, ‘Let’s see, after we’ve set sail.’

			Arion took a deep breath, uncertain whether his face was betraying the rush of emotion caused by the apparent coldness of her response.

			By the Lord, ever since our escape from Septholme, she’s become so uncomfortable around me. What’s happened between us?

			After the fall of his hometown, in a world where he had lost so much, Leanna’s survival had become something tangible for him to cling onto. He had done an act of good to save her life, something to partially counterbalance the many mistakes which he had made, and she was someone whom he could be thankful for. Someone he cared for.

			That had remained the case, even though she had not offered herself as a friend in these recent weeks, at a time when he had desperately needed her support. But it now seemed that she might have been actively avoiding him. Did she want to end their friendship?

			He was suddenly determined to test the boundaries of her reticence.

			‘Leanna, I had the dream again last night,’ he said. ‘And I can remember everything. Please, can we talk about it soon… you and I, alone, or maybe just the two of us with Amyss?’

			The message was clear. Without Sendromm.

			‘Yes, maybe,’ said Leanna, and again there was a flush on her cheeks.

			‘Maybe?’

			

			‘Yes, maybe.’

			Arion grimaced, then shook his head in disappointment. ‘When did you stop trusting me, Leanna? What did I do?’

			Her radiant blue eyes were wide open as they fixed upon him, and he could see a hint of reflected pain in her expression as she replied, ‘Nothing, Arion. You didn’t do anything. I truly wish you well, and I hope that you’ll find peace in the Holy Land with your brother.’

			‘Was it my confession about Allana? My infidelity? Are you condemning me for that?’

			‘No, Arion.’

			‘I made a mistake, Leanna. If I could have the time back, and my poor decisions back, I’d do everything differently. I’m not a bad person. I’m not.’

			‘I’m not judging you or condemning you, and I don’t think you’re a bad person. Please, Arion, can we leave this alone?’

			‘Then what is it? Why have you stopped being my friend?’ He then pointed towards Caddin Sendromm. ‘Is it this bully, with his mysterious history and medallions? Has he poisoned you against me?’

			The burly man’s lip curled in a sneer after Arion said this.

			‘No!’ said Leanna. ‘Stop it, Arion. Please.’

			‘I can remember all of the dream, Leanna,’ he said, imploring. ‘And now, we’re going to travel to the Holy Land together. To the place that we’ve talked about… possibly to Aiduel’s Gate. Why don’t you want to talk to me about this?’

			She looked at him directly, her expression suddenly stern, and she said, ‘Fine. If you want me to talk about it, then I’ll say this; I don’t think that you should go there, Arion. Stay away from Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘What? Why would you say that? We’ve talked about… what could be there.’

			‘The Holy City is not safe. It’s meant to be impregnable, and tens of thousands have died whilst trying to conquer it. Remember the Second Crusade. You should stay away from there.’

			Arion frowned. His grandfather had lost his life in the deserts outside of Aiduel’s Gate during the disastrous Second Crusade, many years earlier, and he did not appreciate the reminder. Nor did her answer feel complete or true.

			‘That’s not it,’ he said. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me, Leanna. Something you know.’ He then paused and gestured towards Sendromm, feeling angry. ‘Or something he knows. What is it, please?’

			‘Calm yourself down, boy,’ said the grey-bearded man, his hand moving to take hold of his mace. ‘You’re outstaying your welcome, and you’re beginning to piss me off.’

			Leanna reacted by placing her hand onto the forearm of Sendromm, before fixing her stare upon Arion.

			‘Thank you for allowing us to travel with you, Arion,’ she said. ‘We’ll board Star of Canasar this afternoon. Our possessions are already packed.’

			Arion stood up, struggling to conceal his frustration. He was close to losing his temper when he said, ‘Look, if you feel this uncomfortable around me, why don’t I make things easier for all of us? Don’t board my ship. Travel on Seafarer’s Pride with the other civilians, then you won’t have to worry about avoiding me!’

			He regretted the heated words almost as soon as he had said them, but before he could apologise and take them back, Leanna said coolly, ‘Very well. Thank you, we shall. Have a safe journey, Arion.’

			

			‘And just like that, I’m dismissed!’ he stated, before shaking his head and tutting. ‘If that’s how you want to leave things, then fine. But before I go, you should be aware that two Dei Magnun warships have arrived in the harbour. I’m going to be ordering the soldiers here to return to their ships within the next hour. I recommend that you accompany them to the docks and get on Seafarer’s Pride straight away, before those Dei Magnuns decide to search for the person who destroyed half their fleet.’

			‘Thank you for your advice,’ she said, rising to her feet and taking a couple of paces towards him. ‘We’ll do that.’

			‘In that case, goodbye, Leanna.’

			‘Goodbye, Arion. May you go in the Grace of Aiduel.’

			She closed the distance between them and pulled him into a brief hug, her cheek pressing against his chest. For that instant, he wanted to wrap his arms around her and to hold her in a warm embrace, and to try to make things right between them.

			However, he did nothing to return her gesture and, as she stepped back, he turned and marched away.

			–

			By late afternoon, Arion had boarded Star of Canasar. He was standing at the stern of the vessel, and was watching the final preparations being made by Jern Derrson, who appeared confident that he was ahead of schedule. Just minutes earlier, the quartermaster had confirmed to Arion that everyone who was travelling with them was now aboard one of the fleet’s vessels.

			Arion was thinking about the journey that lay ahead, and was lamenting his difficult encounter with Leanna, when Captain Col Remman approached him.

			‘What is it?’ asked Arion.

			‘Look over there,’ the ship’s captain stated, nodding his head to indicate the direction of interest. ‘Look who’s leaving the harbour.’

			Arion turned, and he could see that the pair of Dei Magnun vessels were sailing away from the harbourside of Abass Old Town.

			‘They left quickly,’ stated Arion.

			‘Too quickly,’ said Remman. ‘They can’t possibly have been fully provisioned in that time.’

			‘That’s not good news, is it?’

			‘No. I think we’re going to have company after we head out to sea.’

			Arion frowned, thinking back to his earlier encounter with the arrogant Dei Magnun admiral. Arion had not been in battle for several weeks, but after his discussion with Leanna he was feeling a tension inside, a frustration which he wanted and needed to release.

			‘In that case,’ he said, his voice suddenly cold, his eyes tracking the pair of departing warships, ‘warn all our ships to be ready for battle, and to prepare and man all of our weaponry.’

			By the Lord, if I can’t fight to save myself in my dream, I’ll do it in life.

			‘And if they choose to attack us,’ he added, ‘I’ll kill them. I’ll kill them all.’

			The words had become very familiar to him over time, through his recurring dream, and he felt a moment of disquiet as he heard himself repeat it aloud.

			

			But he knew that he meant it.
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			From his vantage point on a dirt trail approaching the village of Bennin, Corin watched as the villagers started to emerge from the boundaries of their sprawling settlement. A handful of Chosen warriors were scattered amongst these subdued Bennin survivors, using gentle words and gestures to encourage them to leave their village and to walk towards Corin.

			The people of Bennin were moving hesitantly, clearly wary of the newly arrived Chosen warband which had assembled outside of their settlement. As the growing mass of villagers drew closer to Corin’s position, he could readily perceive their malnourishment, a condition which had become so familiar during the weeks of liberation of the southern clans.

			‘No matter how many times I see this,’ said Agbeth, her voice cracking, ‘no matter how many times we’ve done this, it doesn’t make it any less painful to witness.’

			Corin glanced towards his wife, who was standing beside him on the trail. He nodded in acknowledgement of her distress, before saying, ‘With every passing day, we find something new that the Kurakee must answer for. But soon, we’ll be at their last stronghold. At Kurak. Then they’ll have nowhere else to escape to, and they will face justice.’

			The Bennin survivors were gathering on the land in front of Corin. They were in an abject state, the indignity of their tattered clothing matched by their expressions of despairing resignation. Many of the villagers’ eyes were downcast, refusing to lift and to fix upon Corin’s warband. This apparent subservience was familiar from previous settlements which the Chosen had freed from the cruel yoke of Kurakee rule; under the Kurakee, it seemed that only the meek had survived, and acts of boldness or defiance had been a certain precursor to a nasty death.

			The mix of this surviving group was also consistent with that of other liberated clans. Most of the survivors were either women, or were children and adolescents of both sexes. There were barely a dozen older males present, and only a handful of elderly people. Corin knew that these latter survivors would most likely have been spared from sacrifice due to a skill in an essential trade, although some might have been collaborators. Any such traitors would need to be weeded out later.

			However, there were no inked faces of the Kurakee amongst the crowd, suggesting that once again the enemy had evacuated ahead of Corin’s arrival. The surviving Kurakee all seemed to be fleeing south, and it was believed that they were mustering in their fortified hometown of Kurak on the southern coast.

			

			As Corin was reflecting upon this, a Chosen warrior signalled from the edge of the village, indicating that there would be no further arrivals. It was time for Corin to speak.

			‘People of Bennin!’ he shouted, causing many eyes to lift in surprise. ‘I am Chief Corin, the Chosen of the Gods, and leader of the Chosen people.’ He had deliberately refrained from using the uncomfortable title of Mella Reborn, which he continued to discourage. ‘We have destroyed the Kurakee horde, and we are fearless warriors, but there is no need to fear us. We are freeing this land, freeing you, from the terror of that clan. To the best of our ability, we’ll help you to try to rebuild your lives and your clan to what you once had.’

			He could see uncertainty on their faces, and he knew that it would require a lot more than a speech to undo their accumulated suffering. However, he still needed to attempt to reassure them.

			‘Though my people and I intend to destroy the last of the Kurakee,’ he continued, ‘and though we know how to fight and to win, we do not come here as conquerors. We are not your enemies, but we will instead bring you into the safe embrace of the Chosen peoples, and you will join our alliance.’

			More eyes were raising and fixing upon him, and he extended his arms, gesturing to the warband of Chosen which was spread out across the fields to either side. This force comprised over three hundred and fifty men from amongst the allied clans, plus thirty women.

			The pack of felrin which had travelled south with the warband, including the pack’s leader Blackpaw, were not present. They were waiting a couple of miles away, to avoid terrifying the Bennin at this first meeting. Through his connection with Blackpaw, Corin could sense that the beast was currently resting contentedly after a hunt.

			‘We will enter your village soon,’ Corin continued, ‘to ensure that all the Kurakee are gone. After that, you may return to your homes, as free people once again. These Chosen warriors here alongside me are now your friends and protectors. As am I.’

			After he had finished speaking, he looked to his right. His brother Kernon and the warrior Rennik were both watching him, awaiting his instruction. Corin had appointed them as leaders of this Chosen warband, and they had done much already to earn his trust.

			He gestured towards the village and stated, ‘Cleanse it.’

			Kernon and Rennik set off in the direction of the settlement, accompanied by several dozen other warriors. Before any of the Bennin were allowed to return to their homes, and before the main body of the Chosen force entered the village boundaries, every single dwelling would be thoroughly searched.

			If this search uncovered any Kurakee men, identifiable by their facial ink, they were to be executed on the spot. Corin had been unwavering about this command throughout the campaign, and his resolve had stiffened further after hearing countless tales of horror across the many clans which had been liberated so far.

			For the male Kurakee, there was to be no mercy, no permitted forgiveness, and no accepted surrender. For their many crimes, Corin intended to wipe their clan and their memory from the entire land.

			–

			

			That night, Corin was seated beside a campfire in the centre of the village, sharing the circle of warmth with Agbeth, Kernon, Rennik and Hellin. The campaign of liberation through the lands of the Kurakee had started just days after the Battle of Karn, and this group had been Corin’s closest companions throughout the subsequent, relentless weeks.

			Agbeth was leaning against him, her arm touching his and her head resting upon his shoulder. Corin was once again savouring her presence; after the sorrows of her injury, he knew that he would always cherish these moments, and would never take the gift of her wellbeing for granted. Neither of them had been willing to separate again in the aftermath of the great victory, and as such she had joined him on this campaign.

			The other members of Corin’s inner circle were also gathered close, with a relaxed sense of camaraderie between them. After their shared experiences during the expedition to the far north, Corin knew that he could confide in these people, and their conversations offered respite from the taxing nature of their prolonged mission.

			They had been joined by one of the surviving Bennin males, an elderly man who had been invited to eat with them after he had expressed knowledge of the lands to the south. This individual was stick-thin, with a wrinkled face featuring more scraggly white hair on his chin than was covering the rest of his head. Corin had established that the man possessed smithing skills, which credibly explained his survival when so many of his peers had perished.

			After they had finished eating, Corin said to the man, ‘So tell me, elder, how many more days must we march to reach the town of Kurak?’

			

			‘In my youth, great chief, before the days of Kurune, I could reach Kurak in ten days. Walking for full days along well-trodden trails. Now, much longer for me, but maybe the same for you and your people.’

			The elder wiped his chin after finishing his answer, appearing to seek out and savour each last crumb from the hunk of bread which he had just devoured.

			‘And how many villages between here and there?’ asked Corin.

			‘Seven, great chief. Though I’ve not visited any of them for years, so I don’t know for certain what you’ll find there.’

			‘And what can you tell us about the town of Kurak itself?’ questioned Rennik, the stocky spear-warrior of the Borl clan who had chosen to remain by Corin’s side after the expedition to the far north.

			‘It’s been many years since I travelled to the home of the Kurakee clan to trade, mighty fighter,’ said the Bennin elder. ‘Certainly, it was before Kurune came to power. But it was the biggest place that I’ve ever been to, and it sits on land beside the Great Ocean, beside the water which never ends.’

			Corin felt a hint of excitement at the mention of the Great Ocean. He still struggled to comprehend that there was an enormous pool of water which seemed to extend forever, and which made the Great Lake seem like a tiny pond. He was eager to soon gaze out across that sea, and to think about what might await him on its distant shores to the south.

			

			‘We understand that the town has tall, wooden walls?’ queried Corin. ‘And many boats, which can travel across the sea you mention?’

			‘It did, long ago, great chief,’ said the elder. ‘Walls all around.’ He then flashed his fingers up from his palms several times in an approximation of counting. ‘And many, many boats.’

			Corin’s expression was unchanged after hearing this latter comment, but he was aware of Agbeth turning her head to stare at him, and he knew that she would be disapproving of his interest.

			In the minutes which then followed, Corin and his party continued to question the Bennin elder in greater detail, until Corin finally thanked the man and gently prompted him to seek some rest.

			After the elder had departed, Rennik said, ‘Yet again, Chief Corin, none of the Kurakee stayed to face us. They’re all fleeing south. By now, many must be gathered in Kurak.’

			‘Hundreds, I think,’ replied Corin. ‘If not over a thousand. Kernon, I think it’s time for your best scouts to risk travelling to get sight of Kurak, to assess the town’s defences for us. They must be careful, of course, and avoid a fight.’

			Kernon nodded. Corin’s older brother had taken responsibility for the Chosen’s Qari scouting forces during the campaign, and he replied, ‘I’ll organise it in the morning, Corin.’

			‘And I’ll also want to brief another rider in the morning,’ Corin added, ‘to deliver a detailed report back to Chief Munnik. Someone with a good memory, perhaps Kormac.’

			Corin had left Munnik in charge of the northern clans, and since then he had been in communication with the trusted clan chief using the Qari horsemen.

			‘I’ll send him to you after dawn,’ said Kernon.

			‘Good,’ said Corin, before looking around at the gathered group, his expression solemn. ‘Let’s gather what information we can as we travel to Kurak, but we’ve always expected to face a battle there, and we shouldn’t fear it. If the Kurakee await us behind their walls, then we’ll face them all in one place, as we did in Karn, and we’ll defeat them all in one place. Before the Gods, I swear it.’

			‘And before The Lord Aiduel, too?’ queried the missionary Hellin from the far side of the fire, her expression serious. Her statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree was dangling from her neck, a symbol which had recently started to be worn by a small but increasing number of the Chosen warband.

			Corin smiled before replying, recognising that her comment was not intended to be as stern as her expression. ‘Yes, before him too. Either way, another clan and another village is now free of the Kurakee, so the man Aiduel and the Gods should all be pleased. And now, let’s get some rest. We’ll all have work to do in the morning, and soon we’ll be moving south again.’

			–

			Later that night, Corin awoke from his recurring dream, gasping into the darkness as scenes of horror concluded in his mind.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			Yet again, he could recall everything that he had seen, and once more he had experienced his own death. Amidst a confusing sense of profound betrayal, he had been the second of four victims to die, his soul fleeing his form as something heavy and sharp had been bludgeoned repeatedly against his skull. The murder had taken place in the shadow of the Gate, witnessed by his shining companions and by the great and terrible figure within that ethereal archway, the being whose devastating words had triggered the vicious assault.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			The murderer had responded to that instruction first, whilst Corin had hesitated. That hesitation had led to his death.

			Once again, he had been unable to influence or to alter the course of the dream. He was never able to strike first, or to run, but instead he simply watched and experienced as he fell victim to violence, his soul parting from his body, and then remaining as a bound observer as the murderous survivor walked into the Gate…

			‘Corin?’

			After she whispered this, Agbeth’s hand reached out in the darkness and took hold of Corin’s. They were beside each other on a bed within the former home of Bennin’s departed Kurakee leader. As Agbeth gently squeezed his hand, Corin could feel his breathing slowing down.

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s just the usual.’

			‘I still don’t know how you’re able to cope with that, almost every night,’ she said. ‘Seeing, feeling, your own murder.’

			‘It’s better that I remember. Everything that I see, everything I can remember, might help me when I eventually go there. If I finally meet the… others, and the being in the Gate.’

			Agbeth did not respond for several seconds, and Corin knew that her silence was an expression of her objection to his words. She had already shared her opinion on this matter, more than once.

			‘Let’s talk about that again, some other time,’ she eventually said, her tone neutral. ‘After the Kurakee are completely defeated.’

			‘Yes,’ he said, feeling calmer as his breathing continued to slow down. ‘We can talk more then.’

			There was silence for a few more seconds, until a pent-up frustration seemed to change Agbeth’s mind, and she added, ‘I don’t want you to seek out the Gate, Corin. I don’t want you to go there. I want you to stay away from that place, and from those three strangers, and from anything to do with your dream. I just want us to defeat the Kurakee and then to live in peace.’

			‘I know,’ he said, and he squeezed her hand in return.

			‘I don’t want you to die, Corin.’ Her final words were a whisper, as if to state them aloud would be to invite such an outcome.

			‘I won’t die, Agbeth,’ he answered. ‘I promise, I won’t.’

			He did not voice his next thought though; but I cannot let them take the power.

			Further silence followed until, minutes later, a change in Agbeth’s breathing told Corin that his wife had drifted back into slumber. However, a return to sleep was proving more elusive for him.

			Instead, three images floated into his mind, the remembered visions of the strangers whom he had witnessed during his encounter with the ghost at the giant archway in the north. One was blonde-haired, a slim and elegant woman who shone with a radiant light, and was seemingly possessed of an awesome power. The second was a square-jawed, brown-haired man, who carried the lethal aura of an unstoppable killer. And the third was dark-haired and stunningly beautiful, a woman whose deeds had placed her upon an apparent pathway to evil.

			These three were of a kind with Corin. They wielded unnatural abilities, and he felt instinctively certain that they shared the dream, and that each was a rival for the possession of the unclaimed power within the Gate.

			Irrespective of the concerns which Agbeth had for his safety, Corin knew that he could not let these three strangers take what he felt sure should be his. He now believed that finding and opening the Gate would allow him to claim powers which dwarfed his current abilities. Godlike powers, which would allow him to bring peace and order to his homeland forever, and to ensure that the likes of the Kurakee were never again able to inflict their horror on others.

			He knew that he could not permit such divine power to be possessed and controlled by any of the three. He did not trust what they might do with it, and he could not risk the possible evil that they might wreak. In the Song of the Felrin, he had witnessed the devastation which Mella had unleashed against the world, and he would sacrifice his own happiness and life before allowing such abominations to be repeated.

			The only person whom he could trust with the power of the Gate was himself. In time, he would therefore need to win the support of his wife and his followers for the dangerous course of action which he intended to pursue. Following which, sometime in the future, he would travel to the Gate, he would open it, and he would claim the power.

			Until that day arrived, he recognised that there was a risk that one of these other three might seek out the Gate before him. However, he had discovered a means to measure and to judge that risk. After his journey to the far north, he had later realised that his visions at the great arch had somehow forged a connection between himself and each of the three strangers; a link which still existed. And this connection allowed him to know where they were, relative to the Gate and to his own position.

			He could only attain this awareness when he descended into his trance-like state, and the effort required wearied him, such that he had undertaken this action on only two occasions since his return from the far north.

			However, as he lay there, feeling restless, he realised that he again wanted to ascertain where the others were. In fact, he needed to, if he was going to achieve the peace of mind to return to sleep on this night. Were the three still far from the Gate?

			He therefore breathed deeply, readying himself. He would allow his mind to drift down into a trance, and to return to the detached state of being which he had experienced during the Song of the Felrin, even without the melody of the beasts to carry him there.

			He eased into that trance now, his awareness of his body and of the surrounding world slipping smoothly away. In the absence of the Song, the place which his thoughts emerged into was initially akin to the void which had once existed within Agbeth’s mind, but with a vital distinction.

			Five discrete points of light and energy existed within this void, distant from Corin, each shimmering with varying strengths. Ever since Corin had touched the archway in the north, he had been able to detect and to locate these separate sources of light.

			The most powerful source, blazing with power in a direction which he knew to be the distant south, had to be the Gate. Pulsing lines of energy ran outwards from this raging sun to each of the other points of light, including to Corin, connecting them all back to that mighty source. In this void, Corin could feel its immense power beating against him, calling to him, waiting for him.

			The closest and weakest of the five points flickered from a direction which Corin knew to be northwards, and he recognised this as the fading arch in the far north. Its pale light was like that of a dying candle.

			The other three sources of light and energy shimmered with similar levels of power, and Corin felt certain that these were the others of his kind, whom he had witnessed in his vision. They seemed as far away as the Gate, but whereas that almighty source was directly southwards, each of these comparative specks of energy was pulsing from a direction which Corin felt certain was to the south-east. The three seemed close together, and indeed Corin wondered whether two were in the same location, so close were their individual, beating pulses.

			Within the trance, Corin felt a mixture of satisfaction and relief. Given the relative directions of the Gate to the south, and of these strangers to the distant south-east, he recognised that his rivals remained far away from the Gate.

			He hoped that would continue to be the case when he returned to this trance in future; he had much that he still needed to do to bring peace to the lands of Bergen, and for as long as these strangers remained where they were, he would not have to abandon his homeland to pursue them, to kill them, and to claim the power.

			

			–

			The next morning, Corin’s first and very early meeting was with Hellin of Condarron, for his daily lesson. After the exertions of the trance, he was feeling drained and weary as he sat down with the missionary.

			Since the Battle of Karn, he had continued to commit to an hour of tuition each day with Hellin, typically in the hour before dawn. In addition to improving Corin’s basic education, the persistent woman would also use the time to impart more knowledge about her Lord Aiduel and his teachings.

			At the end of their sessions, Corin often took the opportunity for a private counsel, to collect information and advice which might be relevant to his longer-term plans. Sometimes, this involved questions about the man Aiduel and his extraordinary powers, with Corin trying to extract useful facts whilst disregarding the more fantastical elements of the missionary’s responses. However, after Corin’s considerations of the preceding night, his focus today was on more practical details.

			‘Please, tell me again about the Holy Land,’ he said after the lesson had concluded. ‘About the land, and its people.’

			The gaunt, middle-aged missionary narrowed her eyes, before saying, ‘Please bear in mind, Chief Corin, as I’ve said before, that I’ve never actually been there. Very few people from my country have, and most who go don’t ever return to Angall. My knowledge of the Holy Land comes mainly from books.’

			‘I understand that,’ Corin replied while stifling a yawn. ‘But for now, you’re the best – the only – resource that I have. Please, share your knowledge with me. About the towns. The terrain. The desert. The people.’

			‘Very well, I’ll try.’ She paused, appearing to consider where to start. ‘As you already know, the Holy Land has vast stretches of desert. Hot, sandy, rocky terrain with very little water or life, where someone might easily die of thirst. But it’s not all desert. Around the coast, I understand that there’s fertile land, and more water.’

			‘How much fertile land? For how many miles from the sea?’

			‘I’m not sure. I think maybe for twenty or thirty miles inland from the sea, but I don’t know for certain. But that’s where many of the towns are located, in this belt of green which runs around the coastlines. The Holy Desert is inland, separating these coastal regions from the mountains which contain Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘And this belt of green is where your people’s Enclave is located?’

			‘Yes, that’s where the Enclave is, across an extended stretch of coastline in the east, centred around the city of Arron. Not for the whole of the coast though, most of which is still controlled by the infidels.’

			‘Including the north? These infidels control the north? Your people’s Enclave has no control there?’

			‘I think so, yes.’ She paused, frowning. ‘But as I’ve said, it isn’t really correct to say it’s my people in the Enclave. The people of my religion would be more accurate. There are many nations there, many religious orders, joined together by their worship of The Lord Aiduel.’

			‘And you’re the invaders,’ Corin stated. ‘You’ve stolen the land and the towns, including Arron, from the people who lived in it?’

			

			‘Not invaders,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘Crusaders. The armies of the faith are reclaiming those lands for the Holy Church, as a stepping stone to one day reclaiming the Holy City, Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘There’s a difference between being an invader and a crusader?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, ‘a crucial difference. The Archlaw and the High Council, on behalf of The Lord, have proclaimed that we must do this, so this is not invasion. It’s an attempted restoration of The Lord’s holy lands to His Church. An attempt for restoration of the Holy City to the people of the faith, and a restoration of the natural order. We’re not stealing their lands from them. We are simply using holy crusaders to reclaim lands which were once and have remained ours, under the sanction of divine authority.’

			‘And the people whom your holy crusaders are fighting, who are they?’

			‘Well, infidels,’ she stated. ‘Heretics and heathens. They don’t deserve to be in possession of those lands.’

			‘They don’t believe in the man Aiduel?’

			‘I don’t know for certain what they believe. But they don’t share our beliefs.’

			‘Neither do my people, the Chosen,’ said Corin, with a trace of heat in his voice. ‘We do not share your beliefs. We worship the Gods, even those few of us who also now worship your man Aiduel. Do you consider us… infidels, heretics and heathens too, people who are worthy of invasion, worthy of having our lands taken from us?’

			‘We’ve been over this, Chief Corin. Your people are… unenlightened, ignorant of the one true faith. That’s why I’m here, why other missionaries have travelled to Bergen, to show you all the path to that faith. Your people can be forgiven for not knowing The Lord’s love and light. And these lands… please excuse me, but they’re certainly not holy lands, worthy of crusade. However, the infidels… they’ve made a choice to oppose The Lord’s cause by fighting us in our Holy Land, and by trying to deny us what is rightfully ours.’

			Corin frowned. ‘But these infidels, they’re also not in control of the city of Aiduel’s Gate?’

			Hellin shook her head again. ‘Not as I understand, no.’

			‘Then who does control it?’

			‘As I’ve said, I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘No one’s set foot inside the Holy City for hundreds of years, and no one has left it. It’s shut off from the world.’

			‘With walls which tower like the Great Forest, you once said?’

			‘Yes. Atop a mighty cliff, so the descriptions say.’

			Corin paused, feeling momentarily unsettled as her words evoked the ghost’s shared vision of resting on a clifftop amidst four other children, before he said, ‘I need you to draw a map of the Holy Land for me. Everything that you can possibly remember about the coast and the towns. And the desert. And the mountains. And Aiduel’s Gate. Every detail that you can remember.’

			‘A map?’ queried Hellin, looking uncertain.

			‘Yes, a map.’

			‘I’m afraid that it won’t be very accurate. It’s a long time since I saw a map of the Holy Land, and I wasn’t trying to remember it. As I said, I’m no expert.’

			‘You know more than anyone else within the Chosen,’ said Corin. ‘I need you to remember everything that you can. Something produced by you, even something flawed, is better than nothing.’

			She locked eyes with him, frown lines reappearing on her forehead. ‘You’re planning to go there, aren’t you? To the Holy Land?’

			He returned her stare. ‘Yes, I am. One day, when I’ve delivered peace to these lands, and the Chosen people can live without fear. And I’ll want you to come with me, Hellin, when I do.’

			‘When?’

			He shrugged, smiling. ‘That, I still don’t know. Hopefully, not for a long time yet.’

			‘And what are you going to do when you get there, Chief Corin?’

			His smile disappeared. ‘I think you already know the answer to that, Hellin.’

			‘You still seek this Gate?’

			Gather them. Open the Gate. And claim the power.

			‘I do, one day,’ he said, nodding solemnly. ‘It’s my destiny.’

			–

			Later, after sunrise, Corin was flanked by six Chosen guards as he walked out of the Bennin village onto the trail towards the north. His destination was a thick copse of trees four hundred metres from the settlement, located behind a hedgerow. Corin knew that Blackpaw was waiting within this cluster of trees, hidden from view amongst its pack of felrin. The beasts had travelled to this place during the night, and they were now awakening after a period of sleep.

			As he approached the copse, Corin could see through Blackpaw’s eyes, and he experienced the felrin emitting a sharp cry to stir the rest of its fearsome companions into alertness and motion. Seconds later, Blackpaw was the first of the beasts to emerge from the treeline, stalking forward on all four limbs onto the trail. Within moments, many of its kin also emerged, moving with a casual and deadly grace onto the open ground before Corin.

			The creatures were a variety of shades and colours, all of them significantly taller and broader than even the largest man, although only a handful were of a comparable size and strength to Blackpaw. They gathered in front of Corin, remaining in their more hunched, squatting stance, with their thick front paws placed onto the floor.

			There were far fewer beasts assembled than had once emerged from the forest edge during the Battle of Karn. In the aftermath of that victory, Corin had again spoken to the felrin horde through their Song, and had given them another choice; stay with him on his journey through the lands of man, feeding only upon his enemies or on wild animals, or return to the wilderness lands to the north. In the latter case, he had released them to use the entire Great Forest as their hunting grounds.

			The majority had chosen a life in the wilderness, with far greater freedom to roam, and Corin had accepted this despite the massive reduction to his fighting force. He knew that he could have repeated Mella’s actions, and compelled the entire horde of creatures to continue to serve him, but he was determined not to emulate the foul deeds of that evil god.

			Corin was therefore left with a pack which comprised seventy-six of the beasts, a number which still represented a terrifying force, and which had been more than sufficient to overcome the ongoing resistance of the Kurakee. He was certain that he had been right to offer the creatures a choice, although he recognised that he would never again be able to unleash a horde of hundreds against his enemies.

			His bond was gradually growing stronger with each of the felrin which had chosen to remain, although it would never be as deep, intimate, and complex as was his connection to Blackpaw. Other than when returning on occasion to the Song of the Felrin, he now largely commanded them through Blackpaw, rather than connecting directly to each one. The dark-pawed felrin had become their pack leader, its pre-eminence reinforced by Corin, and where Blackpaw led, the remaining beasts were choosing to follow.

			Corin approached Blackpaw now, again experiencing the once-unsettling feeling of viewing himself through the felrin’s eyes. Blackpaw lowered its head and Corin stroked the beast’s fur, relishing the connection between them. Although Blackpaw often lived amongst the pack now, rather than being in Corin’s direct presence, Corin made certain that he still spent time with the creature each day.

			This morning, he was conscious that he had much to do, so their encounter would need to be brief. He therefore started to impart his instructions to the felrin, sharing visual images through their connection.

			GO SOUTH. SCOUT THE LANDS TO THE NEXT VILLAGE. KILL ANY KURAKEE. FEED. AWAIT ME.

			Although Corin had access to an important scouting contingent through Kernon’s Qari horsemen, he knew that there was no more effective advance force than the felrin pack. The beasts would soon sweep southwards, fanning outwards in a line several miles across, and would ensure that there would be no ambushes sprung upon Corin’s main force as it travelled onwards from Bennin.

			The felrin recognised the inked faces of Kurakee males, and they had permission to hunt and to kill anyone marked with such ink. Indeed, more than one band of prospective ambushers from amongst the Kurakee had already been overwhelmed and devoured by the ravaging pack. As a result, Corin’s Chosen warband had suffered minimal losses during the campaign of liberation.

			Corin ran his hand over Blackpaw’s head for a final time, and once again he felt thankful for his deep connection with the mighty beast.

			GO.

			Blackpaw raised its head and howled, and then the pack of felrin began to move away.

			–

			Later that morning, Corin and his people were again assembled outside of Bennin, and they were ready to travel south.

			Corin was waiting alongside Agbeth and Hellin, who were talking quietly, having come directly from Agbeth’s lesson. After their time together during the return journey from the far north, there was now a good level of familiarity between the two women, and Agbeth was also being taught how to read. Upon seeing Corin, she had commented about his request to Hellin for a map of the Holy Land.

			Corin looked around now at the column of his assembled Chosen warband, each of his warriors disciplined to this routine of swift onwards travel. They were all fully prepared for the extended journey required to free yet another village from Kurakee oppression.

			‘Ready, Agbeth?’ he asked as he prepared to give the order to start walking. He smiled at her, feeling happy yet again that she was there beside him.

			‘Ready, Corin,’ she said, smiling back.

			He raised his arm and the column started moving, heading onto the southerly trail away from Bennin. As it did so, Corin felt the same sense of satisfaction which he had experienced on many equivalent mornings; his warband was travelling onwards, and they were acting to do good.

			Furthermore, their final goal was beginning to feel within reach. The town of Kurak lay just ten days of direct march away, although the journey would likely take much longer given that they would be travelling to and spending time in the villages between here and there.

			When they eventually arrived at Kurak, they were likely going to face another mighty battle against the surviving remnants of the Kurakee. It would probably be the last stand of that barbarous clan, and it would be bloody and dangerous.

			But Corin was determined to face them, and to deliver justice using his army, his felrin and his powers. He had already sworn, before the Gods, that he was going to eliminate every Kurakee warrior who was gathered in that place.

			It was necessary; the sooner that he brought peace and order to this land, the sooner that he could focus upon other goals.
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			Allana

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana looked across from her seat on the dais as the doors to the Great Hall of Septholme Castle were opened by a pair of her guards, allowing five red-cloaked soldiers to enter the grand room.

			The visitors were all men, each wearing burnished armour with a red sash across their chest and a sword at their hip. Allana was immediately alert to their reactions as their gazes fixed upon her. She was wearing a green silk dress, with her shoulders bare, her upper chest on display, and her glossy black hair hanging long over one shoulder. The silken garment clung to her body, feeling particularly tight against her bosom, and she was confident that her flawless presentation would be capable of eliciting the desired sexual response.

			One of her guards announced, ‘My Lady, this is High Commander Parel dei Corbiere and his associates.’

			

			The guardsman gestured to the figure at the front of the party. The red-cloak commander was a handsome, thickset man in his thirties, with dark hair which hung below his ears, and a neatly-trimmed, thin beard. At the mention of his name, dei Corbiere bowed his head formally, and in a suave Dei Magnun accent said, ‘Duchess Berun, thank you for agreeing to meet with us.’

			As he spoke, Allana could already sense the instinctive pulsing of his desire. She felt a moment of satisfaction, being fully aware of the protection and control that this might offer her in the meeting to come.

			She did not rise from her seat, but tilted her head towards dei Corbiere in acknowledgement, and said, ‘High Commander, I’m of course happy to accept your request for a meeting. Please, come closer.’

			The red-cloaked leader and his colleagues started to move towards Allana. She had placed one other chair in front of hers on the dais, and she now raised a hand to indicate that they should halt, and said, ‘Excuse me, High Commander. I agreed to meet with you. Who are these people?’

			‘My colleagues, my Lady. I assure you that they’re here to listen, and will-’

			‘No,’ stated Allana, shaking her head to emphasise the point.

			‘No, my Lady?’

			‘I agreed to meet with you, High Commander dei Corbiere. Not with several of your lackeys. I don’t like being outnumbered in my own hall, particularly by uninvited guests.’

			Dei Corbiere sounded mildly indignant as he said, ‘I assure you, Duchess Berun, that it’s entirely normal that my-’

			

			‘No, High Commander. I’ll speak with you, as you’ve requested, but please tell your colleagues to wait in the courtyard. Otherwise, I’ll have to demand that you all leave.’

			There was steel in her voice, and she could see that the man was taken aback by her apparent disrespect. However, she was unfazed by this; she was becoming increasingly comfortable at using her elevated status to intimidate people, a skill which she had learnt from spending time with Jarrett, and from once observing his mother.

			After a moment, she added, ‘Surely, Commander, a powerful man like you can’t be worried about spending time alone with me?’

			She softened her voice for this last comment, deliberately adopting a flirtatious tone. Again, she felt a responding pulse of desire from the Dei Magnun, accompanied by a suggestion of uncertainty on the man’s face.

			Dei Corbiere hesitated for a few moments more, before turning to his companions and saying, ‘Wait for me outside, as the duchess requests. But come back for me within the hour. Do not leave without me, under any circumstances.’

			Well done, Lana. You’ve already separated him from his protectors.

			As the other red-cloaks exited the Great Hall, Allana ordered her own handful of guards to follow and to close the doors, leaving her alone with the Dei Magnun High Commander. She could perceive a wariness in the man as he came closer and seated himself upon the chair which she had placed just a pace away from her own, directly facing her.

			‘So, High Commander dei Corbiere,’ she said, ‘you wished to speak to me?’

			‘Yes, my Lady, I-’

			

			‘You may call me Duchess Allana.’

			Let him remember your superior status, Lana. And anyway, it’s so very nice to hear those words.

			‘Yes… Duchess Allana,’ said dei Corbiere. ‘Thank you for agreeing to see me at short notice. I’ve only been in my role at the garrison for a fortnight now, but I thought that it’s well overdue that I visit you.’

			‘Really? And why is that?’

			‘I’ll come onto that, if I may, Duchess. But first, may I express our thanks for the co-operation of House Berun with our holy work in this territory. We’re most grateful for your assistance as we carry out The Lord’s mission.’

			‘Thank you,’ she responded. ‘And yet, you’ve come here after my husband has departed, so you’re not also able to thank him in person?’

			‘That is… unfortunate timing, Duchess Allana,’ said dei Corbiere, his manner becoming more self-assured. ‘But please will you pass on our message to your husband?’

			‘I will.’ She then met his gaze, leaning towards him in a pose which would display more of her cleavage, and said, ‘But that’s not why you’re really here, is it?’

			She could sense an involuntary, responding surge of lust within him.

			‘No, Duchess. It’s not.’

			‘Then don’t be shy, Commander,’ she said. ‘Tell me.’

			‘We’ve not met before, Duchess, so please excuse me if I appear reticent, and if I… choose my words carefully. However, I presume that you’re familiar with Aiduel’s Guards’ mission and purpose? Our hunt for heresy and heretics?’

			‘Of course I am,’ said Allana. ‘And House Berun is delighted to do everything that we can to support you in that mission.’

			‘Thank you. We appreciate that. Indeed, The Lord appreciates that. However, sometimes, in the course of our work, we hear certain… accusations, matters which require our attention and investigation, no matter how unlikely or unpalatable they might seem.’

			So that’s where this is going to lead, Lana.

			‘Very well,’ she said, her voice deliberately soft. ‘And have you heard such an… accusation, which you would like to discuss with me?’

			He paused, before saying, ‘I have, Duchess Allana.’

			‘Then tell me, please.’

			‘You remember the day of the conquest of Septholme, Duchess?’

			‘Of course I do.’

			‘And did you hear about the massacre at our fortress which happened on that day?’

			‘Yes, I did. Horrible events. But I suspect that you know much more about it than I do.’

			‘The entire garrison was murdered, Duchess,’ the commander continued, his tone and expression suddenly stern. ‘An appalling massacre. And not only the garrison, but also the women who had been held captive there. All of them, except for one.’

			‘One woman survived, yes?’

			‘That’s correct.’

			‘How fortunate for her. Might I ask, how?’

			‘The woman, whose name is Mirram, was buried under a pile of bodies in a cage, Duchess Allana. A pile of… butchered corpses of women. She was ranting gibberish when we found her, as I understand, and for a long time my colleagues couldn’t make sense of anything that she was saying. But we’ve kept her at the fortress for the last few weeks, and we’ve nursed her to something of a recovery in the interests of discovering the truth. And gradually, the things that she’s been telling us have become more coherent. I interviewed her myself, just this week, and I was most disturbed by what she told me.’

			‘Oh, really?’ said Allana, whilst reaching across to place her hand softly onto the commander’s wrist, as if offering comfort. ‘And what has she been telling you?’

			He moved his wrist away, appearing unsettled by the physical connection, then straightened his back and stated, ‘She said that there was a woman at the fortress that day, who was responsible for many of the murders.’

			‘A woman?’

			‘A dark-haired woman, who came to the cage where the women were being held captive. A woman who was young, and apparently very beautiful.’ After saying this word, he paused for a moment to stare at Allana, and again she could sense an involuntary stirring of his attraction towards her. ‘Although, the survivor doesn’t use the word woman. She describes the person as a witch.’

			Learn all you that can, Lana. But be ready to act.

			‘A witch?’ She laughed scornfully. ‘Have you come here to tell me a scary children’s tale, High Commander?’

			‘That’s not my intention, if you’d allow me to finish. Mirram describes how this dark-haired woman apparently challenged a group of soldiers of my order, before she did something foul to turn two into horrific monsters, and murdered the rest. And then murdered the other women.’

			Allana maintained a calm expression. ‘This sounds like a preposterous tale from a madwoman, Commander. Monsters, witches, really?’

			‘It would seem so,’ said the man, his gaze still fixed upon Allana. ‘But corroborating factors lend it more credibility, Duchess. First, the gruesome deaths in the cage, which looked as if some… wild animal had done it, rather than the cuts of a sword. Secondly, several soldiers have reported sighting two beasts climbing the eastern wall of Septholme that day, which apparently had come from the direction of the fortress. Lastly, the survivor gave us a name, for the one whom she called a witch.’

			‘A name?’ repeated Allana, leaning back nonchalantly. ‘And what name did she give you?’

			‘Do you not already know, Duchess?’ asked dei Corbiere. His mouth was suddenly set in a thin line, and she noticed his hand edging towards the hilt of his sword.

			‘Do I? And why would I know? If you have a name, an accusation, then please share it, High Commander. Or leave. Now.’

			The thickset man did not appear to be intimidated, and he replied, ‘This is not an accusation, Duchess. But the survivor Mirram says that the woman spoke her name as Lady Allana, wife-to-be of Duke Jarrett Berun.’

			Find out everything that he knows, Lana. And whom he has told.

			Allana laughed again, her tone mocking. ‘What nonsense, High Commander.’

			The commander’s eyes were still fixed upon hers. ‘Is it, Duchess?’

			‘What? Really? You’re actually accusing me of witchcraft and murder, and of creating monsters? And you’re making these accusations in my own castle! Wait until I tell the duke about this!’

			Allana’s voice had become heated by the time that she finished, but the High Commander appeared to be unperturbed by her outburst.

			‘I am not making accusations, Duchess Allana, but am merely repeating what has been said to us. I know… that this sounds odd, Duchess. But… we are also aware of your history with our order.’

			‘My history?’

			‘Our records show that there was an Allana dei Monis captured in the very fortress which I now command. That this woman escaped from the fortress following a series of murders.’

			Allana kept the heat in her tone as she said, ‘Then you will also be aware that I was absolved of all crimes by Archprime Runus Kohn, and that Kohn gave assurances that Aiduel’s Guards would never take any further action against me.’

			‘I am aware of that, Duchess Allana. But you should be aware that there are higher authorities in the Holy Church than Archprime Runus Kohn.’ After stating this with a degree of solemnity, dei Corbiere appeared to relax in his chair, and said, ‘However, please excuse me for upsetting you, Duchess. You are correct; the woman’s story sounds like a children’s tale, and there’s absolutely no need for conflict between us. I have simply come here to ask a favour of you.’

			‘And what is that?’ asked Allana.

			‘Come to my fortress with me. Today, if you can. I want to bring you in front of the survivor, so that she can confirm to us that it was not you, of course, and I can end this uncomfortable business of your name being mentioned.’

			

			‘To your fortress?’

			‘Yes. You can accompany us on our return journey.’

			‘And what if this woman, this Mirram, lies again? And says it was me? What then?’

			‘I think we’ll all know if she’s lying,’ he replied. ‘Please, come with me. Then I can clear up this falsehood, and I’ll not have to report this to anyone senior.’

			How many of them are already aware of this, Lana? Do too many know already?

			‘I don’t think so, High Commander.’

			‘You don’t think so? May I ask why not?’

			‘Because I don’t want to,’ said Allana, before standing up. ‘I refuse to answer to the accusations of a madwoman, and therefore I won’t be accompanying you to your fortress.’

			She was growing tired of this encounter, and she stretched as she was speaking, deliberately arching her back within the tight, revealing dress, and displaying her perfect physical form to him. Once more, she could feel the primal reaction of his desire, and she responded by allowing invisible tendrils to begin to snake out of her mind, swirling sinuously towards him.

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			‘Duchess, you might appreciate that such a refusal could appear to lend more credibility to the woman’s accusations. If you come with us, we can-’

			He stopped speaking as the tendrils entered his mind and slid into his soul, burrowing inwards as they sought to take control of him. Allana moved casually to the side of the man’s chair, standing beside him, aware that her chest was at the height of his eyes. She could again feel a response of raw lust, and she savoured the anticipation of what was going to happen next.

			‘Enough of that, High Commander,’ she said, her voice soft and seductive. ‘I’m bored of your prattle.’

			She leaned in close to him, her lips brushing his ear, her upper body in his eyeline. And with the world now slowed down around her, she allowed her words to flow into his mind.

			You want me, Commander. You need me. And maybe, one day, I’ll let you have me. But only if you give me what I want. What I need. And what I need you to give of yourself is… everything.

			She could sense that his surging desire was overwhelming his willpower as she poured carnal images into his thoughts, and her face was flushed as she felt a mirroring of arousal within herself.

			‘Instead,’ she continued, ‘would you like me to make your visit worthwhile, and to tell you a little secret? A secret which you’ll never forget?’

			His gaze was locked upon her, his pupils dilated, but he did not respond to her question. Indeed, he was no longer capable of responding unless she allowed him to; he was mesmerised and dominated, unable to move from his chair or to call for help, and his expression was a tormented mixture of dismay and lust.

			She cupped a hand around his ear, her lips touching the flesh of his lobe as the last remnants of his free will were shattered, and she whispered, ‘It’s this. You’re mine now.’

			–

			In the minutes which followed, Allana proceeded to interrogate the red-cloaked commander, using her domination to compel him to answer every question.

			‘Have you told me everything that the woman Mirram told you, High Commander?’

			The man’s initial responses were delivered in a dull, confused voice. ‘Yes, I think so.’

			‘Who else knows about these accusations? Who else has heard my name being connected to what happened?’

			‘The four who are with me. Two more at the garrison. That’s everyone.’

			‘Anyone else? Has anyone reported this to someone more senior than you?’

			‘No, not yet. I was going to report it after today.’

			‘You will not report this to anyone, ever, Commander. You will leave this meeting, and you will tell your colleagues that you’re satisfied that the accusations are false, and after that you’ll forbid them to speak of this again. You will never speak of this again. Do you understand?’

			‘I understand,’ he said, his tone flat. ‘Never. None of us will ever speak of this again. I’ll make that clear to them, and I’ll discipline them if they do.’

			‘That’s good,’ she whispered, then reached down to stroke his cheek and neck, feeling his desire flame in response. ‘But it’s not enough. The woman Mirram. She’s a danger to me, High Commander. She wants to hurt me.’

			She’s tried to do you harm, Lana. She’s tried to destroy you, and for that she must be punished.

			‘What would you have me do?’ the commander queried, suddenly sounding outraged. ‘Just ask, and I’ll do it.’

			‘If she were to die… today, then the problem would go away,’ said Allana. ‘After all, she’s a heretic, isn’t she? A heretic and a liar. Shouldn’t you be ordering your people to kill heretics and liars, High Commander?’

			‘I should kill her,’ he stated with certainty. ‘She’s a heretic and a liar. She falsely accused you. She must die. I’ll order her execution today.’

			‘That’s good,’ Allana whispered, before sliding her hand onto his chest, causing his lust to rise once more. ‘But make it a quick death. And then she’ll never be able to cause problems for me, ever again.’

			She deserves this, Lana. It’s her own fault for trying to hurt you.

			‘And now… given that we have this time alone together, High Commander,’ she continued, ‘I want us to talk. I’d like you to tell me some secrets, and to give me some answers. About things which I need to understand.’

			‘Secrets?’

			‘I need you to tell me what your religious order is doing, High Commander. Why are you interrogating so many young people? And burning so many heretics? What do you hope to achieve?’

			‘I… should not tell you.’ There was a sudden trace of resistance in the man’s mind, as if his subconscious knew that he was forbidden from answering. ‘My oath, to the Archlaw and to The Lord.’

			‘Forget your oath. You want to tell me everything,’ she whispered, her hand sliding back up to caress his cheek. ‘You need to tell me everything.’

			‘I need to tell you everything,’ he repeated, his resistance collapsing as abruptly as it had arisen.

			‘What is your objective?’ Allana asked. ‘Why are you so interested in people who have recurring dreams and who possess powers? Why were you so keen to capture the Angel of Arlais?’

			‘Because the Archlaw has told us to.’

			‘Told you to do what?’

			‘To find the Illborn, and to kill them. He summoned me to his palace, like he summons every new high commander, and he gave me my prime mission. He told me that he was visited by The Lord Aiduel, who ordered him to find the Illborn and to kill them.’

			‘The Illborn? Who or what are the Illborn?’

			‘I’m not sure. The Archlaw describes them as evil heretics, people who have dark powers, who have visions of the future, and who have vivid, recurring dreams.’

			His words reminded Allana of her interrogation by Evelyn dei Laramin, when Allana’s tormentor had asked questions about these very points.

			Is that what you are, Lana? An Illborn?

			‘What kind of powers?’

			‘I don’t know for certain. No one does. But they’re evil powers. Powers which shouldn’t be possessed by any mortal. To do things which others can’t, and to know things which no one should know.’

			‘Powers like controlling others? Dominating others? Like I’m controlling you, right now?’

			For a moment, he seemed confused by her last question, but then said, ‘Yes, yes, I think so.’

			‘What kind of visions?’

			‘Visions of the future. Prophetic visions of what’s going to happen.’

			‘And what kind of recurring dream? What do they dream about?’

			‘I… I shouldn’t say…’ Again, this was accompanied by a tinge of resistance.

			‘Tell me!’

			‘A dream about five people, who are walking up a winding mountain path to an ethereal archway.’

			That’s your dream, Lana. And Arion’s. You’re both one of these Illborn, as is the priestess.

			‘How many of these Illborn are there?’

			‘There are four still alive, as far as I know. We think that the Angel of Arlais is one of them, and we killed one other.’

			‘You killed one? Who was it?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Tell me!’

			‘I don’t know, I swear.’

			‘And do you think that I’m one of these Illborn?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you were planning to kill me, if you could, weren’t you?’

			‘Yes. If we could have lured you away from this castle, into our fortress. But not anymore.’

			‘Why, though? Why are the Illborn to be killed?’

			‘I don’t know. The Archlaw told me that you’re evil, and that your heresy will undermine the faith.’

			‘No other reason?’

			‘None that I know, I swear.’

			There’s something else that you need to know, Lana. That you might need to know more than anything else.

			‘Is the ethereal archway of the dream real?’ she asked. ‘And if so, where is it?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Don’t lie to me! Where is it?’

			‘I don’t know, I promise.’

			

			‘Not good enough!’ exclaimed Allana, and for a moment her frustrated anger caused her inner darkness to surge upwards towards her hands, the fingertips of which were still pressed to the cheek of the commander. She forced herself to maintain control, willing the darkness to retreat within, and in a calmer voice she said, ‘Who does know then?’

			‘I’m not sure. If anyone… the Archlaw. He ordered me to look for the Illborn. He told me about the dream. He spoke to The Lord Aiduel. Ask him.’

			Allana paused, considering whether she had any further questions. She was growing more conscious of the time which she had already spent with the High Commander, and of his instruction to his waiting colleagues.

			‘Very well, that’s almost enough for now. I’ve only a few other matters to talk about. First, tell me again what you’re going to do when you leave here?’

			‘I’m to end the investigation into you, Duchess, to tell nobody else, and to order my subordinates to tell no one else.’

			‘Then what?’

			‘I’m to kill the woman Mirram. To execute her.’

			A shame, Lana. But it’s a choice between you and her, and you’ve been merciful by ordering him to make it a quick death.

			‘Very good. And now, my last questions and commands. Who do you now serve, High Commander? Who do you obey before and above anyone else?’

			‘You, Duchess.’

			‘That’s correct. Always remember that, but keep it a secret. Your secret duty is now to protect me, above all other actions and priorities. Whatever the cost. If necessary, you will even sacrifice your religion, your career, your colleagues, your loved ones, and your own life, to protect and to serve me. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Duchess.’

			‘If you become aware of a threat against me, you must tell me, and must do everything in your power to keep me safe. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Duchess.’

			‘Even at the cost of your own life, or the lives of others around you.’

			‘Even at the cost of my own life, or the lives of others around me.’

			Remember, you’re more important than everyone else, Lana.

			‘And who now owns you, High Commander? Who owns you, body and soul?’

			‘You do, Duchess Allana.’

			After hearing this, Allana smiled, then leaned in to kiss the commander on the cheek as a reward for his newfound devotion and servitude.

			‘Good. You may go now.’

			–

			That evening, Allana was alone in her private chambers. She had taken off the green silk dress, feeling relief to release the tight constraint around her breasts and waist, and she was now wearing a loose nightdress.

			She lay back on her bed, thinking about her successful meeting with the red-cloaked commander.

			She had parted company with dei Corbiere formally but amicably. By the time that he had reunited with his colleagues, it had been clear that he had already forgotten much of what had happened whilst he had been mesmerised. However, Allana was certain that he would not forget the instructions and impulses which she had planted inside him, and he would unwittingly carry out her orders, no matter how conflicted and uncomfortable it made him.

			She felt satisfied; her actions today had given her a puppet to control within Aiduel’s Guards, though she recognised that the commander would not be the last person that she would need to dominate like this if she was to continue to pursue her new goal. In time, there would be more. Many more if necessary, forcing each of them to serve her and to protect her. And perhaps even to worship her, like one might show devotion to a goddess?

			She had taken a risk today, but it had been completely worth it.

			The meeting was more successful than you could have hoped, Lana.

			She had removed another threat, and had gained significant knowledge about who and what she was.

			Most importantly, she was now certain about who would know more about the Gate. The Archlaw had instigated the hunt for the Illborn. He had set the Holy Church upon their trail, and he seemed to be the key person who might be able to tell Allana more about what she was and why she was being hunted.

			However, there were vital questions which attached to her possession of that knowledge, which she would need to consider further; what exactly was she prepared to do about it, and how great a risk was she willing to take?

			Specifically, if she wanted to pursue the goal of finding the Gate, and of claiming its almighty power, was she prepared to seek a return to Sen Aiduel, her city of birth which she had once fled from in terror? And, whilst she was there, would she be bold or reckless enough to risk trying to gain an audience with the Archlaw? And finally, if she did, would she dare to attempt to take control of him?

			Imagine that, Lana. The most powerful man in the world, in thrall to you.

			It was a very enticing thought.

			–

			The next morning, for the second consecutive time, Allana was woken not by daylight but by nausea.

			On this occasion, it was worse. Within moments of waking, she was crouched over her chamber pot, retching and vomiting, and feeling sorry for herself.

			By the time that she had finished, there were tears in her eyes and her mouth tasted foul. She pulled her nightdress over her head, then wiped her chin and lips on the garment, feeling marginally better for having succumbed to the urge to be sick.

			She then looked down at her naked body, a sudden realisation striking her, before raising a hand to touch her breast. Was it possible that it felt a little sore? She was unsure if that was her imagination, but certainly, it had been a relief to take off her tight-fitting green dress on the preceding evening.

			Another fact then entered her mind, which caused her heart to begin to race; her bloods were significantly overdue. They had not come when last expected, but she had not given much thought to that until now, imagining that the traumas of the conquest of Septholme must have unsettled her natural cycle.

			But this time she could not ignore her realisations, or disregard the immediate question which they raised.

			Are you pregnant, Lana?
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			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			‘Ahoy! Ships direct ahead. Two large vessels, likely galleons. Estimate six miles.’

			Arion was standing on Star of Canasar’s foredeck when this shout of alarm boomed from the lookout’s nest on the foremast behind him, and his heart sank.

			

			By the Lord, was it too much to ask that we might manage to avoid them?

			He peered in the indicated direction, but his lower elevation meant that no vessels were visible on the distant horizon. He then rubbed his eyes, trying to shake off his weariness; he had managed only a couple of hours of rest during the tense preceding night as the fleet had departed from Abass.

			The crew of the galleon were bustling around Arion as he started to move towards the stern. They were being mustered into action by the warning call and by the shouted commands of Col Remman, who was standing beside the helmsman on the quarterdeck. Arion ascended the steps from the main deck and approached the ship’s captain.

			‘It’s as we feared, then,’ said Arion. ‘They’ve sailed west, and they’ve waited for us.’

			‘Aye,’ replied Remman, the gap in his teeth becoming visible as he grimaced. He then gestured upwards to the blue, cloudless sky. ‘And in these conditions, there’s little chance that they haven’t already seen us.’

			‘Lord damn it, what a way for this journey to start! Though I suppose we should at least be thankful that it’s our fleet that’s encountered them, and not our northbound ships.’

			‘Aye. Shall we proceed as we discussed, my Lord? Try to sail around them?’

			‘Yes. But you’re absolutely certain that we can’t outrun them in the open sea?’

			‘I’m certain, my Lord. Star of Canasar and Venturer might escape them, but not our other two ships. Dei Magnun galleons are fast. They’d run us down.’

			‘Very well,’ said Arion. ‘Let’s try to sail the fleet around them, and hope that they choose to ignore us. However, if they decide to close on us, we must be ready to fight.’

			‘And do you think that Priestess Leanna will be able to… intervene again? With the golden wall of light?’

			‘I’m not sure. I can’t be certain that she’ll have the stomach for sinking their ships in the middle of the ocean, and for killing that many people. And even if she does, I doubt whether what she did would work again out here on the open sea, given that the Dei Magnuns know what to expect now. I think they would just keep tracking us until she’s exhausted, and therefore I don’t want to rely upon the priestess. We’ll sort out our own problems. I’ll sort out our problems. We must prepare for battle.’

			And Lord preserve me, it would feel good to kill some Dei Magnuns.

			‘Understood,’ said Remman, before shouting to his helmsman, ‘Twenty degrees to port. Maintain course west-southwest!’

			The captain then proceeded to bark other orders at his surrounding officers and crew, ensuring that the galleon was readied for the coming conflict, and that command signals were given to the accompanying fleet.

			Arion looked behind as he heard these instructions, his gaze moving across the three allied ships which were following in an arrowhead formation, one of which was Seafarer’s Pride. Remman had explained previously that while Star of Canasar was built for war, with a strong hull and reinforced keel, none of the other trio of vessels were of a size or strength to risk a collision with the Dei Magnun galleons. These other ships were also carrying a significant number of civilians, and relatively fewer warriors.

			As such, Arion was aware that the burden of any fighting would fall upon his own galleon, and on its crew and soldiers, who were assembling for battle. He watched as three-dozen Western Canasar veterans now moved to man the twelve ballistae, six to either side, which were the principal armaments of the warship.

			By the Lord, after everything that they’ve been through and lost, my men still maintain their discipline. I’m proud of them.

			Over one hundred of Arion’s soldiers were with him on this vessel, in addition to a crew of eighty sailors, and collectively they would be well capable of presenting a formidable resistance. However, Remman estimated that there was a complement of over one hundred and fifty sailors and marines on each of the Dei Magnun warships. Against both enemy vessels, the defenders of Star of Canasar would be outnumbered, and it would be necessary for Arion to overcome that disadvantage.

			He now heard Remman bellowing, ‘Tell me their bearing, distance and heading!’

			There was a delay of a few seconds as this shout was repeated, but then an answering cry came from the lookout’s post on the mizzen mast.

			‘Bearing, west-northwest. Distance, less than six miles. Heading, they’re coming directly towards us, captain!’

			–

			Twenty minutes later, the pair of approaching vessels were less than two miles away, and their tall masts and full sails were visible to Arion. There was no doubt now that they were the Dei Magnun galleons, and he was sure that their intent was to attack.

			After it had become apparent that the enemy ships were on a course to intercept, Captain Remman had issued orders for Star of Canasar to turn directly towards the Dei Magnuns, sailing at a beam reach to the wind. The other three ships in the fleet had been signalled to maintain their distance whilst keeping the lead vessel in sight. Arion was resolved to attack the enemy head-on, rather than allowing his ships to be hunted down one-by-one in a prolonged chase across the vast Western Ocean.

			He had used the intervening time to equip gauntlets, vambraces and a helmet, and his sword was scabbarded at his waist. However, he had decided not to don any heavier battle armour, which might drag him to the depths of the sea if he happened to fall overboard.

			‘Are you certain that you want to do this, Lord Arion?’

			The question was asked by Sir Castigan, who had moved alongside Arion on the quarterdeck. In contrast to Arion’s decision to be lightly armoured, the knight was clad in full battle-dress, with his order’s insignia of a green sceptre on a white background clearly visible on his tabard.

			‘What choice do we have, Castigan?’ Arion replied.

			‘Signal them when they draw close. Message that you’re commissioned to fight for the Order of Saint Amena for the year ahead. That will surely make them realise that any attack on our fleet will be an act of piracy against my holy order.’

			‘Our contract only starts properly once we reach the Holy Land, so they’ll justify their aggression as attacking an enemy at sea. But anyway, I doubt that they’ll allow us any opportunity to complain to your order in future. I believe that they intend to kill us, and to sink our ships, so there’ll be no trace of their actions. As such, we will kill them first. I don’t intend to waste our time signalling about peace while they’re preparing to attack us.’

			Castigan stared at him hard, before saying, ‘By the Lord, I believe that you’re relishing what’s coming, Lord Arion. I personally hate the thought of spilling the blood of those who share our faith.’

			‘If there’s to be a fight, Sir Castigan, it won’t me who initiates it, in the same way that we didn’t initiate the war between Andar and Dei Magnus. I remind you that we were happy to sail by, but it’s these Dei Magnuns who’ve chosen to come for us. Being honest, though, I’ve no reason to love the people of Dei Magnus, and I see little that I share with them. If they force me to kill them, then I’ll do it without hesitation.’

			By the Lord, they’re the aggressors here! Not me!

			Castigan was silent after that, and Arion and the knight continued to watch the distance closing between their own warship and the pair of enemy galleons. The sun was shining down from the blue skies above, the wind was billowing through the sails of Star of Canasar, and the clement weather presented a peculiar contrast to the storm of bloodshed which Arion felt sure awaited them.

			They were now less than a mile away from the enemy, and they were closing fast. They would clash within minutes.

			–

			By the time that the Dei Magnun vessels were two hundred metres away, Arion had moved to the main deck. He was standing at the starboard edge of the ship, surrounded by his soldiers.

			

			Armed and manned ballistae were to either side of him, large metal bolt missiles primed on some of the weapons, and rounded stones loaded on others. Several other soldiers were equipped with bows, and Arion noticed that some of these held fire arrows, the cloth heads of which had been soaked in oil. Finally, he could see that several sailors were holding grappling hooks attached to long ropes, and others were gripping wooden gangplanks.

			Arion held tight to the ship’s siderail as he felt the galleon turning to port, leaving the starboard side facing towards the approaching enemy vessels. The warship suddenly lurched forwards, gathering speed as it ran with the wind directly behind, before turning to starboard again.

			During the previous night, when Arion and his senior officers had discussed the possibility of encountering the Dei Magnuns, Col Remman had explained his intended tactics for this maritime clash.

			‘We must avoid sailing between the two of them,’ the captain had stated. ‘Our danger lies in being trapped between the two vessels, or if one grapples us in place and the other then attacks from the opposite direction. Our best chance of winning is if we can cripple or slow one of their warships sufficiently to put it out of action, and then overcome the other.’

			Arion believed that Remman’s current manoeuvre was intended to take Star of Canasar around the starboard side of the leftmost enemy galleon, avoiding the one hundred metre gap between the pair of Dei Magnun vessels. Arion could see the two enemy warships responding, but it appeared that the captain’s first ploy was working, and that they would manage to pass around the galleon on the left.

			

			As they did, less than thirty metres separated the opposing ships. As soon as the vessels were broadly aligned and parallel, running in opposite directions, both crews released missiles. A combination of lengthy metal bolts and heavy, rounded rocks were launched from the six starboard-facing ballistae on Arion’s ship, and a twanging sound signalled the release of dozens of arrows, including a handful with flaming tips.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			This onset of battle triggered Arion’s powers. With heightened perception, and with the world around him now decelerated, he observed the volley of missiles crossing the distance to the Dei Magnun vessel. He was also able to track the deadly approach of the enemy’s answering projectiles, and he ducked as an arrow whistled through the place where his head had been.

			Several people cried out around him, indicating that others had been less fortunate. On the opposing ship, he could see bolts, rocks and arrows striking home, some felling crewmembers, and others hammering into the vessel itself. However, none appeared to have damaged either the masts or sails of the Dei Magnun galleon, which is what Col Remman had explained would be necessary to slow the enemy. There was also no attempt by either side to launch grappling hooks, which Arion understood would require a range of below twenty metres.

			Then the two vessels were past each other, heading in opposite directions, and Arion could again feel Star of Canasar turning to starboard in the water, sailing around the stern of the Dei Magnun warship. As it did so, Arion spotted Admiral Honnir dei Coranis on the quarterdeck of the enemy galleon, which identified that ship as Mariner’s Rapier. The arrogant naval commander was standing near to the wheeled helm, shouting orders.

			As the opposing ships separated, Arion could see that the pair of Dei Magnun galleons were circling back, apparently eager to re-engage. If Col Remman was correct, Star of Canasar would need to use its armaments to cripple one of the two vessels before being grappled and boarded. However, it was already clear that the Dei Magnuns would be trying just as hard to inflict a battering on the Andarron galleon whenever they were in range.

			Lord preserve me, they’re just as likely to damage us!

			But as Arion had this thought, with power still surging through his body in anticipation of the coming combat, a new possibility occurred to him. An idea of how he might personally be able to remove one of the enemy vessels from the fight.

			He started to move towards the quarterdeck, eager to discuss his new plan with Col Remman.

			–

			Throughout the next fifteen minutes, the three galleons continued to circle each other in a deadly game of cat and mouse. On each occasion that they sailed by, there were inconclusive exchanges of missiles, but the ships never drew close enough to allow grappling hooks to be employed.

			Arion was a fascinated observer. Although he knew little about naval warfare, it was an absorbing spectacle to witness the manoeuvring of the mighty vessels within the ocean waters, and to see how the frantic crew used the wind, rudder, and adjustment of lines and sails to change course and speed.

			

			During this time, he had explained his plan to Col Remman. For a few seconds after hearing this, the captain had stared at Arion as if he was looking upon a madman.

			‘Are you certain?’ Remman had finally asked, after returning his focus to the naval battle. ‘If you can do it, it will definitely cripple them. But what you’re describing sounds impossible.’

			‘If you can get me into that position,’ Arion had replied, ‘then my abilities will do the rest.’

			‘But how?’

			‘You must have heard of Moss Ford, and witnessed my fight on the quayside against the monsters? Trust me, I can do it, and I’ll survive.’

			‘Very well then. Your orders, your death, my Lord. How close do you need us to be?’

			‘Within fifteen metres. That should be close enough.’

			‘We might be grappled.’

			‘I’ll be as quick as I can. I think it’s a risk worth taking.’

			Arion was now standing a few metres back from the bow of his ship, feeling the vessel turn towards Mariner’s Rapier. Remman’s helmsman had lined up his approach such that the bow would be aimed at the stern quarterdeck of the enemy vessel, to starboard, before turning such that the two warships would then run close alongside each other.

			Arion had stripped off his remaining armour and he was wearing only a shirt, trousers, and boots, with his sword gripped in his right hand. He had ordered the surrounding soldiers and sailors to clear the space around and in front of him.

			He was aware of the power coiling within his body, the power which he was certain had been continuing to grow since the fall of Septholme. He was also tensed and ready to pick his moment as Star of Canasar closed on the enemy galleon, and energy was rippling through and around his limbs as he estimated the distance between the ships. Time had slowed to a crawl as he observed the narrowing gap.

			Fifty metres. Thirty metres. Twenty metres…

			Arion sprinted along the length of the foredeck towards the bow, feeling his body blur into motion in a way which he had not done since he had smashed open a cell door in the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards. At the last moment, he launched himself into the air, his foot touching briefly against the bowsprit at the front of the vessel. He used this connection to propel himself forwards, and he leaped.

			Almost fifteen metres still separated the vessels at this point, and no one on the quarterdeck of Mariner’s Rapier could have expected that they were at risk of anything other than an assault by missiles. However, Arion easily cleared the distance between the two warships and, after landing with a hard crunch on the enemy deck, he exploded into attack.

			There were a dozen people immediately around him, but his perception was heightened to such an extent that time was almost frozen, and his first target was already determined. Before anyone could react, his sword had swept across the neck of the helmsman, sending the man reeling in a spray of blood.

			Arion then spun, sliced and thrust in a whirlwind of devastation unleashed upon the surrounding sailors. His attacks were precise, relentless and urgent; there would soon be a response from the dozens of enemy marines on Mariner’s main deck, and he needed to clear this quarterdeck and to achieve his objective before overwhelming numbers could thwart his efforts.

			Kill them! Kill them all!

			Arion’s sword was stabbing and slashing in a frenzy of bloodletting, the blurred motions of his body and arm barely traceable to those around him. After decapitating an unfortunate sailor, he sensed the desperate attack of Honnir dei Coranis. He dodged this without effort, then grabbed hold of the admiral’s tunic with his free hand before hurling the screaming man thirty metres beyond the side of the galleon.

			Barely ten seconds had passed, but every Dei Magnun who had been standing on the quarterdeck was either dead or was fleeing towards the main deck, obstructing the path of the more courageous soldiers who were attempting to ascend the steps in the opposite direction.

			Arion could see that Star of Canasar was now sailing alongside Mariner’s Rapier, and he knew that he had to accomplish his goal while there was still an opportunity to get back to his own vessel. He dashed towards the helm, casting his sword aside, before placing both of his hands onto the large wheel. Taut rope was wrapped around the drum behind the wheel, rope which he understood was used for controlling the rudder and steering the ship.

			By the Lord, pull!

			Arion felt vast strength coiling around his limbs as he grasped hold of the ship’s wheel and heaved with all his might. It was as much force and energy as he could ever remember directing towards a single object. For the briefest moment, as enemy marines started to emerge onto the quarterdeck, it seemed that the thick, varnished wood was withstanding his efforts, and he could feel the taut ropes straining against what he was trying to do.

			

			But then the wood of the helm began to buckle, and with a tearing sound it was pulled towards him, the beams which had anchored the wheel to the deck splintering and breaking. Arion completed the motion, ripping the massive helm completely from its brackets before lifting it, an action which also snapped the rope wrapped around the drum behind the wheel.

			He then spun around before launching the destroyed wooden structure at great velocity towards the rear mast of the galleon. The resulting, bone-shuddering impact shattered the helm completely whilst also cracking the mast, which started to topple sideways.

			As he observed this outcome with satisfaction, Arion was also aware that the main deck of Star of Canasar was now directly across from his position, although it was still over ten metres away. However, to avoid being grappled, the Sepian flagship was already beginning to turn to starboard, increasing the distance from Mariner’s Rapier.

			Lord preserve me, I’ve done what I can. Now get out of here!

			Arion spun towards the starboard side of the ship, set off in a run, and again his energy surged into the leap which followed. He travelled even further this time, which was necessary because of the growing distance between the rival galleons.

			On the descent from his arcing leap, it was clear to him that he was not going to land cleanly on the deck. Instead, he thudded against the upper hull, his hands barely gripping onto the rail at the side of the ship.

			As a handful of crewmates then reached to pull him aboard, Arion could hear cheering breaking out around him. He glanced back and could see that Mariner’s Rapier appeared to be continuing in the direction which it had been sailing before the damage to its mast and helm, with no apparent control over its rudder.

			Arion could feel hands slapping him on the back, and he felt a moment of satisfaction that his daring actions appeared to have crippled the Dei Magnun ship. He had probably also killed the enemy’s commanding officer.

			He smiled broadly, savouring the raucous appreciation of the soldiers and sailors around him. For the first time in a very long time, he could remember what it felt like to be a hero.

			–

			In the aftermath of this success, Arion rejoined Captain Remman on the quarterdeck. As Mariner’s Rapier ploughed on into the distance, with only limited apparent directional control, the captain’s manoeuvring against the other Dei Magnun galleon soon changed from evasion to attempting to close and board. In contrast, the second enemy warship appeared to be trying to avoid such an outcome, and was sailing towards its stricken ally.

			Arion was standing beside Remman when Sir Castigan approached them both.

			‘Break off, Lord Arion,’ said Castigan. ‘Now that their lead ship’s been crippled, they’ve lost their stomach for the fight. Your actions have won the day. We no longer need to do this.’

			Arion frowned at the knight, feeling instinctive dislike for the suggestion.

			Kill them, kill them, kill them! Take your victory!

			

			However, he forced himself to resist this impulse and to listen.

			‘You think so?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, I do!’ replied Castigan. ‘Captain Remman, is it at all likely that Mariner’s Rapier will be able to quickly repair what was done and come after us?’

			Remman took a moment to consider the question, then said, ‘No. Lord Sepian wrecked the ship’s helm and damaged the mast. Their carpenters will be able to carry out makeshift repairs, but it’ll take time, and they’ll have very limited manoeuvrability until it’s fixed. And for a full repair, they’ll need to sail back to Abass.’

			‘Then we can break off,’ said Castigan, ‘and escape from here without further bloodshed, with very little risk of being pursued and caught?’

			Remman displayed a gap-toothed grimace, looking towards Arion, then said, ‘Aye. But only with my Lord’s instruction, of course.’

			‘Please, Lord Arion,’ implored Castigan, ‘let’s leave this battle with as many men as possible. Men who’ll still be alive to fight in the Holy Land.’

			As he listened to these words, Arion realised that he was relishing the thought of boarding the remaining Dei Magnun ship, and then using his supreme martial powers to make them pay for their decision to attack. How glorious would it be to wade amongst the enemy with weapon drawn, utilising his incomparable abilities to lead his men to a daring naval victory?

			But he recognised immediately that this could also be another reckless and ill-considered act. And there had been far too many of those in recent months.

			

			By the Lord, I must stop acting like a rash child! I need to pause and think!

			He took a deep breath, contemplating his decision. As he did so, he was reminded of a conversation with Leanna at the stern of the ship, just weeks earlier. He had been beset by guilt over his choices and their awful consequences, and he had told Leanna that he was worried about what he was going to become. Her answer had resonated with him then, and he could still recall it now.

			‘…only you can choose how you’ll use your powers, if they continue to get stronger. It’s for you to decide what you’ll become.’

			If they pursued the Dei Magnuns, he would utilise his powers to kill dozens more men. For the duration of the ensuing battle, he would again become the indomitable killer known as the Butcher of Moss Ford. However, if the engagement ended now, he would have used his abilities to avoid more bloodshed, whilst still being the hero who had saved the day.

			For a moment, he wished that Leanna was beside him to witness the responsible decision that he was about to make.

			‘Break off, Captain,’ he ordered. ‘Sir Castigan is correct. Let’s see if we can end this without further bloodshed.’

			–

			After that exchange, the Western Canasar fleet was indeed able to successfully detach itself from the Dei Magnuns, before continuing the journey westward.

			By the time that evening arrived, Arion was still basking in the satisfied afterglow of his deeds, and he could hear voices discussing his miraculous feats with awe whenever he came close to groups of sailors and soldiers. It had been a good outcome for the westbound force, with only a handful of deaths and serious injuries resulting from the encounter, and the victory had clearly improved morale.

			Arion tried to join in with the banter for a while, but eventually he retreated to his small cabin below decks. He attempted to fall asleep that night without touching his personal supply of wine, but ultimately it was easier to pour himself a drink to ease his excited mind, and slumber later claimed him.

			–

			Over the course of the following weeks, the Western Canasar fleet sailed on towards the Holy Land. They were travelling in late spring, with mild winds and calmer seas, and the journey was largely uneventful. There were no further sightings of the Dei Magnun galleons, nor of any other warships which might have posed a threat.

			Arion passed his mornings aboard the galleon in a routine of martial exercise and drilling of his soldiers. He was determined to forge his small army into an effective fighting force, and he was pleased to see that their discipline was continuing to hold.

			In the afternoons, he regularly spent time in Col Remman’s cabin, gathered with Castigan Reynard and with Sergeant Derrson, often with maps spread out on the table before them. Castigan was teaching Arion and Derrson about the Holy Land during these meetings, educating them about the terrain, towns and fortifications.

			

			Castigan focused primarily on describing the Enclave, that part of the Holy Land which was controlled by the Holy Church and by the peoples of Angall. The Enclave had been established following the fabled First Crusade, and Castigan was clearly proud that it had survived through seven decades of war.

			‘The Enclave is our home and our sanctuary,’ said the knight during one of their first meetings. ‘From the First Crusade onwards, we’ve paid for every mile that we hold in the blood of martyrs, and we’ll continue to accept that price for as long as is needed to defeat the infidels.’

			Arion was fascinated to learn that there was a habitable zone, containing water, fields and crops, along the entire coastline of the Holy Land, running from the tip of the continent in the north to the furthest reaches to the south. Castigan described how the Enclave comprised a swathe of this land hundreds of miles long, between the fortified ports of Sen Josias in the north and Sen Rellinas in the south, with the coastal capital city of Arron in the centre. The legendary Holy Desert started thirty-five miles to the west of that city, before stretching for a vast distance to the mighty Holy Mountains range which contained Aiduel’s Gate.

			Arion also questioned the knight about the Holy City, but Castigan had relatively little knowledge about this, and commented, ‘The ways to Aiduel’s Gate are closed, Lord Arion. The infidels control those lands, and there’s only death for the one true faith beyond the borders of the Enclave. No one in the Enclave has ever been able to enter Aiduel’s Gate, and only a handful have survived the journey required to witness its walls from a distance.’

			Arion also learned more about Fort Upholder, their ultimate destination where his brother Delrin was based. This fortress of the Order of Saint Amena was fifty miles to the north-west of Sen Josias, at the outermost reaches of the Enclave’s territory in the north. Castigan had never been there, but he warned Arion that it was likely to be a dangerous location given its proximity to enemy territory.

			‘Can you tell me more about this enemy?’ asked Arion. ‘These… infidels, who control the land outside of the Enclave?’

			‘They’re warlike, murderous savages,’ answered Castigan, becoming animated. ‘They refuse to recognise the divine nature of The Lord Aiduel, or the supremacy of the Holy Church, and they refute the Church’s historical right to the lands which they occupy. They call themselves the Addui, but they’re just a collection of desert tribes without faith, civilisation or culture, and every last one of them is a heretic who won’t hesitate to murder the followers of the one true faith. They’re dangerous warriors though, and their threat has increased greatly in recent years after a bastard of a warlord called Baladris united them. The desert is now an even deadlier place, and all-out war with the infidels grows ever more likely.’

			Arion could hear an almost fanatical venom dripping from every word as the knight said this.

			By the Lord, he truly hates these Addui!

			

			‘Excuse me for sounding passionate, Lord Arion,’ said Castigan. ‘But in the Enclave and the Order of Saint Amena, the infidel Addui are our blood enemies, and the holy cause is our life.’

			‘The holy cause?’

			‘Protecting the Enclave, defeating the infidels, conquering the entire Holy Land, and reclaiming the Holy City for our faith. That is the purpose of my holy order and of my life.’ The dark-haired knight announced this with a degree of formality and certainty which brooked no question or doubt. ‘And how do you feel about that cause and its righteousness, Lord Arion?’

			Arion frowned. In truth, he had no love for the Holy Church, and he had little interest in the rights and wrongs of the Enclave’s war with these Addui people. He had come here to reunite with, and was contracted to fight alongside, his brother. For now, that was enough.

			‘I obviously support that cause, because I’m here,’ he said, choosing his words carefully. ‘And… on the battlefield, my men and I will fight wholeheartedly for the cause, alongside your order.’ He could see that Castigan did not appear completely satisfied with this answer, so he tried to change the subject by asking, ‘And have you seen battle, Sir Castigan? Have you ever killed a man?’

			The knight grimaced and replied, ‘I was born in Arron, I pledged my life to the Order of Saint Amena in my early teens, and I’ve served in various frontier castles and fortresses over the course of more than a decade. I saw my first battle and bloodied my sword at the age of eighteen, Lord Arion, and there have been many more since. Every man in the Enclave learns how to fight at an early age, and we know that we fight to the death. I’ve lost many close friends to this struggle, and we know that the infidels will sweep us off their continent, and into the sea, if we don’t have the strength and resolve to defy them. Please don’t worry that you might be fighting alongside weak men. Only the strongest survive in the Holy Land.’ He then stared at Arion. ‘However, after seeing your exploits against the Dei Magnuns, I feel confident that you’ll thrive there.’

			‘I hope so.’

			‘How did you do what you did, Lord Arion, if you don’t mind me asking? The distance that you leaped, the speed you were moving, the sheer strength which was needed to rip the helm out. And after you returned, I noticed that your eyes were glowing. None of that was… normal?’

			Arion was again careful in his choice of words as he said, ‘I have certain… powers, Sir Castigan. Powers which I believe have been granted to me by… The Lord, to do The Lord’s work.’

			‘Please excuse me. I can tell that my question has made you uncomfortable, which wasn’t my intention. I was merely interested, though I can see now why you became known as the Hero of Moss Ford. And believe me, Lord Arion, if you fight like that against the infidels, then you and I will become friends, and you’ll soon be hailed as a hero in the Holy Land.’

			‘A hero?’

			‘Yes. And if your… powers can one day help us to destroy the infidels, and to reclaim Aiduel’s Gate, then you’ll be more than a hero. You’ll become a living legend.’

			–

			

			After three weeks had passed at sea, Captain Remman notified Arion that they were believed to be less than a day away from the east coast of the Holy Land. It was the captain’s intention for the fleet to find that coastline, and then to follow it south until they came to Arron.

			The leadership of the Order of Saint Amena were insistent that all new soldiers in the Holy Land were to register in Arron, before being dispersed to other locations. The fleet was therefore going to dock in that city for a short time before travelling back up the coast to the port of Sen Josias, where Arion’s people would then disembark for the overland journey to Fort Upholder.

			After hearing Remman’s news, Arion felt relief that the long ocean voyage was finally coming to an end, alongside a sense of anticipation about what lay ahead. However, he was also feeling some disquiet; the prolonged journey had given him a greater sense of separation from the awful events in Western Canasar, such that his moments of despair had become shallower and less frequent. But soon, he would reach the Holy Land and would reunite with his brother Delrin, requiring him to offer explanation for the tragedy which had befallen their family.

			He therefore struggled to get to sleep on the night after Remman had shared this news, and he was forced to eventually reach for the canteen of wine beside his bunk. At some point after guzzling down the red liquid, he slipped into slumber, but he was later disturbed by a sensation which emerged suddenly, and which was impossible to ignore; an abrupt surge of energy, pulsing in bursts from somewhere remote. He could feel this energy touching him, invigorating him, its presence faint but unquestionably discernible.

			

			By the Lord, what is that?

			He had experienced something like this only once before, prior to the war, during his ill-fated journey from Septholme to Andarron. On that occasion, he had wondered if he was sensing the distant presence of Leanna or Allana.

			This time, he was certain that this beating of energy did not originate from any of his kind, because Leanna’s ship was trailing behind Star of Canasar. By contrast, this pulsing sensation seemed to be coming from the direction in which the prow of Arion’s ship was pointing, from somewhere to the west.

			From the Holy Land, where Arion and his people were heading.

			Lord preserve me, what am I feeling? Where is that coming from?

			As he was considering this, he became aware of a separate and unsettling sensation, which was accompanying the beats of energy; a feeling that he was being watched. He was sure that no one was in the room with him, but he was also suddenly certain that someone – or something – could sense him, and was aware of his connection and reaction to this beating energy. And there was a discernible sense of hostility and power – and fear? – emanating from this presence.

			Arion sat up, shivering despite the heat of his room. Although the rational part of his mind was telling him that he was alone, he started to reach for his sword whilst searching the darkness with his eyes.

			However, before his hand could clasp the hilt of his weapon, the pulsing energy and the sense of an unknown presence both ceased, vanishing as abruptly as they had emerged. In their absence, Arion was left wide-awake and alert in the darkness of his cabin, and the experience raised questions which were impossible to ignore.

			Could the source of this sensation have been the Gate of his dreams? And, if so, who had been watching him?
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			Leanna

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			After the potential danger of the fleet’s early encounter with the Dei Magnun galleons, the subsequent days of Leanna’s voyage to the Holy Land were relatively less eventful.

			The prime focus of her life aboard Seafarer’s Pride soon became one of training. Caddin was persistent in his demands that Leanna should ready herself for the challenges which might await her in future, and he refused to allow her to shirk from training both her body and her powers.

			‘You’ll be ready for whatever you’re going to face, Leanna,’ he said, ‘because I’m going to make sure that you’re ready.’

			Each morning and evening, Leanna worked through an hour of physical exercise with her grey-bearded protector, often in front of a gathering of bemused onlookers on the main deck. After a handful of days, Amyss also decided to join in.

			Separately, when Leanna and Amyss were alone in their private cabin, Leanna’s other training focused upon strengthening her powers. Often, this was a means for her to expend excess energy, particularly by maintaining and shaping her golden shield for long periods, and by lifting things. She recognised that the endurance of her abilities was improving alongside her physical conditioning.

			Amyss also tried to encourage Leanna to practise her ability to see into another person’s thoughts, as Leanna had once achieved with Archprime Meira dei Corsi, and later with Caddin. With a coy smile, Amyss suggested that Leanna try this on her when they were touching and kissing. Leanna was tempted by how such an intimate joining might feel, but the memory of how Caddin had been affected by the invasion of his mind still deterred her from using that ability again.

			Caddin also regularly visited their cabin, and he was encouraging Leanna to attempt to overcome the effects of his medallions, in the same way that she had once managed to overcome the artifacts when she had saved him from taking his own life. This training proved to be as frustrating as being smacked on the thighs with the flat of a sword.

			On one of the early days aboard the ship, Caddin extracted his coin pouch, which still bulged with a healthy quantity of gold coins.

			‘Move it,’ he ordered, ‘as if your life depends on it. Or Amyss’s, or mine.’

			For the first few days that Leanna tried, she gained nothing more than a vague sense of ethereal fingers forming then loosely encircling the pouch. However, these invisible fingers felt wispy and insubstantial, and she was unable to grip the object.

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the strength to overcome this medallion.

			After three days of trying, however, she finally achieved some sense of solidity. Indeed, she was able to nudge the coin pouch, moving it just a fraction. Ever since then, even though the medallions still depleted her powers, she was becoming accustomed to tapping into a small but surviving residue of energy. Amyss congratulated her on this achievement, although Caddin’s comments indicated that he was unimpressed, and that she had to work harder.

			Leanna was continuing to strive to do so, recognising that she was making progress. However, in relation to other aspects of her powers, there was no evident improvement whilst in the medallions’ presence; the emotions of her companions were still blocked from her, and she was unable to use her healing ability or her shimmering shield of light whenever Caddin was nearby.

			–

			After a week aboard Seafarer’s Pride, Leanna was sitting with her two companions against the starboard side of the main deck, feeling the ship sway and roll beneath them during one of the choppier days at sea.

			‘We still need to decide what we’re going to do when we reach the Holy Land, Leanna,’ said Caddin, the first time that he had raised this matter since they had embarked on the voyage.

			Leanna nodded in acknowledgement, aware that there were yet more decisions which she was required to make. During her final morning in Abass, she had concluded that a return to Arlais, to try to find and rescue her parents, would be too reckless and would have negligible prospect of succeeding. Similarly, she had ultimately dismissed the idea of a journey to Sen Aiduel; as much as she might have wished for the Archlaw to give her an explanation about what she was and what would happen if she reached the Gate, she was pragmatic enough to recognise that it was far more likely that the Holy Leader would kill her at the earliest opportunity.

			She had therefore chosen to travel west across the vast ocean to the Holy Land, to get much closer to the city which she believed was likely to contain the Gate of her dreams. This option had felt the most purposeful to maintain control of her own destiny. However, the precise detail of what she and her companions were going to do when they arrived on those foreign shores was still to be determined.

			‘I know we do,’ she said, replying to Caddin. ‘And what do you think our options are?’

			‘The first thing we’ll have to choose,’ stated the grey-bearded man, ‘is whether we stay with Arion Sepian and his soldiers and civilians to travel to the fortress in the north, or do we break off from them when we reach Arron?’

			Caddin had gleaned from one of the ship’s soldiers that the Western Canasar force intended to dock in Arron for a day or two, before sailing north to the port of Sen Josias, and then journeying inland to an Enclave frontier fortress and settlement called Fort Upholder.

			‘You wanted us to come to keep an eye on Arion,’ said Amyss, pitching her voice low. ‘Why then would we leave everyone else? Surely we should continue to travel with them?’

			‘Fair point,’ said Caddin. ‘If Leanna won’t let me… take action against Sepian, then we need to monitor him to make sure that he doesn’t go anywhere near Aiduel’s Gate, unless…’

			‘Unless what?’ asked Leanna.

			‘Unless we leave Sepian’s people because we’ve decided to travel directly to Aiduel’s Gate ourselves.’

			Leanna frowned. ‘How would that even be possible? None of us know how to get there. And as I understand, most of the land between the coast and Aiduel’s Gate is controlled by native armies who are hostile to the Holy Church.’

			‘Yes, and if the stories are true, no one’s entered the Holy City for centuries,’ added Amyss. ‘What do you expect us to do? Walk there and knock on the front gates?’

			‘At this point, I don’t know,’ said Caddin, ‘but we also can’t be certain that the Holy City’s as impenetrable as the stories make it out to be. My idea is; let’s get ashore and I’ll ask around, see if I can find any guides or traders who are willing to take us there in return for coin. If we can find such a person, we should consider breaking off from the Western Canasar group.’

			‘But won’t it be dangerous?’ asked Amyss.

			‘That’s why Leanna has been training so hard.’

			‘No, too dangerous.’

			‘We’ve always known that trying to get to Aiduel’s Gate will be perilous,’ said Caddin, ‘but I believe that Leanna has a formidable capacity to protect herself, and the two of us, if she allows herself to exploit everything which she’s capable of.’

			‘But we still don’t know what will happen if Leanna reaches… the Gate,’ said Amyss, whispering the last words. ‘It makes me worried for you, Lea.’

			‘I think I’ll have to take that risk, one day,’ replied Leanna. ‘I’ve chosen to come west without trying to find out what the Archlaw knows, and now we must live with that decision. However, unless we’re very confident that we can make it to Aiduel’s Gate safely, and I’m struggling to see how I’ll be convinced about that, then my current inclination is to stay with the people of Western Canasar. If we’re travelling to a frontier outpost to the north, surely that will take us closer to the Holy City anyway?’

			‘That’s true,’ Caddin acknowledged. ‘Though I’d feel much more comfortable if you’d just let me-’

			‘Enough, Caddin!’ interrupted Leanna, anticipating what he was about to request. ‘For the last time, I’ll never allow you to hurt Arion. Do you understand?’

			He jerked back in reaction to her outburst, before she noticed that he was grinning.

			‘What’s so funny?’ she asked.

			‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Only… I wasn’t about to mention Arion Sepian. I was going to say, I’ll feel a lot more comfortable if you’ll just let me ask around in Arron. You know, you’ve become a fair bit more menacing since we first met, Leanna. Almost scary, just then. It’s a good thing that I own these medallions.’

			‘And you’ve become a bit less… gloomy and moody,’ she said, also smiling, and feeling her tension ease as Amyss laughed beside her. ‘But no less annoying!’

			Lord Aiduel, perhaps I am changing. Perhaps I need to.

			

			Caddin’s expression then turned serious again, before he said, ‘I’ve promised you that I won’t do anything to Arion Sepian unless he threatens your life, Leanna. And I’ll hold to that vow.’

			Leanna placed her hand onto his lower arm, and said, ‘And I’m sorry that I snapped at you, Caddin. And… I want you to know that I’m so happy you’ve not been drinking, and seem to be… recovering. We both are. Ever since Septholme, you seem… much more at peace with yourself.’

			‘I am, Leanna. Thanks to the two of you, I feel like I have a purpose in my life again. Something that’s worth fighting for. Worth caring for. Thank you for letting me stay with you.’

			Leanna smiled. After a hesitant moment, she said, ‘You do know, that if you ever want to talk about… your past life, and your… wife and daughter, that Amyss and I will be here to listen. That we’re here right now, if you…’

			She heard him inhale deeply, before he quietly said, ‘Thank you for letting me know. But I’m not ready to talk about that. About them. Not yet. But thank you for offering.’

			In the comfortable silence which followed, Leanna patted his arm, feeling content at his words.

			Lord Aiduel, whatever we’re to face in the weeks and months ahead, please let all three of us come through it, alive and unharmed.

			–

			After three weeks at sea, when the fleet was understood to be close to the coastline of the Holy Land, Leanna had a peculiar and unsettling night-time experience in her cabin.

			

			She awoke from sleep to the feeling of a strong pulse of energy beating over her, a sensation similar to when she was near to other Illborn. She was still drowsy, and her initial assumption was that she was again feeling Arion Sepian’s presence on Star of Canasar. Caddin was sharing sleeping quarters with several other male passengers, and therefore his medallion was not near enough to block the young noble’s aura.

			Leanna was ready to close her eyes and go back to sleep, until she also experienced an abrupt and unsettling sensation that she was being watched. That there was an… invading presence, something or someone who was aware of her, and knew exactly what she was. She could sense this watcher’s emotions, and they seemed… wary. But she was also certain that no one else was in the tiny cabin other than Amyss, who was sleeping on the bunk across from her.

			‘Amyss?’ she whispered as she sat up, before reaching out in the darkness across the narrow space to her companion’s bunk.

			‘What is it, Lea?’

			Leanna was about to reply, but then both the beating energy and the sense of this intrusive presence disappeared as quickly as they had arisen.

			After peering into the darkness for a moment, and reassuring herself that no one else was in the room with them, Leanna rested her head back down onto her makeshift pillow.

			‘Nothing,’ she said, trying to sound calmer than she felt. ‘Sorry. Go back to sleep.’

			However, she was unable to dismiss the event so casually.

			Lord Aiduel, what just happened to me? And who was watching me?

			

			–

			Two days later, Leanna was standing beside Amyss at the port side of Seafarer’s Pride, after the Western Canasar fleet had docked in the harbour of Arron, the capital city of the Enclave. The sun was high in the clear blue sky above them, and the heat was oppressive.

			Amyss placed her hand on top of Leanna’s, discreetly entwining their fingers, and said, ‘We’re finally here, Lea. You and I, in the Holy Land. In Arron. Can you believe it?’

			The priestess’s emotions were pulsing with excitement, and Leanna also felt her own heart beating a little faster in anticipation of what lay ahead of them.

			‘We are. Arlais feels a long way away right now.’

			‘It does. But I’m glad to be here with you, Lea.’

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for granting us safe journey to your Holy Land.

			From her place at the side of the ship, Leanna was able to gain a clear view of the ancient settlement, which sprawled outwards along the coast to north and south, built upon a flat plain. The city’s skyline possessed some similarity to that of Abass Old Town, in that it was dominated to the west by several majestic churches, and by a huge cathedral which towered above the others. However, these Arron holy buildings were rendered in white, giving them an exotic feel when compared to the grey-stone structures which Leanna was accustomed to.

			She was looking forward to exploring the city and to getting a closer view of those buildings. The soldiers onboard Seafarer’s Pride had informed the civilian passengers that they expected to be docked in Arron for two days whilst Lord Sepian arranged their onward journey to Sen Josias. The passengers had been granted permission to enter Arron during the daytime, to give them some relief from the long sea voyage, but they were ordered to be back aboard the ship before nightfall. Leanna and her companions intended to use that opportunity to investigate Caddin’s idea about travelling westwards to Aiduel’s Gate.

			The grey-bearded man appeared at that moment, pushing his way through the crowd of people who had assembled on the deck. Leanna noticed that he had strapped his hefty mace onto his back.

			‘Are you expecting danger here?’ she asked.

			‘It should be safe for us in the city,’ he said, ‘but I’ll always be ready to use my mace. And from now on, remember your training. Even if you no longer look like the Angel of Arlais, you need to be permanently ready to protect yourself. Or to run.’

			Leanna nodded, her expression resolute as she lifted a hand to tuck her short hair behind her ears.

			Lord Aiduel, I have reached your Holy Land, and I am ready.

			–

			Shortly afterwards, Caddin was leading Leanna and Amyss through the congested streets of Arron, the burly man’s alert stance suggesting that he was watching out for potential threats. Despite her best efforts to do likewise, Leanna was becoming distracted by the surrounding sensory feast.

			The busy city felt exotic and foreign, and was a startling contrast to the familiar towns and cities of Elannis and Andar. The hot and dusty settlement was bustling with crowds, and a variety of unknown but pungent odours had assailed Leanna’s nose during the short walk from the harbour.

			‘How far do you think we are from The Lord’s Plaza?’ she shouted, raising her voice to be heard above the clamour of the street.

			‘Just a few hundred metres, I think,’ replied Caddin. He then paused, pointed and shouted, ‘You! Back off!’

			The target of this call, a dark-tanned, bearded man in dirty robes, raised his hands in a placating gesture and backed away. Caddin had already warned Leanna and Amyss to be alert for pickpockets, but he had anyway been forcefully protecting the two women as he led them through the packed streets.

			As they continued onwards, Leanna could not help but turn to gaze at the unfamiliar sights around her.

			‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ asked Amyss, her teeth flashing in a broad smile as she noticed Leanna’s distraction.

			‘It’s very… different,’ said Leanna, feeling a little unsettled by how alien everything seemed. ‘But yes, amazing too.’

			Lord Aiduel, please watch over us and guide us in this new land.

			The city was a clustered warren of winding, narrow streets, with tall buildings crammed on either side which provided shade to those at ground level. Unlike the sloping-roofed residences of Leanna’s homeland, the buildings in Arron were mostly rectangular and tall, with white rendered walls and flat roofs.

			The people looked different, too. Bronzed skin was the norm, and the clothing of ordinary civilians seemed exotic to Leanna, with many wearing billowing, hooded robes made of thin white fabric. She was already becoming envious of that clothing.

			Lord Aiduel, please help me to become accustomed to this heat.

			She was thankful that she was in the shade of a lofty street, because the temperature was stifling, and her blouse and trousers felt sticky. It seemed strange that she was wearing less feminine clothing in such a bustling place, but her outfit did not appear to be drawing attention, and indeed she had already seen several other women who were dressed in more practical attire.

			She was also noticing that it was common in Arron to be in possession of weaponry, and that it was clearly a martial community. Many of those whom they passed were carrying swords or spears, or were wearing insignia which indicated that they were from one of the Holy Orders. Most of the latter were wearing colours of white with an insignia of a green sceptre, which Leanna recognised as the symbol of the Order of Saint Amena.

			However, her heart beat faster when she spotted two people wearing red sashes at the far end of a street. Caddin nodded in acknowledgement as he altered direction to avoid the pair, but the sighting confirmed that Aiduel’s Guards also had a presence in the city.

			‘I think we’re here,’ the grey-bearded man announced soon after as they emerged from yet another narrow, winding street into an extensive open area which was tiled with polished stone. ‘The Lord’s Plaza.’

			Leanna moved forward into the expansive plaza, feeling the heat assail her as soon as she emerged from the shade.

			‘Oh… Lord!’ exclaimed Amyss in wonder as she took in the view before them, and Leanna shared her companion’s sentiment.

			To the south of her position, the holy buildings which had been visible from the harbour were now on display in their full glory, their white-rendered walls gleaming in the sun.

			Leanna raised her finger and pointed. ‘There, Amyss. The Lord’s Cathedral.’

			The cathedral was renowned across the lands of the faith. It was enormous, with a resplendent golden dome standing tall upon its highest reaches. On the wall facing the plaza, an elaborate gold image had been painted of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree, the roots and branches of The Tree swirling from the centre and covering the entire side of the magnificent structure.

			Directly opposite its grand, arching doors, a similarly imposing statue of Aiduel stood in place, over twenty metres tall. The Lord was standing with His hands and arms upraised, and it was said that this statue faced in the exact westerly direction of Aiduel’s Gate. Leanna could feel goosebumps on her neck, and she knew that she was walking in a place of momentous history.

			

			Amyss nodded to her, then said, ‘It’s magnificent, Lea.’

			Caddin was also taking in the sights around them, seemingly relieved that they had emerged into a more open area. The burly man now pointed and announced, ‘It’s not all beauty. This place is built for war. Look over there.’

			To the west, over a hundred and fifty metres from Leanna’s position, was the city’s external landward wall. It was an ugly but impressive fortification, at least fifteen metres high, which stretched into the distance to north and south.

			In the middle of the wall sat a pristine fortress, with rounded towers which soared above the height of the adjoining battlements. Again, this mighty building was rendered in white, and was surrounded by numerous other, lesser structures. A flag waved from a mast on the fortress’s tallest tower, displaying the green sceptre on a white background.

			‘That must be the home of the Order of Saint Amena,’ said Caddin. ‘As I understand it, the fortress and that outer wall were built after the First Crusade, over fifty years ago, and they’ve never been breached.’ He then motioned his hand in a sweeping gesture, which encompassed the churches and the cathedral. ‘The rest of these buildings, though? Much older.’

			‘The cathedral dates from before the Ascension,’ said Amyss. ‘I’d love to look inside.’

			‘We don’t have time,’ said Caddin. ‘We agreed to come to see this plaza, but we need to get on with our business now.’

			Amyss turned towards Leanna, her expression suggesting that she was about to protest, but Leanna shook her head and said, ‘Where to now, Caddin?’

			Caddin gestured towards the fortress. ‘We’ll head there first, speak to the guards, and see what they can tell us about travelling outside of Arron. Then we’ll try to find merchants, particularly any caravans which are due to leave here soon. Then I might enter a couple of taverns, see what information I can gather, and speak to anyone I can find from outside of the city. If there’s a way to get us to Aiduel’s Gate, we’ll soon know.’

			‘Very well,’ said Leanna. ‘Lead the way.’

			As Caddin moved off, Leanna’s gaze was drawn back to the statue of The Lord, before her focus returned to the western wall. Somewhere out beyond that wall and across the Holy Desert, Aiduel’s Gate awaited her.

			Lord Aiduel, I must decide soon whether I’m going to travel there.

			–

			‘Ha! Perhaps, you’ll be able to convince the Tyrant Baladris to agree to knock down his infidel fortresses, give access to the desert oases, tell his scouts and death-raiders to disperse, allow free travel on the desert roads, and remove his infidel armies from the lands surrounding Aiduel’s Gate. If you manage all of that, my friend, then I will take more of your coin and escort you to Aiduel’s Gate. Until then, let’s all keep our heads on our shoulders, and I’ll continue to guide caravans within the Enclave.’

			Leanna could see Caddin clenching his jaw in frustration as the burly man listened to this response from a bronze-skinned, long-haired native of Arron, a guide who had been introduced by a helpful merchant.

			‘So you’re telling us it’s impossible?’ stated Caddin. ‘No way at all, even moving carefully, only at night-time?’

			‘No way,’ stated the guide, shaking his head to emphasise the point. He was leaning back in his chair within the shade of an awning outside of a tavern, drinking the ale which Caddin’s money had just purchased for him. ‘Trust me, it’s been tried by others, and none have ever returned. The Enclave extends for approximately thirty miles to the west of here, to the Holy Orders’ ring of fortresses. Travel within the Enclave is relatively safe, although there are raids, and nowhere outside of the towns and fortresses is ever completely free from danger. However, once you get beyond the ring of fortresses, if you’re not of the Addui, you’ll soon find death. And, even if by some miracle you made it to Aiduel’s Gate, there’s no way to enter the place. There’s a reason why no one from the Enclave has ever made it into the Holy City, and even Baladris’s armies haven’t been able to force their way in.’

			Leanna had already noted from prior conversations that the name Addui was how the natives of the lands beyond the Enclave referred to themselves. The people of Arron appeared to use this term interchangeably with that of infidels.

			‘Perhaps you are a more… cautious guide,’ stated Caddin. ‘Are there any more adventurous guides, who might take a different view?’

			The Arron native laughed again. ‘Ha! By the Lord, you’re persistent, friend. I would say that I’m at the more adventurous end of those who travel across the Enclave. Those who are more daring than me? Well, I suspect that they’re all dead, my friend, their heads decorating the tips of wooden posts in the desert. However, you are very welcome to try to find such a reckless adventurer. Arron is a big city, and there are many fools who will do foolish things for another fool’s gold coin.’

			The man made an expansive sweeping gesture with his arms as he finished saying this, and he laughed again. However, his expression then turned sombre, and he said, ‘But in seriousness, friend, turn away from this mad plan. Find yourself a trade in Arron, and be happy here. Because if you head out beyond the Enclave with your daughters, you’ll all be dead within days. And I don’t want your deaths on my conscience.’ He then raised his tankard, and added, ‘But whatever you decide to do, go in the Grace of Aiduel, and thank you for the drink.’

			–

			The stark advice of that guide was repeated by multiple other locals across the course of the day, and Leanna could perceive that Caddin’s faith in his idea was fading with every such encounter. Each native whom they spoke to described the objective of reaching the Holy City as both impossible and deadly.

			Later that afternoon, as the sun was descending lower in the sky, the three of them found a spot of shade in a quieter alley away from the plaza.

			‘We can’t have long until sunset, Caddin,’ stated Leanna. ‘We might have time to speak to one or two more people. But after what we’ve heard today, I don’t have any confidence about us finding a way to get to Aiduel’s Gate from here.’

			The burly man grimaced and said, ‘I agree.’

			‘In which case,’ said Leanna, ‘I think that we should return to Seafarer’s Pride, and accompany the Western Canasar party north to Sen Josias, and then on to Fort Upholder.’

			‘I agree with that,’ said Amyss. ‘At the very least, if we’re at that fort, we’re already a little closer to Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Caddin, his voice sounding despondent. He then fixed his gaze upon Leanna and said, ‘I feel as if I’ve failed you. I felt certain that there would be someone who could help us to get there. To help you to get there.’

			‘But there wasn’t,’ said Leanna. ‘That’s not your fault, and you haven’t failed me. It’s just the way that things are. We’ve never truly believed that it will be easy to get to Aiduel’s Gate. If it was easy, everyone would already be doing it.’

			‘Come on,’ said Amyss, standing up, ‘let’s get back to the ship. But looking on the bright side, at least we now might have time to attend the morning service at The Lord’s Cathedral tomorrow!’

			–

			Two days later, the Western Canasar fleet set sail, heading northwards along the coast from Arron towards the town of Sen Josias. It was expected to be another three-day voyage, and Leanna was thankful for the opportunity to have spent time ashore.

			As the four ships hugged the coastline, she was able to enjoy expansive views of the foreign landscape which was to become their new home, and she had initially been surprised that the coastal areas of the Holy Land were so fertile. Gently rolling hills covered in grasses were interspersed with forests containing species of trees which she had never seen before, and with planted fields of crops.

			They were three hours into the voyage, and Leanna was enjoying the morning view from the port side of Seafarer’s Pride, when Caddin approached her. The grey-bearded man had been quieter than usual for the last two days, and it was clear that his mood had been affected by their failure to find a guide in Arron.

			

			‘What’s the matter, Caddin?’ Leanna asked.

			‘There’s something that I need to tell you,’ he said, looking pensive. ‘I’ve done something without your permission. I’d decided to postpone action on this in Abass, given your reluctance, and to assess our situation further once we reached Arron. But after the last couple of days, as I’ve understood better just how hard it’s going to be for us to get to Aiduel’s Gate, I decided to act alone on this matter… and without your approval.’

			Leanna narrowed her eyes, feeling suddenly concerned. ‘And what have you done?’

			Caddin drew in a deep breath, then said, ‘I posted the letter. The letter about the woman Allana. I arranged for it to be taken to the Arron postmaster, and sometime soon it will be shipped to Dei Magnus on the packet service, to be delivered to the Archlaw’s Palace.’

			Lord Aiduel, he’s killed her.

			Leanna folded her arms and stood in silence, considering how she felt about the confession. She could sense the tension in the burly man as he waited for her reaction.

			‘This feels like a breach of the trust between us, Caddin,’ she finally said. ‘Firstly, you’ve been keeping secrets from me again. Secondly, I didn’t agree to you doing this. You said that you wanted my agreement.’

			‘I did.’ He grimaced as he said this, but then with more certainty added, ‘But I never promised that I wouldn’t send it anyway, if your agreement wasn’t forthcoming. And I’d concluded after our conversation on our last night in Abass that you were never going to agree to it. You’re too kind a person.’

			‘But you’ve killed her, Caddin. If the Archlaw finds out who she is, he’ll send his assassins after her, or Aiduel’s Guards will take her. One way or another, that letter will be her death sentence.’

			‘Good, because that was my intention. She tried to kill you, Leanna. Possibly twice. And we believe that she created those monsters. For those crimes there can be no forgiveness, and her life must be ended as soon as possible.’

			‘It feels wrong.’

			‘Does it? I don’t agree. What are the words in your dream? Tell them to me again.’

			‘You know what they are. Only one can claim the power.’

			‘Yes, only one can claim the power. And if your dream is a prophecy, Leanna, it must be you, not her. It cannot be her. I’ve taken the decision to eliminate a threat, and have taken action to protect you. And the decision to condemn her was mine, not yours. You’re not sullied by this, and your conscience can be clear.’

			‘But if you’ve done this, how can I ever feel confident that Arion Sepian is safe around you?’

			‘Because I’ve promised you that I won’t harm or kill Arion Sepian unless he seeks to harm you, and I swear that I’ll keep to that vow. But I never promised anything about that woman. I’m sorry for having done this in secret, Leanna, and for breaching your trust, but I’m convinced that I’ve done the right thing.’ He then paused, and added, ‘Please don’t let this drive a wedge between us. Please forgive me for my action.’

			Lord Aiduel, he speaks the truth. And has he anyway done what’s right, if the woman Allana created those monsters, and was responsible for the deaths of so many other people? For Kalyane and Karienne’s deaths? Could she kill even more if we don’t stop her?

			

			There was silence for a few moments, until Leanna shook her head in resignation and said, ‘You know what? If I’m being honest, there’s nothing to forgive, Caddin. You’ve taken an action that I know in my heart was right, but that I was too cowardly to take myself. You’re correct… Allana must never be allowed to claim the power.’

			‘Thank you, Leanna. I’ve been thinking – worrying – about how you might react, ever since I posted the letter.’

			‘Then please stop worrying. What’s done is done, and it cannot be taken back now. And Caddin… please know that I’m grateful for everything that you do for me and Amyss, and for the way that you look after us both. I’m so very thankful that you’re with us on this journey. Part of our… family.’

			‘Thank you,’ he replied, his voice suddenly choking with raw emotion. ‘Despite my many… flaws… I promise that I’ll only ever seek to do good for you, Leanna. And you must know that I’ll give my life for you, without any hesitation.’

			Leanna was looking up towards him, taken aback by the passion in his voice and by the heartfelt nature of his words, when Caddin’s thick left arm suddenly wrapped around her shoulder and hugged her. He had never done that before, and she responded by wrapping her arm around his waist and returning the gesture, feeling a strong surge of affection towards him.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for bringing the two of us together, and for allowing him to be with me on my journey to the Holy Land.

			She was grateful that, whatever she was going to face after they arrived in Sen Josias, the grey-bearded man would be there to look out for her wellbeing. The days ahead were unknown and uncertain, but his presence was one constant which provided a solid sense of security.

			And she was certain that she would need him beside her, with all his strength and resourcefulness, if she was ever going to find a way to reach Aiduel’s Gate.
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			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			

			Corin’s army was assembled on the land outside of Kurak, three hundred metres to the north of the sizeable Kurakee town, and he knew that he would soon need to order the attack against the wooden-walled settlement.

			‘We’re ready, Chief,’ stated the warrior Rennik, who was at Corin’s side. ‘We move forward on your command.’

			Corin nodded in response, his gaze drawn for a moment away from the enemy town and onto the vast ocean beyond. A pair of Kurakee longships could be seen out on the breathtaking, seemingly endless water, already far from the shore. They were being rowed eastwards, bringing the total number of evacuating ships to four in the time since the Chosen warband had arrived. Possibly over one hundred evacuees, by Corin’s estimate, if the vessels were fully loaded.

			He hoped that many of those who were fleeing would be women and children. He had expected that all the surviving Kurakee warriors would make a last stand in this place, a final fight to the death, but it seemed that at least some of the clan’s menfolk were determined to continue to run. The numbers who had fled by boat were not yet troublesome, but they might become so if Corin did not act soon. He did not want too many Kurakee fighters escaping and reforming into a potentially dangerous, roving warband, and he absolutely did not want to lose their seafaring vessels; one day, he might need them.

			‘A few moments yet,’ he said in response to Rennik. ‘I’m waiting for Blackpaw’s felrin to get as close as they can.’

			Corin drew a deep breath, and allowed himself to see through Blackpaw’s eyes. He was satisfied to observe that the beast had finally arrived at the edge of a woodland, and he turned his own gaze in the south-westerly direction of the treeline where he knew that half of the felrin pack was now concealed and waiting.

			The Chosen warband had arrived outside of Kurak just an hour earlier, having taken three weeks to travel the distance from the village of Bennin. They had encountered little violent resistance during that journey, although the further suffering which they had witnessed within liberated villages had hardened Corin’s commitment to eliminating the evil of the Kurakee.

			Corin and his hundreds-strong warband, along with the other half of the pack of felrin, were now arrayed on the flat plain to the north of Kurak, facing towards the town. Blackpaw, however, had led the remainder of the felrin on a circuitous and hidden route through the woodland which was a few hundred metres to the west of Kurak.

			Corin was able to observe the settlement through his own and Blackpaw’s eyes. The large town, home to a population which Corin estimated was over two thousand, was protected by wooden palisade walls to the west, north and east. However, whilst the walkway on the northern wall facing Corin’s main force was now brimming with hundreds of axe-wielding warriors, the western wall was sparsely guarded. Blackpaw and its half-pack could reach that palisade in less than a minute, and they would be able to scale the two-metre defensive barrier in a single leap.

			Corin’s plan was that Blackpaw would then lead its felrin followers on a bloody rampage through the town, serving to cause panic amongst the defenders at the northern wall and gate, and diverting their attention whilst Corin’s main force attacked. Corin had been clear in his instructions; only kill the male warriors with the painted faces. Others – women, children and elderly – were to be spared, unless they fought back.

			The final goal of Blackpaw’s felrin half-pack was to block off the route to the longships, and to ensure that no other Kurakee warriors could use the vessels to escape justice.

			Corin now refocused upon what he could witness through his own eyes, and he turned to Rennik and said, ‘They’re in place. Order the advance. Steady pace.’

			‘Advance! Steady!’ shouted the stocky warrior in response, and the command was repeated multiple times along the Chosen ranks.

			Corin’s army then began to march forwards in an orderly formation, with almost forty stalking felrin spread out ahead of their line. Corin wanted all Kurakee eyes to be fixed upon him and his force, and he chose that moment to howl his bloodlust, soon hearing that cry being repeated by the allied warriors and felrin who were around him.

			There was no answering call from Blackpaw and its half-pack, and instead the beast and its kin responded by launching themselves from their hiding place in the treeline by the shore. They then began to bound on four legs across the grassy plain towards the western wall of the settlement.

			Three dozen felrin, approaching at full velocity, would be a terrifying sight for the few defenders on that facing wall. However, Corin felt confident that most Kurakee eyes would continue to be focused upon his main warband. By the time that the enemy knew that Blackpaw and its fellow beasts were inside the walls, unleashing terror within their town, it would already be too late.

			Corin recognised that this was the first time in thousands of years that a pack of felrin would be assaulting a settlement in this land, a repeat of the terrible visions which he had witnessed within the Song of the Felrin. However, he pushed the grim thought away; he was not a warmonger like Mella, and this would be an act of retribution, not conquest.

			Corin’s army was still over two hundred metres away from the northern palisade wall when Blackpaw’s half-pack ascended the town’s western perimeter and began to slaughter the scattered defenders, their butchery accompanied by a series of terrible howling shrieks. Even from a distance, Corin could witness the sudden consternation amongst the many Kurakee warriors assembled on the northern wall.

			This ferocious felrin call was a signal for the nearest half of the pack, and the beasts ahead of Corin’s main warband also began to bound towards the town, moving at full speed.

			‘Charge!’

			Corin screamed this word and started to sprint, and he heard the cry being repeated multiple times as the Chosen warriors aligned to either side of him began to pursue their felrin brethren towards the enemy settlement.

			Whilst they were charging, Corin could see through Blackpaw’s eyes that its group of felrin had commenced their rampage within the Kurakee stronghold, with the half-pack moving with relentless ferocity towards the shoreline and the moored longships. There was already panic in the town as the beasts hurtled along muddy thoroughfares between wooden buildings, killing every adult male that they came across, whilst other Kurakee fled or hid in terror. Corin could sense Blackpaw’s bloodlust dominating the creature’s emotions, and he welcomed its feelings of violent fury, which he knew would fuel his own powers.

			On the wall ahead of Corin, it was clear that this felrin incursion was causing disruption, with many enemy warriors descending from the walkway to apparently head back into the town. Numerous gaps were therefore appearing in the defensive front facing Corin’s approaching force.

			The half-pack of felrin which had remained with Corin closed the distance to that wall in less than thirty seconds. There was a disjointed release of arrows by the defenders as the beasts drew close, but few of these appeared to strike a target, so rapid was the creatures’ charge. Then the felrin were leaping up onto the walls and were soon sowing carnage amongst the Kurakee, disrupting any further launches of arrows against Corin’s main army.

			‘Shields!’

			Corin and his Chosen warriors were still one hundred metres from the palisade as this felrin assault was happening, and as he heard Rennik’s cry. He raised his own shield in response, and he recognised that he was now close enough to influence the conflict directly.

			Fear. Control. Order.

			The battle slowed to a crawl as he accessed his powers, his senses becoming more alert and attuned to everything which was taking place around him.

			On the internal walkway of the northern wall, the felrin half-pack was unleashing chaos, and scores of terrified Kurakee were falling victim to the teeth and claws of the bloodthirsty beasts. However, Corin could feel no impulse for pity or mercy towards these victims, who had been responsible for subjugating and tormenting countless clans. Today would be their final day of reckoning.

			The felrin were clearly dominating the initial conflict, the screams of men resounding from the wall as the creatures tore into them with blistering speed and strength. Despite this, Corin was not satisfied to merely watch; he wanted to utilise his abilities to minimise the risk of death and injury amongst the pack.

			Therefore, as he had done previously during the Battle of Karn, he started to bellow instructions from his mind towards those Kurakee who were still possessed of sufficient courage to continue to fight.

			FEAR THE CHOSEN OF THE GODS! FEAR ME! FEAR MY FELRIN! SURRENDER TO YOUR FATE! THROW DOWN YOUR WEAPONS!

			Many of the wavering Kurakee defenders immediately succumbed, discarding their weaponry before either sinking to their knees in resignation, or leaping from the walkway. In either case, Corin knew that death would soon find them. However, many more fought on, their spirits not yet sufficiently broken for Corin’s command to overwhelm them.

			Within the town, he could see through Blackpaw’s eyes as a group of several dozen fleeing men, women and children ran into the waterside area, where the longship fleet was moored against rows of wooden jetties. Blackpaw led the terrible assault against this party, the felrin half-pack targeting their violence towards any men with inked faces, or against any others who tried to do them harm. Corin felt confident that no more Kurakee would escape by boat.

			On the walls ahead of him, the fighting continued as he drew close to the wooden palisade, but the original several hundred defenders had now been whittled down to a resistance which appeared to be less than a third of that number.

			FEAR ME! THROW DOWN YOUR WEAPONS! SURRENDER!

			

			This second mental assault, bolstered by the relentless terrorising aggression of the felrin, caused even more of the defenders to cast aside their weapons and to meekly accept their fates. For that hardy remainder who were continuing to resist, Corin was now close enough to directly intervene.

			Invisible tendrils erupted from his mind, seeking out many of these and taking direct control.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			For those few who had continued to struggle, this command represented their end. Their muscles locked into place, leaving them motionless and defenceless as felrin claws slashed across their bodies, severing critical arteries.

			Within the town, screams continued to resound as many of Blackpaw’s half-pack now hunted through the muddy streets, breaking into buildings in search of any male who bore an inked face. Once they were joined by the felrin who fought on the northern wall, it would take little time to have located and eliminated every remaining Kurakee warrior.

			Corin sought out the mind of a dominant grey beast on the nearby wall, and issued a direct command for it to find the mechanism for the town’s wooden gate, and to open it. Corin’s people were assembling around him, none of them yet having been required to fight in the one-sided massacre, when the creature carried out this instruction.

			As the gates opened, Corin turned to address Rennik.

			‘Lead them in,’ he commanded. ‘But be careful, there’ll undoubtedly still be Kurakee warriors who survive. And you know what to do?’

			‘Of course, Chief Corin,’ replied the warrior as he started to move away. ‘No male survivors, other than children and elderly.’

			

			Corin nodded, his mind still alive to the events around him, though he felt confident that the battle was won. With his heightened senses, he could clearly hear every scream from within the town as the felrin continued their bloody rampage. He shuddered, recognising that there was a part of him which remained repulsed by such bloodshed, which was reassuring. The day when this slaughter started to feel comfortable would be a day when he would have to question what he was becoming.

			He watched as Rennik led their warriors into the town. When over half of the Chosen warband had passed through the open gates, Corin moved to follow. As he entered the settlement and looked around at the bloodied corpses of the last army of the Kurakee, he forced himself to quash his initial reaction of squeamishness, and instead he felt a moment of grim satisfaction.

			He had conquered the final bastion of the Kurakee clan, and he had extinguished their remaining threat. The war was over.

			–

			Later, Corin was standing at the jetties on the southern shore of Kurak, trying to disregard the smell of death which still lingered within the otherwise fresh, salty tang of the coastal air.

			He had recently finished counting the remaining longships moored in the settlement, and had been satisfied to determine that there were thirty-two in total. The Kurakee had accumulated vast wealth, and they possessed far more vessels than Corin had ever seen on the shores of the Great Lake. Each of these longships, with their eight rows of oars supported by a single mast and sail, was also larger than the longboats used by the Karn. Corin recognised that this fleet could accommodate his entire accompanying warband, including the felrin.

			However, his gaze was currently drawn beyond the ships, savouring the staggering proportions of the Great Ocean. Corin had heard the stories, but no description could match the unending vastness which now stretched before him. If what Hellin had explained was correct, then these longships would have to sail for weeks in a southerly direction before they came upon land again. Weeks of unbroken water. It was difficult to comprehend, but that ocean was all that now separated him from Hellin’s so-called Holy Land.

			‘Come sit with us, Corin.’

			The words were spoken by Agbeth, and Corin turned away from the water to face his wife, who was sitting beside Hellin on nearby rocks. The two women had stayed away from the earlier fighting, and had only entered the settlement once Corin had been confident that the last Kurakee warrior had been found and executed.

			Blackpaw was with them, resting on its front paws at Agbeth’s side, its maw still red from earlier violence. Corin moved towards the rocks, sitting down on the other side of the felrin before running his hand across the creature’s fur.

			‘You were looking out across the water,’ said Agbeth. ‘What were you thinking?’

			‘Just that I still can’t believe that it’s so big,’ he replied, avoiding the underlying concern in her question. ‘It’s astonishing. It really does make the Great Lake look like a pond.’

			

			‘What you can see is just a small fraction of the Western Ocean,’ said Hellin, gesturing as she spoke. ‘To the east is my homeland, Andar, and the continent of Angall. To the far south is the Holy Land. And it’s said by sailors that if you travel westwards from here you’ll sail forever, without ever reaching land again.’

			After her comment, they remained in a comfortable silence for a few moments, until Agbeth asked, ‘What’s going to happen to the survivors, Corin? To the Kurakee women and children?’

			‘We’ll support them for a while, whilst we’re here,’ he replied. ‘But after that, we need to split them up. Divide them into small groups and move them to other clans and villages, and insist that those clans take them in. But they can’t be allowed to remain together, and they must forget what it means to be Kurakee. That clan ended today, and it will not be reborn.’

			After finishing this statement, he noticed that Agbeth’s mouth was set into a thin line, and her eyes were red, and he added, ‘How are you feeling, Agbeth, about what’s happened here?’

			‘I feel awful for those poor children,’ she said. ‘What they must have seen and been through. How terrifying today must have been for them. None of their clan’s actions were their fault, and most will have lost their fathers today. We won’t separate them from their mothers and break up families, will we?’

			Corin shook his head. ‘No, if the children have mothers or grandmothers, we’ll keep them together. If they’re orphans… well, we’ll have to see.’

			‘Was all this truly necessary, Corin? Was there no other way that we could have forced the Kurakee to surrender, then spared their lives and broken their clan up?’

			‘It’s done now, so there’s little point in tormenting yourself with what might have been.’ He realised that he sounded cold as he said these words, but he also recognised that the events of the last year had forced him to become much more ruthless. ‘But this was necessary. You’ve seen what they’d done to those other clans whom we freed. You know what they would have done to the Chosen clans, and to the Karn, had we not destroyed their horde.’

			‘I know that. But doesn’t this make us as bad as them? Haven’t we committed murder, too?’

			In the preceding days, Corin had also wrestled with the question that Agbeth was asking. Indeed, he knew that he could have chosen to show mercy to the surviving Kurakee, and to let them live on in return for an apology and promises of reformation. But what message would that send to the rest of the land, and to every other clan?

			‘I don’t see our actions as being equivalent to those of the Kurakee,’ he replied. ‘In my mind, for there to be long-term peace and order in our Chosen lands, our people need to understand that there will be no place for evil warmongers and murderers. We’ll only be able to maintain the peace if those who choose to wage war on their fellow clans are seen to face justice, and to suffer merciless punishment for their crimes. This day was therefore both a punishment and a lesson, Agbeth. A punishment to those who have done evil, and a lesson for any who might contemplate it in future. To prevent the occurrence of future wrongdoing, people must truly fear its consequences.’

			‘When you speak like that, Chief Corin,’ said the missionary Hellin, her tone serious, ‘I feel some satisfaction that our time studying the Holy Book is proving fruitful. You’ve just paraphrased the words of The Lord after his conquest of Patran, as recorded in the Book of Rellina, which we studied together just four weeks ago. Let fear of the wrongdoer’s punishment guide our children onto the path of truth and light. I’m pleased to see that The Lord’s wisdom and teachings are taking root in you, Corin, even if His faith is not.’

			Corin smiled wanly. ‘I suppose they are. Certainly, your man Aiduel was as ruthless as this, possibly more so, when he needed to be.’

			‘I understand what you’re saying, Corin,’ said Agbeth, ‘and I know that this must affect you, too. But it doesn’t make it any easier to live through.’

			‘I agree,’ he replied, reaching out to take hold of her hand. ‘Truly, it’s not easy for me, either. As I’m sure it wasn’t easy for Hellin’s Lord when he did things like this. But I have no doubt that it was necessary, Agbeth. Necessary and just. I truly believe that.’

			–

			Later, Corin and Agbeth were lying down together on their bedroll, under starlight. They were in the middle of the Chosen encampment which had been set up outside of the town. Agbeth was on her side and Corin was behind her, with his arms around his wife.

			Approximately a quarter of the Chosen warband were on duty within the town, with some guarding the Kurakee survivors, and others keeping watch over the fleet. The conquered settlement was otherwise eerily quiet, and there had been no celebrations to mark the grim victory.

			‘I saw you counting the boats, earlier,’ whispered Agbeth.

			‘Yes.’

			‘For the reason that I believe? That you’re thinking about the Gate again?’

			‘Yes.’

			She sighed. ‘Can’t we please just have peace, Corin? Now that we can finally have a period ahead of us with no worry, and no fighting? Can’t we just go home to Karn and live in peace?’

			‘I need to know that I can get there if required, Agbeth, and the longships will be key to that. But… it doesn’t necessarily have to happen soon. There’s so much that I – that we – still need to accomplish, now that we’ve destroyed the Kurakee. Things that we can establish and build, here in this land. We can bring every clan into the peace and order of the Chosen Alliance.’

			‘But if not soon, then when?’

			‘I don’t know for certain. I promise though that I’ll only leave here when I absolutely need to go there.’

			‘But when is that?’ she asked. ‘You saved me, Corin. You brought me back from my half-life, and you made me better. And now that I’m better, I want us to try for a family again. I want to be the mother of your child. But not if you’re determined to go to the Gate. Not if we’re travelling to some distant and dangerous land, where once again we won’t have a home.’

			‘I’ll only need to go there urgently if I sense that one of the… others are there,’ he whispered. ‘I can’t let any of them claim the power, Agbeth. I can’t allow them to become the next Mella. Like I told you, I’ve already seen evidence that one of them could be evil like him. I saw her… about to create felrin from people, the way that Mella once did.’

			‘And you still believe that you can tell if these others are anywhere close to the Gate? When you go into your trance?’

			‘I don’t believe it, I know it.’

			‘And when was the last time that you checked?’

			‘Weeks ago, when we were at Bennin.’

			‘And they weren’t close to it then?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then check again, tonight,’ she said. ‘Go back into the trance tonight, and if they’re not close to it, then let’s return home to Karn as soon as we can. Let’s try to have a normal life again, Corin.’

			Corin grimaced. The trance took a toll on him, and he was already feeling weary after the exertions of the battle. However, he understood her concerns, and he replied, ‘Very well, my love. After you go to sleep tonight, I’ll try to go into the trance.’

			‘And if they’re not near to this Gate, then we can go home, yes?’

			‘Yes. Soon.’

			‘Promise me, before the Gods.’

			‘I promise.’

			‘Good.’ She reached up and squeezed his hand where it was pressed against her chest. ‘I love you, Corin.’

			‘And I love you, Agbeth.’

			–

			Later that night, with Agbeth snoring softly beside him, Corin descended back into his trance state, easing into that condition of existence where the real world soon slipped away from him. Within moments, he had entered the void.

			Once again, he sought out the sources of light within the emptiness, finding that of the Gate immediately. In this state of being, Corin could again feel its distant but ceaseless connection to him. It still blazed with power, radiating against him, into him, and through him. The dying beacon in the north was also detectable, its faint pulse a fragile counterpoint to the hammering drumbeat from the south.

			But on this night, these two sources of energy were not Corin’s foremost consideration. He also sought out the other three beacons of light, searching for their pulsing and shimmering within the darkness of the void.

			He found one of these immediately, in a south-easterly direction, far away from the Gate in the place where it had previously been. However, to his surprise, the other two were nowhere close to that location, and for a moment they were barely discernible at all. He reached outwards into the void, feeling concern, and searching for them. And then, when he eventually found them, he was both stunned and alarmed.

			They were near to the Gate.

			Their light came from a southerly direction, their beating pulses almost hidden within the aura of that blazing sun. During the last few weeks, these two of Corin’s kind must have travelled a vast distance, moving directly towards the Gate’s location. This other pair, these individuals with power whom Corin had witnessed in his visions in the north, were seemingly heading for the ethereal archway of his dreams.

			He was deeply concerned by the implications of this. Did this confirm that they were also aware of the Gate, and knew that there was a power to be claimed? If so, were they already determined to claim it?

			If there were two, then one of them had to be either the vicious male killer, or the dark-haired woman who walked in Mella’s footsteps. Possibly, could this pair be working together, set upon an evil path to claim the power and to use it for malign purposes?

			If that was their intention, they were almost there.

			Corin was horrified, and he felt an immediate impulse to act. Tonight, it did not seem sufficient to merely observe; he needed to attempt to find out more.

			He reached out into the void with his mind, focusing on those two points of light. Extending his energy towards them… closer, closer… stretching out with his consciousness to touch them… trying to somehow connect with these two who had travelled so close to the Gate. He could feel himself straining, and he knew that the effort of doing this was further draining his stamina in the real world. But still he persisted.

			And then, for the briefest moment, he felt as if his own light and energy did indeed connect with theirs… and that he was aware of them. These two others of his kind… he could feel their power, far away… great power, although right now they were sleeping…

			But almost as soon as he had established this connection, the blazing sun of the Gate started to pulse more strongly, hammering out its energy. As if it was cognisant of Corin connecting with the pair who were so close to it, and was reacting. And then the others were awake, and Corin suddenly realised that they were aware of him, as he was aware of them. From one, a sense of hostility and threat. From the other, wary caution.

			

			Corin recoiled from this sensation of being discovered and revealed, and his trance-like state was abruptly shattered. As soon as this happened, the stronger pulsing of the Gate also subsided, and his connection to the others of his kind was instantly severed…

			–

			Corin lurched up out of the trance, his heart beating hard, and he felt drained by the effort of what he had just done.

			He had disturbed Agbeth’s slumber, and she whispered, ‘What is it, Corin?’

			He drew in a deep breath to try to calm himself, then said, ‘I’m sorry, Agbeth. So sorry. But there can be no return home and no peace for us. Not yet.’

			‘Why? What’s happened?’

			‘They’re already there, Agbeth! Two of the others, the ones like me. They’re near to the Gate. They must have gone to claim the power. I need to travel there, and soon, to try to stop them. I must.’

			‘Oh Corin.’ There was despair in her tone. ‘Must you really?’

			‘Yes.’ He rested his chin on his hands as he tried to digest the consequences of this new reality. ‘I’m so sorry, but I have no choice. I have to go there.’

			He then paused, before adding, ‘Though I fear that I might already be too late.’
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			Renvarin
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			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 14AA

			Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere was feeling troubled as he sat upon the throne in his personal audience chamber, drumming his fingers on the ornate desk before him.

			The thunderstorm which had been raging for hours outside the marble and granite walls of his magnificent palace was clearly audible, a tempest which was mirrored by the current turmoil in Renvarin’s mind. He was attempting to calm himself by tweaking the position of the objects on his desk to achieve perfect right angles and alignment, but this was to no avail.

			Shortly after noon that day, the dark storm had swept in unexpectedly and had blanketed the skies above the palace complex. The gloomy weather had also triggered Renvarin’s current unease.

			I must calm down, he thought, and try to think rationally. He has not returned!

			After a busy morning, the Archlaw had earlier decided to retire to his luxurious upper floor chambers, to take a nap to restore his energy for the hectic afternoon which lay ahead. His personal assistant had closed the curtains before leaving the bedchambers, blocking out the glare of the clear blue skies outside. Renvarin had reclined on his grand bed in the resulting half-light and had closed his eyes, feeling a mixture of weariness and self-satisfaction.

			Sleep had come to him easily. However, when he had awoken a short time afterwards, his room had descended into darkness.

			He had been certain that only minutes had passed whilst he had slept, and yet the gloom had suggested that dusk had already arrived. Before the more rational part of his mind had been able to assert itself, he had experienced a momentary stab of fear.

			The prophecy!

			He had scurried out of bed at a much quicker pace than he usually moved, hurrying to the window. As he had opened the thick cloth curtains, he had looked up with horror, expecting to see… the sun disappeared, and the sky turned black…

			But instead, this terrible storm had been raging, covering the surrounding lands in a foreboding pall of grey shadow.

			Several hours had passed since that moment, and in the intervening time Renvarin had led a spectacular service in the palace church, the first commemoration of the impending fifteenth anniversary of The Lord’s Ascension. At that service, Renvarin had displayed the perfect combination of gravitas, humility, and serenity as he had led the devotions to The Lord.

			However, on the inside he had been flustered then, and he was still agitated now, his unease reflected in the drumming of his fingertips against the desk. It was not the first time in the last fifteen years that an abrupt darkening of the sky had worried him, but this event had been rendered more ominous by its proximity to the approaching anniversary. The Lord’s final letter had anyway been playing on Renvarin’s mind for the several days prior to the storm.

			I could lose it all, if He returns. If He exposes my lies. I’ll lose my power and status, and I’ll become a nothing. My great legacy could still be destroyed, and history would record me as a despicable villain.

			There was a knock on the imposing door set within the far wall, and he called, ‘Come in.’

			The door opened, and Senior Priestess Urla Moyer entered the room, carrying an iron lockbox under one arm. She was three decades younger than Renvarin and was his personal assistant. Her body was tall and athletic, and the weight of the hefty container did not appear to trouble her as she approached.

			Renvarin knew that she was sensitive to his moods, and her expression as she placed the iron box down onto the desk was sombre. Even though, for over five years, they had been… intimate, in the privacy of his bedchambers, she knew better than to enquire about the contents of the container, or to investigate what was troubling him. In this audience room, she would maintain the appropriate formalities between them and would only speak if he was to instigate a conversation.

			‘Was it where I told you it would be?’ asked Renvarin as he stared at the lockbox. He knew that each external panel consisted of iron which was an inch thick.

			‘Yes, Your Eminence,’ she replied. ‘Exactly where you said it would be. And your wax seal on the outer container was unbroken.’

			Renvarin nodded. The metal box which Urla had delivered had been locked inside another container, which itself had been stored inside the Archlaw’s secure personal vault. That larger container had also been sealed with wax at the edge of the lid, and stamped with the Archlaw’s personal seal. Renvarin could therefore feel assured that his secret had remained safe.

			‘My keys?’

			The Senior Priestess handed across two iron keys which Renvarin pocketed within his robes, placing them alongside a third, smaller key.

			‘Good. You may wait outside now, until I call you again. And please don’t talk to anyone about this.’

			

			‘Of course, Your Eminence.’

			She was at the doorway when he added, ‘And Urla… thank you.’

			She nodded, her expression still serious, then pulled the door shut behind her as she left the room.

			Once he was alone again, Renvarin extracted the smallest key, before inserting it into the keyhole of the iron box, and turning it two full circles. After a series of clicks, the lockbox’s lid released upwards, revealing the contents.

			Inside was a rolled-up parchment, alongside a half-dozen round silver objects. Renvarin had stored the secret document within his personal vault for the past fifteen years, and he had also been adding to his collection of The Lord’s medallions over that period.

			Years had passed since he had last extracted the scroll, but he did so now, carefully lifting it from inside the box and then unrolling it, keeping it well away from the candelabra at the edge of the desk.

			Under candlelight, he began to read. The first line immediately caught his eye, bringing back memories of that momentous night when Archlaw Bahone had stood before him in Sen Aiduel…

			 

			…Within this letter, I record my final confession and prophecy…

			 

			Renvarin then proceeded to read the rest of the document, his agitation growing as he was again confronted by its secret and shameful revelations. Certain passages stood out as he read…

			 

			

			…I was one of five, my friends. Five children went into the desert, seventy-two years ago. Five of us climbed to the plateau. Five of us passed through the waterfall, and entered the tunnel beyond.

			Five. But only one of us was subsequently blessed with godlike powers, my friends. And only one walked back out of that desert, alive. Chosen…

			 

			Renvarin scowled as he reread the subsequent text where The Lord Aiduel confessed to his foul crime…

			 

			…And why was I ultimately then chosen, friends? Was it because I was more virtuous, or more just? Did my fairness and greatness shine through? Was I selected for the nobility of my spirit and the purity of my soul?

			Alas, none of these things. I chose myself. I took the power of a god by force. There were five of us, and I claimed it. I made it mine by killing the others. I murdered my four friends, younger children who had put their trust and their lives into my hands…

			 

			And the Archlaw’s heart was beating hard when he started to read the prophecy towards the end of the document…

			 

			…When the sky darkens above Sen Aiduel, when the sun disappears and day falls into night in moments beneath a Great Darkening, the five of us shall return, born anew into woman without man, each of us blessed and marked by the powers of the Gate…

			 

			By the time that Renvarin was finished, his fingers were beating against the desk surface, and his temple was throbbing with the threat of a headache.

			I’ve achieved so much, he thought. The world’s a better place because of me, and I’ve deserved the mountains of acclaim and adoration which I’ve received. But I might lose it all if He returns and reclaims His power.

			The last fifteen years had been a period of glory, as the Angallic Republic had continued to thrive in the aftermath of The Lord’s Ascension. The world remained united under the naively egalitarian leadership of the republic, trade had flourished, food was plentiful, slavery and war were forgotten, and the people were happy.

			And the Holy Church had remained at the heart of that, providing a unifying force of faith and devotion, and fortifying the almighty divinity of the now-Ascended Lord to the masses. After the ugly initial business of purging the Church’s hierarchy in Aiduel’s Gate, and uniting the Holy Church under a single Archlaw, Renvarin had been responsible for fostering and communicating a story and mythology which had transformed a god who had once walked amongst the people into something even more than that; an all-knowing, benevolent Lord, who loves and watches over us all, and who chooses to communicate through his Mortal Voice, the Archlaw.

			As a result, the Church was now stronger than ever, and the faithful were becoming steadily more devout and more willing to demonstrate their piety and loyalty. And Renvarin was at the pinnacle of that faith, at the core of the power and control which it offered.

			True, there were ongoing difficulties; heretical schisms had emerged in the Holy Land several years after the purge, which still needed to be violently suppressed, and some of the Republic’s leaders had recently been heard to complain that the Church was interfering in secular matters which were outside its purview. Indeed, some high-profile figures were becoming dangerously forthright with their views that the Archlaw and the High Council were attempting to extend their influence too far.

			However, those were trifling matters, truly insignificant compared to what might have taken place if Aiduel’s letter and its message had become public. Renvarin was certain that his decision to bury this letter and its foul truth had averted potential disaster.

			But what if He comes back? What if He and these other four come back, as His letter suggests? What if they expose me for a liar, and undo everything that I’ve achieved?

			Those questions had loomed like a clenched fist of postponed justice over Renvarin for fifteen years. Most of the time, he could subdue and ignore his fear. However, on days like today it could strike him with an unexpected force, making him realise just how fragile his authority and his legacy was.

			Everything which he had done could yet be undone. Everything that he had achieved could yet be unravelled. For just a few seconds, earlier that day, he had believed that the dawn of that disaster had finally arrived.

			But even though today had not heralded The Lord’s return, He might still be reborn tomorrow, or next week, or even a year from now. And when He came back and led these others to the Gate, to reclaim His powers and to become a living god once again, then the foundations of Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere’s Holy Church would crumble. The world order which he had so carefully crafted, centred on Sen Aiduel and based upon an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent god, would shift. And disorder and chaos would be the cursed offspring of such an eventuality.

			If that happened during Renvarin’s lifetime, he would be ruined and disgraced, and he would lose his authority.

			Unless…

			Unless The Lord and these others never reached the Gate. Unless they were found before then, by people acting in Renvarin’s service. Unless they were… silenced before then.

			I shouldn’t be weak and mealy-mouthed. I should say what I mean.

			Unless they were all killed before then. Including, if necessary, The Lord Aiduel reborn.

			The thought had teased at the edges of the Archlaw’s mind for years, but he had never articulated it so bluntly before. However, once it was expressed, he realised that it did not trouble him.

			The Lord Aiduel had been an immortal walking amongst mortals, an invincible warrior who had exerted his will upon an entire world. A man who had possessed and wielded the most wondrous, supernatural powers, and who had used those powers to bring peace, stability and order to the fractured peoples whom he had conquered, subdued or freed.

			A man who had created the Holy Church, and by doing so had gained spiritual as well as political and military control.

			However, He had not been the divine creation which Renvarin and the Holy Church had so subtly and carefully nurtured over the past fifteen years. He had not been an all-seeing, all-knowing deity, aware of and interested in every single act and thought.

			

			And, as His final letter revealed, He had been flawed. Deeply flawed. He had been a sinner, hiding His guilt and His lies for His entire life. He had claimed His powers through the act of murder, and only at the end of His life had He repented this sin.

			Did such a man deserve to return, and to reclaim the power to rule the world? When considered from that perspective, it seemed almost justifiable to find Him, if He were to ever return, and to stop Him. To punish Him for His earlier crime.

			And if doing that allowed Renvarin to retain his own illustrious position and status, then that would be a coincidental benefit, albeit a righteous one. Surely, Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere had now achieved more for the world than The Lord Aiduel had ever done?

			Of course, it helped that Aiduel’s own letter gave a clear means to identify the day of His return.

			 

			…When the sky darkens above Sen Aiduel, when the sun disappears and day falls into night in moments beneath a Great Darkening…

			 

			Those words meant that Renvarin would know exactly when The Lord and these four others had been reborn into the world.

			The letter did not say where they would return, or who precisely they would be, but it gave many other clues about how they might be identified. Clues which could be used to hunt them, should the need ever arise. And if the others shared some of The Lord’s powers, then the medallions in the lockbox should be effective against them, too. Certainly, that is what the document suggested.

			

			The Lord’s letter had also been clear about what the destination for the returning five would be. Renvarin looked down at the document again, identifying the relevant sentence:

			 

			…But those powers will grow, and grow, as will the impulse that will bind us to seek out the source. To return to the Gate, and to claim godhood…

			 

			The letter stated that the ultimate destination of the five would be Aiduel’s Gate. Their goal would be to return to the Holy City, and to reach the Gate in the mountains beyond the sacred, sealed tunnel. Therefore, Renvarin knew that if he was going to find them and stop them, he would need to do it before they ever reached that place. And that thought stimulated other ideas, other possibilities, about how to prevent them from ever getting there.

			He took a deep breath now, feeling himself growing calmer as he started to formulate his plan. He would need to develop that plan over the weeks and months to come, but he was determined now that he would develop it. He never again wanted to experience the same helpless fear as when he had awoken in darkness, earlier that day.

			He smiled, suddenly feeling as if a long-carried weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He rolled up the letter, placing it back into the box, then he locked the container. He would call Urla back in soon, to request that she carry the iron lockbox back to his personal chambers, before joining him in his luxurious bed. Tonight, he now intended to fully indulge himself, after which he was certain that he would sleep more easily.

			And tomorrow, he would start work.
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			Arion
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			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			

			After Star of Canasar had finished docking in the fortified harbour of Sen Josias, Arion was feeling both excitement and nervousness, although there was little about the town itself to evoke such emotions.

			Sen Josias was built for war, as was befitting of its perilous location close to the northern and western borders of the Enclave. In contrast to the city of Arron, which had impressed Arion with its soaring, ancient skyline, this town was utilitarian and bland. The most noteworthy structure in the port was the squat, formidable fortress which was packed tightly against the northern edge of the bay.

			An impending reunion was the true reason for Arion’s turbulent emotions. Before the Western Canasar fleet had sailed from Arron, three days earlier, he had arranged for a message to be sent by bird to Fort Upholder’s commander. He had requested that his brother Delrin be dispatched to meet the Western Canasar party, accompanied by an escort of cavalry. It was therefore possible that Arion’s elder sibling would be awaiting him in the coastal town.

			Arion could feel a knot of anticipatory tension in his stomach; would he be able to find the right words to explain House Sepian’s downfall to Delrin? And would he tell the unvarnished truth, or would he be selective in his explanations to conceal his own dishonourable role? As he peered outwards from Star of Canasar, his gaze searching for his brother whilst his soldiers disembarked, he was still unable to resolve these questions.

			Just minutes later, he was saying his farewells to Captain Col Remman when he spotted a rider entering the harbour on a cantering horse. This mounted figure had bronzed skin, dark hair and a neatly-trimmed black beard, and was wearing the white and green colours of a knight of the Order of Saint Amena. The man’s head was turning, clearly searching for something, and after he spotted the Sepian galleon he started to ride directly towards it.

			By the Lord, is it truly him?

			Within moments, the rider started to bellow, in an accent which was recognisably that of Western Canasar, ‘Arion! Arion!’

			He then dismounted, before grinning as he spotted Arion crossing the gangplank towards him.

			‘Little brother,’ said Delrin, ‘I can’t believe it’s truly you. But how-’

			His next words were interrupted as Arion wrapped his arms around his sibling, and squeezed him in a bear hug. Delrin laughed, then returned the embrace.

			Shortly after that, Arion began to sob.

			–

			In the minutes which followed, Arion invited his brother aboard the galleon. As the unloading of the ship continued, they stood together upon the foredeck with heads leaned in close, and for most of that time Arion was talking in a low voice while Delrin listened.

			The older sibling had initially been smiling, but his expression soon changed after Arion shared the news of their devastating losses. Gerrion dead. Karienne dead. Kalyane dead. Their armies destroyed, and their home conquered.

			As he talked, Arion charted an uneasy pathway through what he was willing to disclose. He did not discuss his powers, or his precise role in Gerrion’s death, or talk about illicit encounters and murderous monsters. Nor did he reveal the dreams and deceit which had drawn him to Andarron, and which had initiated the cascade of events leading to every other disaster. On top of everything else which he was sharing in these first moments of reunion, these uncomfortable points of truth and detail seemed a revelation too far. He would talk about them at some later moment, when he deemed that he was ready to confess his shame.

			After he concluded his story with the details of his escape from Septholme, and his decision to travel to the Holy Land, he could see tears on his brother’s cheeks.

			‘I’m sorry, Del,’ he said. ‘For everything. I let them all down.’

			The older sibling reached up to wipe his tears away. ‘Agh… don’t say that, Arion. It’s fucking awful news, but it’s not your fault, any more than it was mine for leaving you all. Against the armies of Elannis, and the treachery of Berun, what difference could one man make? Ah… Karienne… Gerrion… fuck.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			Delrin placed his hand onto Arion’s shoulder, a gesture which was familiar from their childhood, and he looked directly into Arion’s eyes.

			‘Lord damn it. I was so happy when Commander Cendorn told me that you were coming here, little brother! But how quickly I’m crushed by your news.’ He then paused, choking back a sound of grief, before squeezing Arion’s shoulder. ‘But that doesn’t stop me from being happy to see you, Arion. I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through, and for what we’ve lost, but I’m also thankful that you’ve survived. That we’re together again, and that my son Conran will get to meet his uncle.’

			Arion nodded, feeling grateful for his brother’s words, but also unsettled.

			By the Lord, will he still feel the same way after I tell him the whole truth?

			–

			Early the next day, Arion and the accompanying Western Canasar soldiers and civilians commenced the final part of their prolonged journey, setting off towards Fort Upholder.

			Delrin’s intention was to cover the fifty miles to the military outpost within two days. He had warned Arion that the journey would carry an element of risk, given that the fortress was on the outermost reaches of the Enclave’s territory to the north-west.

			The older brother had brought a company of twenty cavalrymen to act as an escort, and these troops rode on the flanks of the moving column. Arion, Sir Castigan and two dozen other Western Canasar soldiers had also been provided with desert horses from the stables in Sen Josias, and there were eight wagons transporting supplies, but otherwise the column was on foot.

			The pace of travel on the dusty dirt highway was therefore slow, and the heat under the beating sun soon became intense. Arion was gradually acclimatising to the soaring temperatures in this southern land, but several of his party were visibly struggling. He quickly observed that Delrin and his troops wore little armour, and covered their heads and bodies with thin cloth, and he recognised that this was a custom which he would need to adopt and encourage.

			

			The land nearer to the coast was relatively flat and surprisingly fertile, with sweeping fields of short grasses alongside forests of silver-barked trees, interspersed with occasional clusters of farms growing crops which seemed exotic and unfamiliar. Delrin explained that water was less of a problem in these coastal areas, and that the arid desert wastelands started to the west of the fort.

			On more than one occasion during the first day of the journey, Arion passed Leanna, whose two companions were walking close at her side. Each time, she nodded to him politely, but he felt too awkward to initiate an attempt at reconciliation, given that any such effort would take place in front of her glowering protector.

			By the Lord, it’s become so uncomfortable between us. And I’m growing to hate that man!

			He therefore spent much of the journey riding alongside Delrin, and talking together about their experiences from the preceding three years. The elder sibling maintained his composure for most of that time, appearing happy when he talked about his partner Shalina and his newborn son, but Arion could also perceive that his brother was struggling to contain his fresh grief.

			During the afternoon of the second day of travel, Delrin brought his horse close alongside Arion’s, and pointed westwards before saying, ‘If you squint, you can just about see them from here onwards.’

			‘See what?’

			‘The Holy Mountains. Look.’

			Arion peered in the indicated direction, and he could indeed see what appeared to be an extended line of tiny peaks in the far distance.

			

			‘Yes, I see them.’

			‘And just about… there. That’s where Aiduel’s Gate should be, many miles from here, to the west.’

			By the Lord, it’s close now.

			‘It seems so close,’ he said.

			‘Yes, brother. And yet, also a world away, given that the Addui control the land between here and there. But perhaps you and I will go there someday, at the head of a glorious crusading army, and we’ll avenge our grandfather’s death, and be a part of those who reconquer the Holy City. Something for the Sepian family to be proud of.’

			‘I’ve only signed up to be here for a year, Del,’ Arion replied.

			‘Lots can happen in a year. Just think, the First Crusade only reconquered Arron in 707AA, and the Enclave has grown so much since then. One day, I feel certain that we’ll reclaim the Holy City for the faith. Why not this next year?’

			Arion nodded, but he did not say anything else, feeling distracted. He was remembering the pulsing of energy which he had sensed on his last night aboard Star of Canasar before reaching the Holy Land. Could it be possible that those pulses had originated from the direction which Delrin had just been pointing? From that distant mountain range and from the ancient city which it contained?

			Whatever the answer was, he did not mention these thoughts and questions to his brother. He was not yet ready to disclose his full interest in Aiduel’s Gate.

			–

			Later that day, as sunset was approaching, Fort Upholder came into view at the end of the dusty highway. It was immediately apparent to Arion that the fortress and its adjoining village compound were even more utilitarian than Sen Josias.

			‘Here it is,’ said Delrin. ‘Not much to look at, I know, but it offers quite the view to the west. Welcome to the Holy Desert, brother.’

			By the Lord, so this is where I’ll be living for the next year!

			Fort Upholder was constructed of a reddish-brown stone, and it sat on a gently sloping hillock, in a location which would offer panoramic views. To the east of this position, the terrain was akin to that which their column had been travelling through, composed of a mixture of dry grasses, scrub, and stunted trees. To the west, these few signs of life seemed to fade into the true, barren desert. In that direction, the land was largely dirt and sand, the wilderness broken up by scattered rock formations of the same reddish-brown colour as the fort, some of which extended dozens of metres into the sky.

			‘This is… nothing like Western Canasar,’ said Arion after a few moments.

			‘Get used to drinking from a well,’ said Delrin, smiling. ‘We’ve dug three within the compound. And take my advice, never leave this place without a full saddlebag of water.’

			Arion was gazing across at the fortress compound, which appeared to comprise two areas. At the highest point of the hillock was the actual military fortress, with external walls which were twice the height of a man. Armed soldiers were standing on the battlements at the top of those walls.

			Adjoining this, to the east, was a much larger enclosed area that sprawled out across the shallow slope, and which Arion understood was the settlement which supported the fort. This compound contained dozens of mud-coloured buildings, and it was surrounded by a less substantial perimeter wall that was perhaps six feet high. There was one opening within this perimeter, a gateway facing the highway, with a manned wooden watchtower standing tall next to that gate.

			Arion pointed towards the sprawling settlement as they rode closer, and stated, ‘Those walls don’t look like much of an obstacle. Have they been tested?’

			Delrin shook his head. ‘They’re not intended to hold off an army, they’re just meant to deter mounted raiders. If we’re ever attacked by dangerous numbers, we’ll concentrate our defence in the main fortress. However, the Addui haven’t dared to come at us in strength since I’ve been here. They’ve harassed our patrols, and have raided to the east behind us, but they haven’t yet tried to assault the fort.’

			As they approached the external gates, Arion looked back at the soldiers and civilians at the front-end of the Western Canasar column. He could see that their reactions were conflicted; a mixture of relief that their long journey was finally ending, offset by uncertainty about the nature of this remote, alien place which was to be their new home.

			Lord preserve me, that’s how I feel.

			He had a sudden craving for a swig of red wine, and hoped that the beverage would be readily available within the settlement.

			

			‘What happens now, Del?’

			His brother smiled and said, ‘Well, first I’ll direct my men to get your people settled. We’ve lots of spare capacity within the compound’s buildings and in the barracks. Then you, me and Castigan will meet with Commander Cendorn. He’ll be wanting to get to know you, and to hear about your military experience. After that, tonight, you’re coming to stay in my home, brother. I can’t wait to introduce you to Shalina and Conran.’

			–

			That evening, Arion, Delrin and Castigan had dinner with Commander Cendorn of the Order of Saint Amena, sitting on a bench table in the centre of a mess room where dozens of other soldiers were also eating.

			The commander was a lanky man in his forties, with a neatly trimmed grey beard and thinning hair. He was a native of the Enclave, and he had joined the religious order almost thirty years earlier in the aftermath of the failed Second Crusade.

			‘We thank you and your men for contracting to serve in the Holy Land, Lord Sepian,’ said Cendorn. ‘Since the start of the war in Angall, our pool of recruitment has been running dry, so I’m very happy to add over one hundred and fifty new fighters to this garrison. Particularly so, given that the enemy’s been stirring again.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Arion. ‘We look forward to fighting alongside the Order here.’

			Cendorn nodded in approval, then said, ‘Your arrival will provide the numbers to allow us to take more assertive action to the west, in infidel territory. It’s about time that we took the fight to the Addui again, rather than always trying to counter their aggression. We’ve accumulated over a hundred desert horse now, too, so we can start to raid them like they’ve been raiding us. We’ve lost too many people to the recent actions of that bastard, the Scorpion, and it’s about time that his people suffered in turn.’

			‘The Scorpion?’ asked Arion.

			‘He’s a senior enemy leader and bandit,’ said Delrin. ‘The second son of the Warlord Baladris, and a ruthless killer. He’s been a thorn in the side of the northern forts and settlements, including this fort, for far too many years, and there’s far too much Enclave blood on his hands.’

			‘I’d very much like to be part of any actions against the enemy, Commander Cendorn,’ said Arion. ‘I hope that Delrin has told you about my record in war, and I promise you that you’ll not regret it if you use me against the infidels, and against this… Scorpion.’

			‘Oh, I’ve heard lots about the Hero of Moss Ford,’ replied Cendorn. ‘And if even half of Sir Delrin’s stories about your fighting skills are true, I’m thankful to The Lord to have you on my side. And I appreciate your appetite to fight, Lord Arion. I’ll be happy to send you westwards, under your brother’s command, once we’re both satisfied that you and your men are properly acclimatised to this land. And trust me, we’ll make sure that happens quickly.’

			‘Thank you. I look forward to it.’

			Cendorn nodded again, before turning to address Castigan. ‘Now, Sir Castigan, please tell me what Lord Commander Andross had to say when you met with him.’

			Arion then listened and recollected as Castigan recounted the discussions during that meeting with the Order’s leader, which Arion had also attended on his first day after arriving in Arron.

			–

			After Arion’s fleet had docked at the Enclave’s capital, Castigan had led him across the city to the Order’s imposing fortress, which was built into the city’s western walls. The knight had been in an ebullient mood, overjoyed to have returned to his homeland, and his mood had lifted even further when they had reached The Lord’s Plaza.

			‘This city is the beating heart of the Enclave, Lord Arion,’ he had said, gesturing across the open space to the fortress and wall to the west. ‘And that fortress is the heart of my great Order. After the First Crusade, we levelled the slums to the west of the cathedral to allow us to build that wall, and to cleanse and open this area for the glory of The Lord. And, of course, to provide the space to construct our mighty fortress. For as long as Arron stands, the Enclave will survive!’

			Once they had entered the fortress, they had been received by Lord Commander Dennor Andross, leader of the Order of Saint Amena, who was a broad man with severe features and a deep voice.

			At that meeting, after Andross had satisfied himself about Arion’s intentions and military knowledge, the Lord Commander had said, ‘I must say, Lord Sepian, that I think that this crusade and war in Andar is madness! The true fight for the Holy Church is right here, against the infidels, not warring amongst ourselves in Angall. I’ve written to the Archlaw to express my consternation, and my worries for what might happen here if we don’t receive more recruits. And I fear that things might get worse soon.’

			‘Worse soon?’ Castigan had repeated. ‘Have there been new developments, sir?’

			‘Yes,’ Andross had replied, his tone sombre. ‘For a period of months, Baladris had seemed preoccupied with the Holy City, but recently our border scouts have been reporting significantly more infidel troop activity near to the border. I’m concerned that the heretics have gotten wind of the war in Angall, and that they’re redeploying because Baladris senses an opportunity whilst our reinforcements have become negligible. In which case, the short period of respite which we’ve experienced is likely to be coming to an end, and all of our outlying forts and castles are going to be under threat again. Your return with Lord Sepian’s mercenary company has come at a most opportune time to bolster our defences in the north, Sir Castigan. I believe we’ll be fighting again, and soon. But what I can’t know for certain is whether that fighting will be raids and skirmishes, or a full-blown war.’

			–

			Castigan now finished relaying the contents of that discussion to Commander Cendorn, whose expression was grim.

			‘I agree with the Lord Commander’s sentiments,’ said Cendorn, ‘and the recent upsurge in infidel aggression in this region supports his concerns. All in all, I think that we’ve benefited from a much calmer period, but that’s over now. In the coming months, we all need to be ready to fight. May The Lord be our shield, and may He strengthen our arms.’

			Arion clenched his fists, feeling excited and undaunted by the prospect of future battle. He recognised that this time he would not be fighting for a cause which he believed in, and he certainly was not fighting on behalf of the Holy Church; rather, he just wanted to be directed against an unquestioned foe again, and to fight for his people.

			Even after his discussions with Castigan during the sea voyage, he still knew little about the Addui people, or what they believed in or fought for. However, if he was being honest with himself, he did not really care either. For the weeks and months ahead, it was enough for him to know that he would be fighting alongside the Order of Saint Amena and his brother, which meant that their enemy, the Addui, had become his enemy.

			Lord preserve me, how good would it be to lead men into battle again? And to achieve a glorious victory?

			But of course, any such victory and glory would necessitate the killing of these Addui infidels who awaited him in the western desert.

			–

			After the meal had finished, Delrin was keen to introduce his new family, and he was almost jogging as he led Arion away from the fort to his house in the settlement.

			The home itself was plain and single-storey, appearing to be constructed of red stone, mud-brick and wood. However, when they entered the building, Delrin was greeted with a passionate embrace by a dark-haired and bronze-skinned woman of equal height, whom Arion realised must be Shalina. For a moment, the loving nature of this greeting evoked memories of similar welcomes which Arion had once received from Kalyane, and he felt suddenly unsettled, though he masked his emotion as Shalina turned towards him.

			‘Arion, this is my wonderful life-partner Shalina,’ announced Delrin, looking proud of himself. ‘Shalina, this is my little brother Arion.’

			Arion smiled as a grinning Shalina said, ‘Little? He’s half a head taller than you, Del.’

			‘Little in brains, I meant,’ quipped Delrin.

			Shalina smiled again and said, ‘Welcome to our home, Arion.’

			After Arion returned this greeting, Delrin asked, ‘Is Conran still awake? I want to introduce him to his uncle.’

			‘No, I put him down less than ten minutes ago,’ Shalina replied. ‘Don’t you dare wake him, either. He’s in his basket.’

			Delrin moved through the main room towards an archway set into the far wall, beckoning for Arion to follow him. They entered what was clearly Delrin and Shalina’s bedroom, where Arion joined his brother beside a cot basket.

			Inside the cot was a sleeping child who appeared to be barely a month old, with a tuft of black downy hair on his head.

			‘My son, Conran,’ whispered Delrin, reaching out a hand towards the infant.

			‘Congratulations, brother,’ said Arion. He gulped as Shalina entered the room and placed her hand onto Delrin’s lower back.

			Lord preserve me, how happy Kalyane would have been to become a mother.

			‘He’s the first of the next generation of Sepians, Arion,’ said Delrin. ‘And his parents and his uncle will protect him. No matter what, our family line will endure.’

			

			As the three of them looked down at the sleeping baby, Delrin reached out and placed a hand onto Arion’s shoulder. Arion smiled, feeling happy for his brother, but again this was tinged with unbidden, contrasting emotions. As Kalyane’s image once more flashed into his mind, one of these was a sense of grief, mourning for a potential future which was now forever lost to him.

			–

			During the following weeks, Arion and his fellow Western Canasar soldiers gradually acclimatised to their new environment. Delrin was tasked with integrating Arion’s military force into the garrison, and Arion was happy to work with his brother to achieve this.

			After the first night, Arion had decided to sleep in the barracks with his men, and he was content to settle into the martial lifestyle of the fort. His soldiers were soon conducting daily drills with garrison troops on the lands immediately outside of the fortress, and it was quickly apparent that their integration was proving straightforward.

			The biggest adjustment which Delrin continued to reinforce was about the importance of replenishing water before excursions. In Andar, the availability of water during campaigns was generally an afterthought. However, out here on the edge of the Holy Desert there were few natural sources, and any deep man-made wells were preciously guarded. Per Delrin’s lessons, one of the reasons for the catastrophe of the Second Crusade had been failure to capture oases and water sources, and the Addui’s control of these continued to be a major obstacle to traversal of the Holy Desert.

			

			Intermittently throughout this period, Arion was also aware of the presence of Leanna, although she made no attempt to reach out to him. Much of the time, he could not feel her, when he knew that she must be near to Caddin Sendromm’s mysterious medallions. But at other times, including at night, her golden presence would return, pulsing from within the adjoining settlement and bolstering Arion’s energy. He understood that she and her companions were working as healers, although it seemed that she was concealing her abilities from the inhabitants of the fort.

			On several occasions, he considered approaching her to try to make peace between them. He still wanted to discuss his remembrance of the entire recurring dream, which visited him most nights, to attempt to gain her views on what it might mean. However, he decided each time against making an approach.

			After the way that their last exchange had ended, it still felt too awkward. She had deliberately avoided discussing the dream when they had been in Abass, and he anyway could not shake the feeling that she should be apologising to him, after everything that he had done for her. This belief grew stronger whenever he was drinking in the barracks, when it began to seem particularly unfair that she was shunning him, and that he should be forced to grovel to try to mend their friendship.

			Thankfully, after reuniting with Delrin, he had someone else within the fortress compound whom he could trust and confide in. Indeed, he spent many evenings in his brother’s home, getting to know his sibling again and befriending Shalina. The dark-haired woman was another Enclave native, her father a blacksmith who had taken up a position at Fort Upholder. She and Delrin had met after Arion’s brother had been posted to the fort.

			Over the course of several weeks, Arion began to reveal more of his secrets to his brother. The first such disclosure was to talk about his superhuman abilities, and to discuss the events at Moss Ford. After listening to this, Delrin seemed initially incredulous.

			‘You’re really telling me that you can kill dozens of men on your own, and that you can’t be hurt?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Arion. ‘For a while, at least, until my energy is gone. That’s how I did what I did at Moss Ford, and at the Battle of Condarr.’ He was not yet ready to mention the massacre at the fortress outside Septholme.

			‘But how?’

			‘How? I’m not entirely sure. I just developed these powers in the years since you left. It’s like… I can feel an energy, around and inside me, which I’m able to draw on to do extraordinary things.’

			‘And you’re saying that you can run as fast as a horse, and leap higher and further than any man alive?’

			‘Yes. I can.’

			‘And you swear that you’re not joking with me, brother?’

			‘I swear. But I don’t expect you to believe it, either, until you see it. Wait until we fight the infidels. Then you’ll see.’

			In the following days, Arion talked with Delrin about his recurring dream, and the name Illborn, and his suspicion that he would find the Gate of his dreams in the Holy City.

			‘Well, there’s only one way to find out for certain,’ said Delrin, in response to this latter disclosure.

			‘What’s that?’ asked Arion.

			‘We conquer Aiduel’s Gate,’ said the older brother, smiling.

			

			Despite this outward support, Arion could perceive that his sibling was sceptical, and he continued to promise that he would demonstrate his abilities during his first encounter with the Addui.

			By the Lord, he’ll not doubt me after he witnesses what I’m capable of. No one at this fort will.

			–

			Almost two months after Arion’s arrival at Fort Upholder, he was summoned alongside Delrin and Castigan to report to Commander Cendorn.

			Cendorn said, ‘Lord Arion. Sir Delrin informs me that you and your men are ready for the Holy Desert. Isn’t that right, Sir Delrin?’

			‘Yes sir,’ replied Arion’s brother.

			‘I’m therefore going to send you out on your first incursion into infidel land,’ continued Cendorn. ‘You’ll be led by Sir Delrin, with you as second-in-command, and Sir Castigan to accompany you. Your patrol will be allocated forty other cavalrymen, to include twenty veterans of the fort, and the rest to be selected from your own men. Let’s get you newcomers some experience in the desert.’

			‘What’s the objective, sir?’ asked Delrin. ‘How far in should we travel?’

			‘Your objective is to give them a taste of what they’ve given us,’ replied the commander. ‘Find me some infidels. Kill most of them, bring a couple back for interrogation, and leave one survivor to pass on the message of what we’ve done. Travel no further than ten miles from the fort though, I don’t want you to risk being surrounded and cut-off.’

			

			‘And their civilians, Commander?’ asked Arion. ‘What do we do if we encounter them?’

			‘There are no non-combatant Addui near to our borders,’ replied Cendorn. ‘Not even if you encounter women and children. If you see Addui, it means they’re our enemy, and it’s their intent to kill us. Therefore, you must kill them first.’

			Arion frowned after hearing this, feeling uneasy, but he did not express his disquiet. Following that, he and his companions were dismissed by the commander, leaving them to select their force for the intended incursion.

			–

			At dawn the next morning, Arion and Delrin’s patrol set off westwards on sturdy desert mounts, crossing out of Enclave territory and into the arid terrain of the Holy Desert. Arion’s older brother was soon pointing out geographical features which could be used for navigation, and Fort Upholder disappeared from view as he led them around a huge terrain feature which he described as a mesa.

			Arion and his soldiers were wearing leather gauntlets and were carrying helmets, but they were otherwise much more lightly armoured than would have been the case in Andar. The reason for this was simple; the temperature was hot even in the early morning, and they would bake if they tried to travel in full battle-dress. Their chosen clothing now mirrored that of the locals, with their arms and legs covered in loose-fitting white cloth garments. Each man also wore a bright green sash representing the colours of Saint Amena. The soldiers who had travelled from Western Canasar were armed with sword and shield, whilst several of the fort veterans carried spears.

			

			After half an hour of steady travel, Arion had his first sighting of one of the Addui. This horse rider was in the distance, a few hundred metres away, staring in their direction. After a few moments, this figure urged his mount into a gallop, heading directly away from Arion’s patrol.

			‘Do we go after him?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ replied Delrin. ‘The Addui maintain scouts all along the border. He’ll be going to report back to his leaders. Let him go.’

			‘What now then?’

			‘We continue to circle in this area, slowly, and we wait to see whom he brings back.’

			‘He’ll have taken note of our numbers,’ said Castigan, who had ridden up beside them. ‘We’ll likely not see him again unless we venture in deeper, or unless he returns here with a force at least as large as ours.’

			For the next hour, their company of cavalry circled in an expanse of desert which was broadly two miles across. They were making no attempt to be covert, and eventually Delrin stopped them alongside a tall butte which offered shade from the ascending sun, and they all took on water. Arion was thankful that they were patrolling during the cooler morning.

			They were still waiting there when they spotted an Addui group in the distance, who were formed up in a line of riders perhaps sixty strong.

			‘Mount!’

			This order was shouted by Delrin, and Arion donned his helmet before leaping onto his horse, focusing his gaze upon the distant line. The Addui appeared to be moving forwards at a canter, heading directly towards Arion’s patrol. A number were carrying spear and shield, and their clothing mirrored that of Arion’s party, though without the green sashes.

			‘Spearhead formation, at a canter!’ shouted Delrin.

			The Enclave force began to ride towards their enemy, quickly assembling into the instructed formation, which had been drilled at length. Arion took up position at the tip of this spearhead, as had been previously agreed with Delrin and Castigan, who were to his immediate left and right. The distance between the opposing forces was closing rapidly, and Arion recognised that they would clash in less than a minute.

			‘Spears and swords!’

			By the Lord, this is it! Time to fight these Addui.

			Arion’s right hand drew his sword, whilst his left clenched his shield and reins, and he felt the thrill of anticipation of battle as he focused upon the nearing enemy line.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			His senses crackled into life as energy surged through his body and coiled around his limbs. He smiled, recognising that he was about to engage in something pure and honest, a deed without guilt or shame, where he could test his strength against that of another man and emerge victorious.

			‘Charge!’

			After Delrin’s shouted command, Arion urged his mount forwards, his body now overflowing with energy. It was instinctive to want to release some of this into his brother, to protect him, and into Castigan and all these other allied soldiers who would fight alongside him today. He would make each of them greater than they were, greater than their enemy, as he in turn was greater than all of them.

			The Addui charged at almost the same moment, although their movements appeared sluggish when observed through the prism of Arion’s supernatural senses. He was able to scrutinise the faces of his enemies as he closed the last metres towards them, the dark eyes of a craggy Addui fixing on him with hatred, then the two lines came together.

			Arion’s first action was a blaze of motion, his sword and shield beating aside two spear thrusts to either side as his opponents whistled past, and then his blade whirred with unerring precision. A pair of Addui heads were still sliding from their necks as Arion wheeled his mount around and sought another target.

			The energy around his body was alive, crackling, and his senses were capturing every tiny detail of the surrounding conflict. Delrin and Castigan each dispatched their respective adversaries, both fighting with an unnatural speed and ferocity which Arion knew he was responsible for. Indeed, he could feel his energy flowing around and through every nearby ally, enhancing each of their natural abilities. And was energy pulsing into him, in turn, from the west?

			By the Lord, I feel magnificent!

			He attacked another Addui warrior, breaking the man’s shield with his first blow, and cutting him in half with the second, then he was facing another opponent. Then another.

			At some point thereafter, he leapt from his horse without conscious thought, and he was moving around the battle on foot. His motions became a blur as he killed over a dozen adversaries in seconds, his sword a bloody deliverer of dispassionate death to his doomed opponents.

			He had not moved like this since the massacre in the fortress in Septholme, but on that occasion he had been lost in a frenzy and had barely remembered what he had done. Nor had there been any surviving witnesses. However, this time he was cognisant of the superhuman speed at which he was moving, and of the terror which he was inflicting upon the enemy, and his deeds were being witnessed.

			Kill them! Kill them! Kill them! Kill them! Take your victory!

			It had become almost too easy to cut down one Addui after another, each death a one-sided dance where his opponent’s weapon and body moved at a different speed to his own. Just three more victims to butcher…

			‘Arion! Stop!’

			Delrin’s shout reached him as if through an echoing tunnel, but it was enough to trigger a cessation of his killing. As he stopped moving, he realised that an Addui woman was cowering at his feet, her spear cast to the ground.

			Arion looked up, and he could see his brother approaching him on horseback. Most of the Fort Upholder force were now gathering around them, seemingly unharmed, but only three of the Addui appeared to have survived, including the bronzed female who now cowered before Arion. The remainder were scattered across a dusty expanse of death, with horses wandering riderless amongst the many infidel corpses.

			Arion noticed with shock that several of the enemy dead were also women, and some were male youths who seemed barely out of boyhood. Their bodies were universally dismembered, victims of his unforgiving sword, and he knew immediately that the image of their bloodied corpses would remain in his memory long after he had departed from this battlefield.

			Lord preserve me, what have I done?

			Delrin dismounted, then came closer to Arion. The older sibling was carrying a bloody spear.

			‘By the Lord, brother,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen or felt anything like that. Everything you said, it’s all true. And your eyes… your fists. They’re glowing, shimmering… golden.’

			Arion stared at his own hands, and he realised that they carried a golden tint. It seemed that the energy which boiled inside him had become partially visible. His heart was pounding as this power pulsed, and he tried to force himself to relax although his thoughts were again in turmoil.

			By the Lord, what’s happening to me? What am I becoming?

			Once again, he had killed dozens of people with barely a second thought.

			‘Del… I’m sorry… I don’t-’

			‘Don’t apologise, brother,’ said Delrin, before cautiously placing a hand onto Arion’s shoulder. ‘Don’t ever apologise for the miracle which we just witnessed. You killed worthless infidels, that’s all, like you’re supposed to. But no more killing, please, for now. We need two to interrogate, and this one to send back to her people, to deliver a message.’

			‘A message?’

			Arion could feel his power starting to recede now that the threat of battle had ended, and the golden glow around his fists had disappeared. The sensation of energy pulsing into him from the west had also ceased.

			‘Yes,’ said Delrin, before addressing the Addui woman who had surrendered. ‘You there, listen to me. We’re going to let you go, to deliver a message to the Scorpion.’ He then gestured towards Arion. ‘Tell him that… Arion the Invincible has come to the Holy Land, and has butchered his infidel warriors, and that nothing for the Addui is ever going to be the same. Tell the Scorpion that his time of terrorising the northern Enclave is over. Tell him that the Invincible is coming for him.’

			Arion stared at his brother, feeling shocked by Delrin’s choice of words. He was further surprised when Castigan called out, ‘The Invincible!’

			This cry was repeated within moments by a handful of other allied soldiers, and then was echoed by the surrounding group, their weapons raised to the sky in triumph as they shouted.

			Arion looked around, feeling dumbfounded by the apparent adulation, but there were also goosebumps on his neck as the call was repeated over and over. Eventually, he raised his own sword to mirror their actions, and there was a resounding cheer.

			Lord preserve me. Leanna once said that only I can decide what I’m going to become. But what will that be? Am I a victorious hero deserving of acclaim, or a brutal butcher who should be loathed?

			Or was it too late, and he had already become both?
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			

			Corin was peering out towards the fleet of longships which were rocking gently in their moorings on the jetties of Kurak, and he was feeling satisfied with what had been accomplished in the preceding weeks.

			Ever since he had made the decision to travel to the Holy Land in pursuit of the others of his kind, his warband’s principal efforts had been directed towards preparing for their coming expedition. Those preparations were almost now complete, and thirty longships in the harbour were close to fully loaded with barrels of water and provisions of food.

			The day after the conquest of Kurak, Corin had been astonished and delighted after his people had discovered a great surplus of food supplies which had been hoarded in the town’s cellars. This excess had subsequently either been allocated to the ships for the coming journey, or distributed to the malnourished survivors of the subjugated clans in the region.

			In the last two months, the Chosen warband had also liberated several more clans along the southern coast, eliminating the last vestiges of the Kurakee. In exchange for the provision of food to these freed clans, Corin had been able to recruit a handful of ocean-going sailors for each longship in the fleet. This was essential for the expedition ahead; many of Corin’s warband had sailed on lakes, but few had experience of the vast ocean.

			However, not even the recruited sailors had travelled to the coasts of the Holy Land. Indeed, Corin had been unable to find anyone who had ever journeyed to those distant shores. If there had been any Kurakee raiders with such experience, they were now dead, and there remained much that Corin would not know about his destination until he and his warband arrived.

			Nearby, he could see that two of his people were lifting a barrel onto a vessel, whilst laughing together at some unheard joke. The pair were Chosen warriors from differing original clans, and their camaraderie was satisfying to witness, reminding Corin that the shared experiences against the Kurakee had forged close bonds between his people. Once again, he felt thankful for the efforts of his Chosen warband during the campaign of liberation, and for the faith which his warriors continued to show in him.

			After taking the decision to travel to the Holy Land, he had committed time to discuss the intended expedition with each member of the warband, gathering them in small groups. He had offered them a choice about whether they wanted to journey with him, and nine out of ten had responded that they would. Hundreds would therefore be accompanying him on the voyage, with each loaded longship able to carry up to twenty sailors and warriors.

			Carpenters had also created a separate area at the rear of each ship for two or three felrin, but Corin was still conscious of how challenging it would be to transport the beasts. Before departure, he planned to join the creatures in their Song, to calm them about the confined journey which lay ahead and to give them a final choice about returning to the north, but he was confident that the vast majority would choose to remain within Blackpaw’s pack.

			Corin would therefore be travelling to the Holy Land with a mighty fighting force, which he would further fortify with his own abilities. However, he still could not be certain that this would be sufficient to overcome the challenges which they might face, given his limited knowledge about what awaited them across the ocean. He had quizzed Hellin further since making the decision to depart, but he had soon exhausted what little she knew about the foreign land.

			The hasty organisation of the expedition also meant that there had been no opportunity to make advance contact with those people whom Hellin called infidels, whom Corin understood controlled much of that distant land, including the deserts around Aiduel’s Gate.

			Corin did not intend to initiate war with these native peoples, and he planned to explain after arriving that he simply sought to travel to their Holy City. If their leaders would allow the Chosen warband safe passage through their lands, and would grant access to water, then Corin hoped that conflict could be avoided. However, he also recognised that it was possible that he and his people might be forced to fight their way to their destination, which was a concerning prospect.

			His reverie about this was interrupted when he heard a call of, ‘Corin!’

			He turned his gaze away from the ocean, to see that Kernon was approaching. ‘What is it?’

			‘The chiefs are here,’ said the older brother. ‘Munnik, Quan and the others. They’ve finally arrived, and I’ve taken them to the Kurak roundhouse.’

			‘Good.’

			

			This was the last matter of importance which Corin needed to resolve before embarking on the voyage. The longships were almost ready, he had gathered his Chosen warband and felrin pack, and he had recruited sufficient sailors. However, he had not wanted to depart without meeting with several key clan chiefs of the Chosen Alliance, to explain what he was doing. Their acceptance of his intentions would be essential if they were to continue to support and maintain the alliance in his absence, and he had therefore sent out riders to summon them after the fall of Kurak.

			‘Please get them food and drink,’ said Corin, ‘and tell them that I’ll soon be there to speak with them all. But before I do that, please bring Chief Munnik here. I’d like to talk with him alone first.’

			–

			When Munnik arrived, looking dusty and travel-worn, the Borl chief was peering out at the sea with wide-eyed wonder.

			After greeting the red-haired leader, Corin said, ‘It’s almost beyond belief, isn’t it? Before coming here, I thought the Great Lake was vast. This makes my lake look like a puddle.’

			‘It’s incredible,’ said Munnik, a wry look on his face as his eyes now fixed upon Corin. ‘But if I can be direct, Chosen, I’ve come a long way at pace to get here, and I’m eager to find out what you want to tell me. You didn’t order me and the other chiefs here just to show us the ocean, did you?’

			Corin laughed and said, ‘You are direct, Munnik. And no, I didn’t.’

			He proceeded to tell the Borl leader about the events of recent months, including the campaign against the Kurakee and the conquering of Kurak. He then shared details about his planned expedition to reach the Holy Land and Aiduel’s Gate, and the reasons why he felt compelled to do this. Munnik listened carefully and, after expressing initial surprise, he raised several questions which Corin answered as openly as possible.

			After Corin had finished his explanations, he asked Munnik to provide an update about the clans and lands to the north. He was happy to hear that his homeland was recovering well after the defeat of the Kurakee horde, and that the Chosen Alliance was still co-operating successfully.

			He concluded their conversation by saying, ‘I wanted to speak to you first, and alone, Munnik. Out of all the chiefs in the Chosen Alliance, I have the greatest trust and respect for you.’

			‘Thank you, Chief Corin,’ said Munnik. ‘It honours me that you should say that.’

			‘You deserve that honour. However, perhaps you don’t deserve the burden which I’m going to place on you.’

			‘Burden?’

			‘In my absence, I need someone to lead them, and to hold the Chosen Alliance together. If we share the herds, grain and wealth which the Kurakee had hoarded, we should be able to properly feed and support every clan. However, it will be a great challenge to integrate all the newly freed clans into the alliance, and to encourage them to adopt our ways. I’ve started this process, and it should be my ongoing responsibility, but I don’t feel that I can wait any longer to sail south. I therefore need someone to stand firm as leader in my stead, someone whom I can trust to be strong, fair and honest, and whose shoulders are broad enough to bear the burden. That’s why I choose you to lead in place of me, Chief Munnik.’

			Munnik smiled, then reached out and clasped Corin’s forearm, before saying, ‘Thank you, Corin. Again, it honours me beyond words that you should give me this responsibility. And before the Gods, I’ll do everything I can to protect and grow the Chosen Alliance until you return. I swear that to you. And besides, I’ve already sworn that it’s become my life’s work to follow you, and to help you to bring order to our country.’

			‘It gives me great peace of mind to hear you say that. I plan to announce your leadership position when we meet with the other chiefs, and I’ll ask them all to follow you.’

			‘And when are you planning to leave?’

			‘Within the next two days, so long as the weather stays clear.’

			‘And when do you think you’ll return?’

			‘I wish I could answer that with certainty, Munnik, but I can’t. We think the journey to the Holy Land will take over three weeks by sea, and then we’ll be away for however long it takes me to get to Aiduel’s Gate, and then to return. So how long? Possibly up to six or seven moons, I believe. But I will return.’

			–

			Later, Corin entered the great roundhouse in the centre of Kurak, and he was satisfied to see the gathering of leaders who were assembled there. Several other chiefs of the northern clans had accompanied Munnik southwards, including the lanky Quan of the Qari, Dorlan of the Kelma, Buljuk of the Renni, and Ruc of the Milni. Marrix of Karn had also come, on behalf of the Karn and Anath clans.

			Everyone there led clans which had been saved from the Kurakee invasion by Corin’s leadership and powers, and by the formation of the Chosen Alliance. Corin therefore felt confident that the alliance would continue to prosper during his time overseas, if he could maintain the support of those present.

			He commenced the meeting by saying, ‘Thank you all for coming so far, my friends and allies. I appreciate that the journey from the north to Kurak is a long one, though it’s no small feat that it can now be made without ever leaving the expanded lands of the Chosen Alliance! But after the great deeds which we’ve all achieved in the last few months, I wanted to gather us here to celebrate, and to share my next news.’

			He did not want to launch immediately into telling them that he was intending to depart from the lands of Bergen. He therefore began by recounting what his warband and felrin pack had achieved since the Battle of Karn, and he listed the many liberated clans which had opted to join the Chosen Alliance. He also talked about the great wealth which had been captured from the vanquished Kurakee, which was now being distributed throughout the alliance, including to the founding clans in the north.

			He then invited Munnik to outline what had been achieved across those northern clans during the time that Corin had been away, including the rebuilding efforts after the Kurakee invasion. As Munnik talked, Corin was pleased at how much competence and gravitas the red-haired man displayed, and he was satisfied to observe how the other leaders deferred to the Borl chief on matters of organisation between the clans. It was clear that Munnik had already become accepted as Corin’s second-in-command, which would make Corin’s intended announcement easier for the chiefs to agree to.

			Finally, the moment came when Corin said, ‘And now, friends, there’s something important which I need to announce, which I think is going to surprise you, but which shouldn’t be a cause for alarm. Unfortunately, I will not be able to return home to the north for the foreseeable future. Instead, I need to depart from Bergen, and to sail to a land to the south, far across the ocean. I’ll have to take my warband and felrin pack with me, and we’ll need to be gone for several moons.’

			Munnik was prepared for this announcement, but Corin could see consternation amongst some of the others.

			‘Why must you leave us, Chosen?’ asked Dorlan of the Kelma. ‘And why now?’

			‘Because the Gods will it so,’ Corin replied, repeating words which he had used earlier with Munnik. ‘On two separate occasions, the Gods called me to the north, and both times I answered that call. Once, they granted me my powers, and made me their Chosen. The second time, they gave me the felrin horde which we needed to save the Chosen people. This time, this third time, the Gods are calling me to the south, to a distant land.’

			‘For what, Chief Corin?’ asked Quan of the Qari.

			‘The Gods have shown me that there’s a devastating, almighty power in the south, ready to be claimed. A power which dwarfs anything which I already possess. I must travel to the place of that power, in a land far across the ocean, called the Holy Land, and I must claim it on behalf of the Chosen people. If I’m the one to possess it, then I’ll be able to restore peace and order to Bergen forever. I’ll be able to extend the Chosen Alliance to every corner of this land, to root out evildoers and fear, and to make this country as great as it once was in the past.’

			‘Forgive me, Chief Corin,’ said Munnik, ‘but many here will believe that you’re already capable of doing all of those things. Perhaps it would help the other chiefs to understand the need for your action, and your haste, if you explain that there are others who may have the same goal as you.’

			Corin nodded. ‘Munnik’s correct. I’ve received visions from the Gods, which have shown me that there are three others in the world who are also able to claim this power. Three who come from distant lands, who have no loyalty towards or love for our people, and who don’t worship our Gods. If I allow these others to possess this power, then I fear that the world might fall into… darkness. And one day, that darkness could reach our own lands, and my strength might then be insufficient to stop it.’

			‘And Chief Corin has told me that two of these are already much nearer to this place of power,’ added Munnik. ‘They’re already in this Holy Land, and the Chosen fears that they’ll reach it before him. We must therefore give every support that we can to his proposed expedition. And we must trust him again, as we’ve trusted him before. We owe him that, for everything that he’s done for us. Without the Chosen, none of us here would still be alive, and our clans and our families would be broken and scattered under the rule of the Kurakee. If he asks for my absolute loyalty again, and for my allegiance and service whilst he’s gone, then he’ll have it.’

			There were several nods and sounds of assent after this, before Dorlan asked, ‘But do you know what you’ll face in this Holy Land, Chief Corin? Surely the clans there will be hostile? How many warriors are you intending to take with you?’

			‘I don’t know for certain what we’ll face,’ answered Corin. ‘If I had the time, I’d send an advance party overseas to find out more about these lands, and to try to make friendly contacts there. However, as Munnik stated, I fear that my enemies are ahead of me, and I can’t wait any longer. I therefore intend to take most of the warband which travelled with me during the defeat of the Kurakee. Roughly three hundred and fifty fighters, plus my pack of felrin.’

			‘But how do you know if that will be enough?’

			‘I don’t, but I’m anyway limited by the number of seafaring ships which we’ve captured, and I don’t want to strip the Chosen lands of too many able-bodied warriors and workers. I’ll therefore use the trusted forces which I have to hand. With those fighters, with my powers, and with the felrin, I believe that we’ll be more than capable of protecting ourselves after we arrive in this Holy Land.’

			‘Must you really go though, Chief Corin?’ asked Quan. ‘You’ve been absent from the north since the Battle of Karn, and there are newer clans within the Alliance whose commitment might still seem… weaker.’

			Corin’s expression was stern as he replied, ‘The Chosen Alliance will only be weak if its leaders allow it to be.’ He looked around the circle, then gestured towards Munnik. ‘In my absence, Chief Munnik is to lead, taking counsel from all of you, as he led whilst I was in the far north, and as he’s continued to lead whilst I’ve finished the war against the Kurakee. With my authority, he will rule the Alliance whilst I’m gone. Does anyone here question Munnik’s wisdom, judgement and fairness, or his ability to rule in my stead?’

			There were no voices of direct dissent, but Chief Ruc of the Milni said, ‘No one doubts Chief Munnik, Chosen, but you are our leader. You are the Chosen of the Gods and Mella Reborn. You were the one who delivered our great victory against the Kurakee, and who brought the Chosen Alliance together.’

			‘And it’s as your leader that I ask you all to trust me in this, to have faith that I will return, and to do everything that you can to uphold the Chosen Alliance. We’ve all given oaths to each other to maintain that alliance, and when I return, there will be grave consequences for any man who has chosen to break their word, or who has refused to follow Munnik’s just leadership. I will return, and I promise that this land will return to greatness and prosperity under our collective leadership, and under the protection of the Chosen Alliance. But it will only achieve that if everyone here does everything that they can, in my absence, to make it so.’

			The chiefs nodded in response to this, appearing reassured by Corin’s words. Following that, they spent more time discussing the practicalities of how the Chosen lands would be ruled and controlled in Corin’s absence. By the end of the gathering, it was late in the evening, and Corin was feeling confident that Munnik would have their full support.

			–

			Afterwards, he returned to the wooden home which he and Agbeth had claimed within the town of Kurak, on a row of buildings near to the jetties. The entire warband had moved into the town a few days after the conquest, and most of the homes which they had selected were also close to the sea.

			He found Agbeth sitting on the edge of their bed, reading one of Hellin’s books by candlelight.

			‘How did it go with Munnik and the other chiefs?’ she asked, her voice quiet as she closed the book.

			‘As well as I could have hoped,’ he replied. ‘They understand enough about what I’m doing to give me their support, and they’ve all agreed to follow Munnik as leader while I’m away. That’s all I could have hoped for.’

			‘That’s good. We’re definitely going then?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘We’re almost ready, anyway,’ she said. ‘I checked everything again this afternoon. Everyone knows which longship they’re to travel on, and the loading of supplies should be finished tomorrow. When do we intend to leave?’

			‘The day after tomorrow, shortly after dawn, if the weather stays clear.’

			‘Very well.’

			Corin moved to sit down beside his wife, and he took hold of her hand.

			‘Thank you again for supporting me in this,’ he said.

			‘I’ll always support you, Corin. That’s why I’m coming.’

			There was a tremor in her voice as she said the last words, and he realised that she was trying to stifle tears. He placed his arm around her shoulder, drawing her into his side, and she accepted the embrace, leaning her head against him. Corin gulped; he knew that Abgeth’s upset was the latest manifestation of her unease about and opposition to the planned expedition.

			For a handful of days after Corin had first announced his intention to travel to the Holy Land, Agbeth had argued in private against his plan, telling him that she thought it was a terrible mistake. She had also been fighting back tears when she had stated that, if he was determined to embark upon the expedition, she would no longer attempt to conceive a child until after they had returned home.

			Eventually, Corin had convinced her that he was resolved upon his intended course of action, following which she had masked her visible unease and had accepted his decision. She had then thrown her full outward support and effort behind preparing for the expedition, and no one else had ever gained any sense of the disagreement between them.

			However, it was clear to Corin that this acceptance had not quashed her earlier reservations, and the indisputable condition which she had imposed in return for supporting his journey was that she was also going to come, to watch over him. It worried him that the coming expedition might therefore expose his wife to danger, but she was resolute that she would also be journeying south.

			After seconds of silence, he finally said, ‘What are you thinking?’

			‘I still can’t forget what you told me, Corin. What the boy Cillian said in your final conversation. That you’ll die again without him. Why did he say that, and what did he mean? You know that I still think that it’s too dangerous for you to travel to that Gate.’

			‘I don’t know what it meant. But it might not mean anything. The boy was trying to get me to kill you to save himself. He would have said anything to achieve that, and he could easily have been lying.’

			‘You truly believe that?’

			

			‘Truly? How can I know for sure? But what I believe more than anything is… only one person can claim the power, and it must be me. After that, I don’t think that anyone will be able to harm me, and I’ll be able to bring order to our homeland, forever. And then you and I will be able to live in peace and happiness, and to have a family together.’

			‘I would like that, Corin. So very much.’

			‘So would I, my love. So would I.’

			‘I still wish we could do that now, and just go home to Karn.’

			‘So do I. And one day, we will. I promise. But not until I’ve done what I believe I need to do. Until then, I can’t go home.’

			For a while afterwards, they remained like that, holding each other in silence. Agbeth’s breathing soon settled, and Corin sensed that he had partly reassured her. However, despite his expressions of confidence, his own doubts had resurfaced after the conversations of the day. The truth was that he would be departing for the Holy Land with little genuine idea about how long he would be overseas, or what precisely he was going to face after he arrived on those foreign shores.

			–

			The next morning, Corin was lying on his back near to the woodland to the west of Kurak, with his arms crossed over his chest. He was aware that the half-dozen guards who had accompanied him were close by, alert and watching, but he also knew that he was in no danger here given his other company.

			The felrin pack had slunk forward from the woods to gather in a broad semi-circle around him. The feral beasts were either resting on their front paws or sitting on their haunches, with their golden eyes fixed upon Corin. The creatures had adopted the wooded area and its nearby beach as their home for the last couple of months, and Corin had decided to come here to speak to them.

			He was intending to join their Song again, to enable him to communicate with the beasts about what they were going to experience in the coming weeks. He would need them to remain calm whilst sailing across the ocean, and he therefore wanted to speak to them directly about this within the Song. He also needed to reassert his leadership, and to give them another choice about whether they would follow him on the voyage.

			As he closed his eyes, he could feel Blackpaw just metres away, sitting hunched in the centre of the pack, and staring towards his reclining form. After a moment, Blackpaw started to howl, releasing the prolonged screeching sound which was so terrifying when heard for the first time, but which had become a familiar source of comfort for Corin.

			Within seconds, dozens of other felrin voices joined Blackpaw’s call, forming a powerful, resonating noise which silenced all other surrounding sounds of nature. Corin felt his mind and consciousness floating downwards, carried on the currents of the creatures’ language, becoming lost in the harmony which only he could find within that seemingly discordant din.

			From there, he could listen, and he could speak to them all. For a while, he embraced their Song, hearing their satisfaction with the freedom that they were experiencing, and feeling their savage lust for the life which they had gained since he had released them from their isolated prison in the far north.

			Then he began to speak.

			–

			The following day, Corin was sitting on a wooden bench on the lead longship of the Chosen fleet, heaving on an oar as the vessel sailed away from Kurak’s jetties into the open ocean. Soon, they would lift the blades of their oars from the water and rely upon the single billowing sail, but for now most of the crew and passengers of the longship were on rowing duty.

			Agbeth and Hellin were also on Corin’s ship, seated towards the rear in front of the felrin enclosure. Neither were manning the oars, but Corin could see that his wife’s expression was grim as they drew further away from land, and as the swell of the open sea began to rock their loaded vessel. Hellin was clutching her backpack and staff.

			Behind the women, Corin could also see Blackpaw and two other felrin at the ship’s stern. The beasts were calm, but Corin knew that he would need to revisit their Song several times during the coming voyage to ensure they remained that way.

			Beyond the stern, Kurak was disappearing into the distance. Between Corin and that conquered town, the remainder of the Chosen fleet was following beneath clear skies, sails raised and billowing on twenty-nine other longships. The sight was enough to rouse Corin’s pride for the scale of what he and his Chosen warband had accomplished to allow them to embark on this great expedition.

			Before departing, he had gathered all who had decided to travel with him, and had said, ‘Thank you for continuing our journey together, and for your trust in me. I promise you that what we’re going to do is as important as what we’ve achieved in defeating the Kurakee. I cannot though promise you that our journey will be free from danger, and we might all be risking our lives by travelling to this foreign land, but I am certain that this expedition is as vital as anything that we’ve already done. If we can reach our goal, a place called Aiduel’s Gate, I’ll be able to ensure peace and prosperity in our lands, forever!’

			His warband had cheered that speech, but now the difficulty of their journey, and the dangers that they would face, had started.

			As a final preparation during the night before, Corin had returned to his trance state to determine where the others of his kind were. This time, he had not exposed his presence by reaching out to the pair in the Holy Land, but he had been relieved that they had not moved significantly closer to the source of power which he believed was the Gate. Given the urgency with which he and Agbeth had organised this expedition, he therefore believed that he could still be the first to reach Aiduel’s Gate and to claim the power.

			But a great ocean voyage now lay ahead of Corin and his people. And on the other side of that daunting journey, the unknown Holy Land, and two others of his kind, were awaiting him.

		

	
		
			11

			Allana

			

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana was standing in the courtyard of Berun Castle, her hand resting lightly on her stomach, when Jarrett and his accompanying cavalry rode through the open castle gateway.

			Allana smiled as her husband dismounted and moved to greet her, and she noticed that his beard had grown thicker during their period of separation, making him appear even more rugged and masculine.

			You have a husband who looks fit to be a king, Lana.

			As he reached her, Allana slid her arms around his neck and then kissed him, holding her spouse in a lingering embrace which she knew would arouse envy within every other man present.

			After their kiss had finally ended, she said, ‘Welcome back, my love.’

			‘Lana, you’re a sight to behold,’ he replied, his face flushed. ‘I swear, you’re becoming more beautiful with every passing day.’

			Allana was wearing a purple dress which hung loose around her figure while displaying her bare upper chest, and she knew that he spoke the truth. However, she was also aware of what was contributing to the healthy glow of her skin and the lustre of her hair.

			‘Please, you’re making me blush, Jarrett. But tell me, does your return mean that you’ve been victorious?’

			They had been separated for more than two months, during which time Jarrett had been on campaign in the north-east of Western Canasar, responding to the uprising which had been centred around Canasholme.

			‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘it’s finished. We crushed their rebel force south of the Seventh Fort, and we hung anyone we suspected of being associated with them. In truth, it’ll make Canasholme easier to govern, because it also gave us an excuse to put a noose around the neck of anyone who might have been difficult in future. There’ll be no more uprisings.’

			The two of you rule Western Canasar without question now, Lana.

			‘Congratulations, my brave husband,’ she said. ‘Though I expected nothing less from you, of course.’

			He tilted his head in acknowledgement, before asking, ‘When did you arrive?’

			‘I got here almost three weeks ago.’ She then lowered her voice. ‘And I brought the girl, as you requested.’

			‘Good. Better to remove her from Septholme. Where is she now?’

			‘In a locked and guarded room, in the southern tower. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to take her to the dungeons, given…’

			‘Yes, I agree,’ he said. ‘No one witnessed you moving her?’

			‘No, she was in a separate, guarded carriage for the entire journey, with the curtains closed. No one saw her, not even me.’

			‘Good, thank you for arranging that. And have you been checking on Mother?’

			

			Allana frowned, feigning distress. ‘I’m sorry, Jarrett. If anything, she’s gotten worse. The fur… it’s everywhere now. And her face… she’s barely recognisable. I’ve prayed for her again, but it’s been no use.’

			Jarrett grimaced, then reached up to touch the statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree which hung around his neck. ‘Ah… I’d expected no different. Though I’d hoped…’

			Allana placed her hand onto his arm to console him, before raising herself on tiptoes to whisper into his ear, her words intended for him alone.

			‘Come, my love, try not to feel down. We must go to our chambers, and spend some… private time together. Today’s not a day for sorrow. Far from it. I have news for you, which I wanted to tell you in person. Some wonderful news.’

			‘What, Lana? What is it?’

			‘I’m pregnant, Jarrett. We’re going to have a child.’

			–

			In the hour which followed, they made love together, their passion enflamed by their period of separation and by Jarrett’s obvious elation upon hearing Allana’s news. Afterwards, she was feeling languorous as she lay on her side, with her dozing husband’s thick arms around her and his large body pressed close against her back.

			Jarrett’s overjoyed, Lana, and he’ll be even more devoted to you now. But only you know the truth.

			As she rested there, she moved her hand onto her stomach and circled her palm, imagining the life growing inside of her body. There was no longer any doubt that she was going to be a mother; her bloods had not come for several months, and she was sure that she was pregnant.

			And she was also as certain as she could be that Jarrett was not the father.

			Of course, it was physically possible that he might be. She had made love to her husband on numerous occasions around the likely day of conception, including on their wedding night. Indeed, Allana was relieved that their wedding had followed so closely on the heels of the actual day when she believed she had conceived, a proximity which would help to avoid any awkward future questions.

			However, she was convinced that she was carrying Arion Sepian’s child.

			Despite the awful ending to their encounter in the forest glade, she could still remember how, for a few moments at least, everything in the world had seemed perfect and unmatched. How exquisite it had been to have Arion above her and inside her, their auras of power intermingled and entwined, her body and her soul blissfully opened to him.

			With hindsight, it therefore felt so natural and right that she would have become pregnant during such a wondrous experience. That only one of her own kind would be able to create a child with her. A special child conceived by two people who were both in possession of miraculous powers.

			Of course, she would never tell Jarrett any of this; she would need him to raise the child with her, to give it status and security as a prince or princess of the realm, and to ultimately bequeath his title to it.

			But Allana would know the truth, and her belief in that truth would act to preserve her secret connection with Arion Sepian for the rest of her life.

			

			–

			That evening, Allana was sitting for dinner with her husband. The duke was grinning often, appearing giddy at thought of fatherhood, whilst working his ravenous way through the contents of a dish which was loaded with meat and potatoes. Allana smiled politely as Jarrett talked about naming a newborn son after his late father Bannon, but she was already becoming bored by her spouse’s excited baby chatter.

			Eventually, she interrupted him by asking, ‘Has there been any further news from the west?’

			‘Yes, there has. Good news there too, Lana.’

			‘What’s happened?’

			‘A significant victory. Markon’s army defeated and routed Sendar Pavil’s main force two weeks ago, fifty miles to the west of Condarron. I understand that Markon was able to gather almost the entirety of his invading forces together for the battle, so the Imposter must have been facing overwhelming odds. Pavil and his surviving army have retreated to Andarron, and I believe that they’re soon to be besieged there.’

			Allana nodded, feeling a hint of excitement; she had been aware that the war had continued to progress in favour of Elannis, but this imperial victory marked the first time that Sendar Pavil’s own army had been comprehensively defeated.

			‘That sounds like an excellent outcome for us?’

			‘Yes, definitely,’ replied Jarrett. ‘After this latest victory, Markon’s now secured control of the entirety of the southern coastal provinces, other than the city of Andarron itself. And it’s just a matter of time before the capital falls or is surrendered.’

			Months earlier, Jarrett had informed Allana that Pavil’s forces had attempted to relieve Rednarron from siege, clashing with the Elannis army encamped around the city. The resulting battle had been inconclusive, but the Imposter King had failed to free the Rednar forces which had been trapped within the besieged settlement.

			After the subsequent arrival of the massive Elannis army led by Prince Markon El’Augustus, Allana understood that Pavil had tried to sue for peace. These overtures had been rejected, following which the Imposter King’s forces had retreated westwards. That retreat had signalled the end of hope for the surviving defenders of Rednarron, and the city had fallen just days later.

			‘So the war will be over soon?’ asked Allana.

			‘The end must be coming soon,’ replied Jarrett. ‘Sendar Pavil must realise by now that his cause is lost. The crusading armies and their allies now control Western Canasar, Berun, Rednar, Condarr and much of Pavil. House Dunark has continued to play no active part in the fighting, and Cendun and Rowarth must be regretting their decisions to throw in their lot with the Pavils. The Imposter has no hope of winning this war.’

			‘But will he surrender?’

			‘I hope so, but I’m not sure. He obviously tried to secure peace with his proposal to relinquish Western Canasar. However, after Markon rejected this, Pavil must realise by now that there’s nothing which he can offer that will keep him on the throne. Possibly, he might choose to surrender Andarron in return for his own life.’

			‘And if he does, when will we be crowned?’

			‘As soon as possible, if I have my way. I want us to be close to Andarron when the city falls or is surrendered, so we can be crowned within days of the conquest.’

			Allana smiled, allowing herself to envisage the glory and majesty of that moment.

			You will make such a beautiful queen, Lana, and you’ll look breathtakingly lovely when they place a crown upon your head. Though it would be better if your coronation takes place before you become too pregnant.

			‘We’re going to travel there?’ she asked.

			‘With Markon’s consent, yes, we will. I’m going to send a message by bird to him tomorrow, to make the request.’

			‘And Jarrett?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Did you ever receive any news about where the Septholme fleet sailed to?’

			‘No, my love, though I’ve been on campaign, and it’s not been my focus. They never appeared at any of the southern Andar ports, I know that much. Most likely, they sailed to the northern provinces. If they did, I’m sure that the surviving Western Canasar soldiers will turn up somewhere, eventually, causing trouble.’

			‘And what will you do if you ever encounter… Arion Sepian?’

			Jarrett paused for a moment, chewing his food and appearing to consider his response.

			‘If he’s still alive, Sepian must know by now that I’ve conquered his land and have caused the downfall of his family. And if that’s the case, he’ll want revenge. Therefore, if I ever meet him again, there’ll be only one possible course of action which I can take. Particularly now that I have a potential heir to protect.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘I’ll kill him.’

			–

			The next day, at Jarrett’s instigation, Allana and her husband returned to the corridor outside of Sillene Berun’s stinking, reinforced dungeon cell.

			The former dowager duchess was crouched in the far corner of the enclosed area, and Sillene immediately turned her head towards them, snarling as her golden eyes focused upon her visitors. She then raised herself to a standing position, revealing the mass of fur which covered her misshapen body.

			Incredibly, the woman – the beast? – now appeared to be much taller and stronger than her son. Allana could see that Sillene’s limbs had stretched and thickened over time, a transformation which had eventually required the door and bars of her cell to be heavily reinforced to continue to contain her.

			The beastly woman now adopted a stooping motion as she approached her visitors, with her long arms dangling downwards.

			‘Mother, I’ve been praying for you,’ stated Jarrett, his voice mournful. ‘Praying every night to The Lord, to ask Him to save you.’

			But Sillene Berun ignored her son. Instead, her gleaming eyes were fixed upon Allana, and her throat was making a sound which was somewhere between a growl and a purr.

			She knows who you are, Lana. She knows what you did. And she knows that you will always own her.

			Allana had been responsible for turning Sillene Berun into this monstrosity. Subsequently, she had created a further two such beasts on the momentous day of the conquest of Septholme, when she had unleashed her powers within the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards, creating a pair of merciless killers which had become hers to command. Those transformations had happened more rapidly, since Allana’s power had been enhanced by her proximity to Arion and the priestess Leanna. But the outcome for Sillene Berun, although taking much longer to complete, appeared to be the same. The woman would end up resembling the monsters of Septholme, and she would obey Allana without hesitation.

			‘Please, Mother, look upon The Lord,’ pleaded Jarrett, to no avail.

			Allana’s gaze moved onto her husband, recognising the anguish in his voice. Ever since their clash during the conquest of Septholme, she had generally refrained from compelling Jarrett to act against his own will, even though she knew that she could force him to do anything. She had witnessed his adverse mood and health for several days after she had shattered his willpower inside their encampment tent, and she believed that her coercion had the longer-term potential to hurt him, as it had once also endangered Duke Conran Sepian.

			However, as she stared at Jarrett now, she experienced an unexpected moment of pity for her husband. He was as clueless about the true nature of his relationship with Allana, and the balance of power between them, as he was about the cause of his mother’s condition.

			He doesn’t understand that she has no interest in worshipping The Lord, Lana. There’s only one person whom she worships now.

			After a few moments, she said, ‘I don’t think that she’s going to recover, Jarrett.’

			‘What?’

			‘I’m so sorry, but I don’t think that she’s ever going to recover from this disease, this… curse. I think that she’ll be like this forever, and will never go back to who she was. Your mother is lost to you, but this is no life for her, in this rotting cell. I think the kindest thing that you could do now would be to take her out of this castle, far into the wilderness of The Horns, and then set her free. Look at her, there’s no doubt that she can hunt and kill. She’ll never have her old life back, but living in the wild has to be better than this, surely?’

			Jarrett stared at Allana, looking shocked, then focused his gaze back onto his mother. He was frowning, but it appeared that he had not dismissed the suggestion when he said, ‘I’ll have to pray, to seek an answer from The Lord.’

			–

			Later that day, Allana was alone in her chambers. Jarrett had headed to the central hall of Berun Castle to address a backlog of petitioners, so Allana had decided to rest and relax. She was seated on a chair by the window, letting out a dress, when she was disturbed by a knock on her door.

			‘Come in,’ she called, following which one of her trusted guards entered the room. ‘What is it?’

			‘A letter for you, Duchess. Delivered to the castle by an Aiduel’s Guards rider. They requested that it be passed to you urgently.’

			‘Oh? Give it to me then, please.’

			After the guardsman had handed over the letter and had left the room, Allana unsealed the document. She felt chilled as she read its contents:

			 

			Dear Duchess Allana,

			I write to you to offer warning. I have received instruction from the Archlaw’s Palace that my garrison of Aiduel’s Guards are to search for and to kill a young woman named Allana, who is believed to be one of the Illborn. The description of the woman whom we are to find matches you perfectly, although only a first name has been provided.

			The message I have received from the Archlaw’s Palace states that they themselves have received a letter from an anonymous source, who has described you as extremely dangerous. I do not believe that this anonymous source is anyone from my fortress, given that I firmly assured my junior officers of your innocence after our meeting, and the letter did not contain your full name or title.

			It therefore seems to me that the anonymous letter must have been written by someone else who knows of you and knows what you are.

			I will obviously do everything in my power to obstruct this search and to protect you. Please rest assured that I have not shared the letter from the Archlaw’s Palace with any of my subordinates, nor have I issued any instructions to search for you, and therefore I do not believe that you are at any direct risk from my Order in Western Canasar and Berun.

			However, I do not know who else has received this missive from the Palace, or has been ordered to search for you. I therefore wanted to send this letter by messenger as soon as possible, to offer you warning. The messenger himself has no idea about the message which he carries.

			In summary, it appears that someone who knows you has sought to betray you, and the Archlaw’s Palace is now hunting for a woman named Allana, with the intention to kill her. You must therefore remain vigilant for threats, and take appropriate actions to protect yourself.

			Your faithful servant,

			High Commander dei Corbiere.

			 

			By the time that she finished reading, Allana’s heart was hammering in her chest. She felt exposed, her secrets revealed; it seemed that her determined efforts to conceal her true nature from the world were beginning to unravel, although she was immensely thankful that she had taken control of dei Corbiere, and had therefore received this warning.

			They’re searching for you, Lana. And are they closing in on you?

			After first realising that she was pregnant, she had become distracted by that news and its implications. As such, she had devoted little further time since then to thinking about how to get closer to the Archlaw, despite her belief that he possessed knowledge of the Gate. Indeed, she still did not have a plan as to how she could gain a private audience with the Holy Church’s leader, in a manner which would allow her to use her powers on him.

			However, this letter meant that a return to Dei Magnus, and a departure from the security of Jarrett’s power in Andar, would be a far greater risk. But was it now even more necessary, if she had become a specific target of the Archlaw’s hunt?

			She scanned down the document again, her eyes stopping at the words which suggested that the ‘letter must have been written by someone else who knows of you and knows what you are.’ She clenched her jaw after reading this, realising that only two people whom she did not control knew exactly what she was; Arion Sepian and Priestess Leanna of Arlais.

			There was no one else who could possibly have known about her, to be able to divulge her secret to the Archlaw’s Palace. Certainly, Jarrett would never have done it, and it was evidently not dei Corbiere.

			As she considered this further, she could feel the roiling turbulence of her inner darkness. Could Arion truly have betrayed her like that? It was bad enough that he had chosen to reject her, but it would be a heinous act of evil if he had schemed to murder the woman who was carrying his child.

			Or, more likely, was it that violating, thieving bitch, the priestess Leanna? Was the letter to the Archlaw’s Palace the priestess’s attempt to eliminate a rival, and to gain revenge for what had happened to her in Septholme?

			But then an even worse thought struck Allana.

			Have they plotted together to send that letter, Lana? Have they conspired to have you murdered?

			

			Even now, were they in some distant location together, rejoicing at their attempt to have her sentenced to death? If that was the case, how dare they! If they had truly done this, then they had made an extremely ill-judged mistake, and one day they would both pay for their treachery. Particularly the priestess!

			Allana crumpled dei Corbiere’s letter, whilst feeling her inner blackness spreading in tendrils through her body to her fingertips. She wanted to release that darkness upon someone, and her thoughts returned briefly to the captive Karienne Sepian, but now was not the time for that.

			She needed to calm down, to think rationally, and to plan her response. And she recognised that the single positive which she could take from this was that dei Corbiere had proven his faithfulness to her. She had truly dominated him, as a result of which she was forewarned of the threat against her.

			Therefore, whenever and however that threat might manifest, she hoped that she would be ready.

			–

			Two days later, after Jarrett had spent several hours praying in the castle chapel, he returned to Allana and announced, ‘I’ve prayed to The Lord, Lana, and I’ve come to a decision. About Mother.’

			‘And what have you decided?’

			‘I’m going to do as you suggested. I’m going to set her free in the foothills of The Horns.’

			There was sorrow in his voice as he announced this, and she reached up and hugged him before saying, ‘I think that’s the right decision. When are you going to do it?’

			‘Tomorrow. I could delay, but why wait? I’ll gather a group of my most trusted men to assist me, and we’ll do it at night-time. We’ll subdue her while she’s sleeping, then we’ll leave in the middle of the night so it doesn’t become a spectacle. I intend to transport her in a heavily-reinforced and covered animal cage, then release her three hours to the north of here. There are no towns that far north, and very few villages. Hopefully… she’ll find a way to survive, far away from Berun.’

			Allana thought about the feral beast which Sillene had become, and she felt concerned for her husband’s safety.

			‘Do you really need to go with them, Jarrett? Won’t it be dangerous when someone opens that cage?’

			‘I have to go, Lana. It’s my responsibility as her son.’

			‘But what if she attacks you?’

			‘I’ll have to take that risk.’

			You can ensure that it’s safe, Lana. If you’re there, she won’t attack anyone unless you tell her to.

			She did not relish the thought of such a lengthy night-time journey, but reluctantly she said, ‘I’d like to come with you too, Jarrett. It’s… my duty, as your wife, to support you as you – sorry, as we – do this.’

			‘Really, Lana?’ he replied, sounding emotional. ‘You’d do that for me? But… no, I couldn’t possibly ask you to. The exertion… and there’d be risk for you, too, when we release Mother.’

			‘Your mother always becomes calmer when I’m near, doesn’t she? You must have noticed that? I think she likes me.’

			‘Well, yes.’

			

			‘In which case, maybe my being there will help to keep her calm? And if you’re worried about the exertion, then of course I’ll ride in a carriage. I think I’ve gone far past the point where I should be riding a horse.’

			Jarrett reached down and embraced her. ‘In that case, thank you, Lana. Thank you. And thank The Lord, too. I’m so blessed that you’re my wife.’

			Allana hugged him back, her conflicted expression hidden, and said, ‘You are, Jarrett. You most definitely are.’

			–

			They set off in the hours of darkness. Jarrett and ten cavalrymen rode to the fore and rear of two accompanying, horse-drawn vehicles; Allana’s carriage, and a wagon bearing a covered, heavily reinforced steel cage. A handful of the riders carried lanterns to illuminate their way.

			The journey north from the town of Berun was uneventful, and after two hours they were ascending along rising valleys between the foothills before The Horns. By the time that dawn’s light appeared beyond the hilltops to the east, the vehicles were both struggling along the poorly-maintained, rutted trails. Allana noted that there were steadily fewer residences and farms visible through the glass windows of the carriage.

			Throughout the journey, she could feel a connection to the beast which had been Sillene Berun, and she was using that link to soothe the creature’s rage. Allana had also been there when guards had entered the cell to subdue Sillene, when again she had intervened to ensure that there was no problem in transferring the beastly woman into the cage.

			

			After three hours of travel, they were nearing true wilderness, with bleak moorland surrounding them, and the vast mountain range to the north now closer than Allana had ever seen it before. The trail was also becoming close to unusable for the vehicles, and eventually Allana heard Jarrett calling a halt.

			She climbed down from the carriage at that point, moving to stand next to her husband and his accompanying soldiers, who had all dismounted. The soldiers then proceeded to follow Jarrett’s instructions, with a handful unhitching the horses from Sillene’s wagon, and then leading the mounts to a position over a hundred metres away. Allana’s carriage was also turned around and manoeuvred to that same place.

			Eight of the soldiers then formed a ring around Allana and Jarrett, whilst two others deposited a hunk of meat thirty paces beyond the end of Sillene’s wagon, before returning to climb up onto the top of the blanket-covered cage.

			‘What now, Jarrett?’ Allana whispered.

			‘We’re all going to move back to the horses and the carriage, other than that pair. Then, once I give the order, those two are going to release the bolts at the top of the cage and run, then we’re going to get away from here. Hopefully, we’ll all be long gone before Mother realises that she’s no longer trapped inside.’

			Allana knew that there was no true risk whilst she was present to control Sillene, and she said, ‘Do you want to say goodbye to her?’

			‘Yes. Will you come with me?’

			‘Of course.’

			She moved with Jarrett to stand closer to the wagon, then bowed her head as his prayers beseeched The Lord Aiduel to protect his mother. Allana could hear her husband’s voice breaking with emotion, and she placed her hand onto his lower back in comfort. Throughout, she was aware via her connection that Sillene Berun was awake, and it was a simple matter to command the beast to stay quiet and calm whilst Jarrett prayed.

			After the duke had finished his prayers, Allana and her husband moved back to the horses, and Jarrett raised his arm to signal that the cage was to be unlocked.

			–

			The return journey through the countryside was peaceful. Allana was feeling weary after her broken night’s sleep, and she was relishing the thought of returning to her bed for the morning.

			As the carriage trundled along, she was looking through the iron lattice of its window, observing the gradual alteration of the terrain from moorland to forests to fields as they journeyed back into more populated areas. Jarrett was riding directly alongside the vehicle when they finally entered the outskirts of the town of Berun, moving into streets lined with two-storey grey-stone houses on either side. Allana’s eyelids were heavy and drooping, and she wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep.

			

			It was therefore pure luck that she was moving to recline on her cushioned bench seat at the very instant that one of the small panes of glass on her carriage window shattered. Something whipped past her head, thudding into the upholstery and wood beside her shoulder.

			Within moments, there was an uproar of shouting from outside, before Allana was pressed back into her seat as her carriage lurched forwards, moving as if its horses were being whipped into a gallop.

			What’s happening, Lana? Are you under attack?

			There was a second sound of impact, this time against the side of the vehicle. Allana crouched down low on her seat, moving one arm to cover her head and placing the other across her stomach. She then curled herself into as tight a ball as possible, feeling the carriage speeding along the streets of Berun. She was unable to see outside, and her thoughts were racing as rapidly as the vehicle’s wheels; where was Jarrett? Where were his soldiers? Who had attacked them?

			She was unaware of the answer to any of those questions, and she realised that she was scared. Frightened both for herself and for her unborn child.

			Finally, after several anxious minutes, the vehicle ground to a halt. Allana’s body was trembling, and she did not want to raise her head back up and risk exposing herself. However, she forced herself to do so as she heard someone approaching the carriage door.

			Focus, Lana! Focus! Get ready to protect yourself!

			The door was pulled open, the silhouette of a giant form appearing in the gap, before Allana heard her husband say, ‘It’s over, my love. We’re back at the castle. You’re safe.’

			She gasped with relief and threw herself into Jarrett’s arms, noting that her carriage had stopped within the courtyard of Berun Castle. Jarrett embraced her briefly, then extricated himself and said, ‘I must leave you here, and lead more of my men back to where we were attacked. Please, make your way into the castle with these two guards, then stay in our chambers until I return.’

			‘Of course, Jarrett.’

			As she said this, Allana looked back into the carriage, and her gaze focused upon the point where the upholstery was torn, close to where her shoulder had been. She could see the protruding shaft and fletching of an arrow, a missile which had only missed her chest because she had moved in the instant before.

			She shuddered and asked, ‘What happened?’

			‘Someone tried to ambush us,’ said Jarrett. ‘I think they tried to fire an arrow at me from the rooftops, but they missed. Fucking Western Canasar rebels, no doubt. I must go now, if we’re to find them.’ He then gestured to a pair of guardsmen who were standing nearby. ‘You two, make sure that she gets to my rooms safely. Then guard her with your lives.’

			He then moved away, barking orders as a large contingent of guardsmen started to run out of the castle courtyard into the town beyond, heading towards the location of the incident.

			Allana turned away from her husband, then hurried into the castle. She was still trembling; she had almost died today. Not only that, but her child had almost died, too.

			However, her fear was swiftly being replaced by rage. Whoever had tried to do this to her was going to pay most dearly for the attempt.

			–

			

			Within an hour, Jarrett and his soldiers had returned to the castle, dragging the bodies of two would-be assassins behind them. The attackers had fought to the death rather than be captured, and there was nothing on their person which might have identified them.

			The pair were wearing brown leather clothing, and each had been equipped with a sword and dagger. One had also been in possession of a crossbow, whilst the second had discarded a finely-made shortbow. Jarrett stated that it was the latter weapon which must have fired the arrow through the window of Allana’s carriage.

			It was soon clear to Allana that her husband believed himself to have been the target of the two men, and he considered that the attack was attempted revenge for his conquest of Western Canasar. In Jarrett’s mind, the attackers had acted opportunistically after seeing him away from the castle with only a limited number of guards, and the arrow through the window of Allana’s carriage had been the unfortunate result of a stray shot which had been aimed at him.

			However, as she considered this in the hours which followed, Allana remained unconvinced. It seemed more than a coincidence that the attack had occurred so soon after the warning from dei Corbiere. She believed that it was just as possible that the two men had tried to kill her, and only by a stroke of good fortune had they failed in their attempt.

			But if one pair of killers have been sent for you, Lana, could more be on their way?

			If she had been targeted because of an anonymous letter sent to the Archlaw’s Palace, then it seemed likely that more assassins would come.

			She would have to be more vigilant and careful, starting with considering her ongoing protection and safety. Henceforth, she would only accept being guarded and attended to by long-serving and trusted Berun soldiers and retainers, and she intended to insist to Jarrett that everyone in the castle needed to be vetted, from the kitchens to the barracks to the stables.

			However, even after taking additional precautions, she recognised that she might not be able to forever ignore or avoid the potential threat from Sen Aiduel. She had been in mortal danger, a hair’s breadth away from being killed by that arrow, and she would continue to be in danger if other killers were set upon her trail. Therefore, if the source of that threat was the Archlaw himself, then she might need to act against that source, although such a deed would be a deeply perilous undertaking.

			She would need to plan, and to decide what to do, but Allana’s world suddenly seemed much less safe.

			–

			A handful of days after the attack, Jarrett received a positive response from Prince Markon in relation to Jarrett’s request to travel to Andarron. The message, delivered by bird, also provided an update that the forces of Elannis now surrounded and were besieging the capital, completing the blockade which had been started months earlier by the Dei Magnun navy.

			Per Markon’s message, the Imposter King Sendar Pavil was yet to surrender, but the Elannis prince anticipated that the conflict would soon be ending, following which Pavil would be deposed. Jarrett and Allana were therefore invited to cross the country towards Andarron, to be ready for their coronation in the nation’s capital.

			Two days after receiving this message, Allana and her husband were waiting in the courtyard of Berun Castle. They were both inside a fortified carriage, and they were surrounded by eighty of the five hundred Berun cavalry who were going to escort them to Andarron. They were also going to be accompanied on the journey by Jarrett’s most trusted household retainers.

			As she waited for their departure, Allana looked across at her future king, feeling both excitement and trepidation. Jarrett was once again wearing his black armour with gold engravings, and he looked almost as eye-catching as Allana herself.

			‘The next time that we return here, Jarrett, will we be king and queen?’ she asked.

			‘We will,’ he said. ‘King Jarrett Berun, the first of his line, the most faithful servant of The Lord Aiduel and the Holy Church. And Queen Allana Berun, the most beautiful woman to ever rule any of the lands of Angall. A clever, loving and fertile queen who will be adored by everyone who knows her.’

			Allana smiled, feeling a moment of affection towards her husband. ‘I like the sound of that, Jarrett. I like it a lot.’

			You sometimes forget just how much he’s done for you, Lana. And how much more he might still do for you.

			‘Good,’ said Jarrett. ‘Shall I give the order to leave, then?’

			‘Please do.’

			Allana was still smiling as Jarrett leaned out of the carriage, signalling for their party to depart. However, her happy expression was also a mask for her hidden insecurity. She knew that there were many future issues which she would still need to deal with, and dangers which she would have to overcome, if she wanted to keep herself and her baby safe.

			And she could also never completely forget the message of her recurring dream; there was still an almighty power to be claimed, one which would allow her and the child whom she carried to be protected forever, if she was able to find the Gate of her dreams.

			Both of those objectives seemed to draw her eastwards towards Sen Aiduel, and to the Archlaw, rather than west to Andarron.

			However, today still felt like a good day, and the start of a journey towards a momentous event. It was time to claim a crown.
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			Leanna

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ said the injured soldier from the Order of Saint Amena, before wincing as Leanna started to wrap a bandage over his shoulder wound. ‘It was… miraculous.’

			They were inside the small medical building within Fort Upholder’s compound, and Leanna had just finished cleaning and stitching the four-inch gash in the man’s flesh. She looked up, meeting the stare of Caddin, who was tending to another of the recent wounded, and she asked, ‘Miraculous? How so?’

			‘Lord Sepian was like a man possessed as he fought,’ said the soldier of the Order. ‘His fists were golden, shimmering, and his eyes were like molten gold! I know that sounds incredible, but it’s true! But that’s not all. The speed at which he moved, no one’s ever seen anyone fight like that. I’ve been in the Order for twelve years, I’ve seen some mighty warriors, but he must have killed thirty people in just minutes. I’ve never seen such speed and strength, and sheer… ferocity. Men, women, children, he didn’t seem to care, he just kept on butchering the infidel scum.’

			Leanna noticed that Caddin was listening intently as he continued to stitch the wound of a second soldier. The grey-bearded man’s expression was grim.

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the wisdom to understand Arion, and to be certain that he’s not truly becoming the Butcher which some have called him.

			‘And it wasn’t just him, either,’ continued the soldier, ‘though he was easily the greatest of us. We’ve all said it since the battle… we all felt invincible, so much stronger and faster. I did too, even after my injury. The Lord Aiduel was with us today, we’re sure, lending Lord Sepian strength. But all of us could feel it.’

			‘And these Addui, they didn’t seek to surrender?’ asked Caddin.

			

			‘They did, but by the time… Arion the Invincible stopped fighting, there were only three of them left alive. We brought two back as prisoners, and let one go free to spread the word.’

			‘Just three survivors out of sixty people?’ asked Leanna, her tone conveying her sense of shock.

			‘That’s more than they’d do for us,’ said the soldier, suddenly sounding defensive. ‘The infidels don’t take soldiers of the holy crusade as prisoners, you know.’

			There was a moment of awkward silence while Leanna finished the bandaging, then she announced, ‘You can go now. But rest your arm and shoulder, and come back here in two days so I can clean the wound again. And don’t do anything strenuous, or you’ll risk reopening it.’

			She knew that she could have used her powers to heal the man completely, but she was reluctant to draw attention to herself, even though there were no Aiduel’s Guards in the fortress settlement. Many of the Western Canasar arrivals knew exactly who she was, but it was simpler to let Arion receive all the acclaim and attention from the Order of Saint Amena.

			‘I hope it gets better soon,’ replied the soldier. ‘I heard talk on the return journey that Sir Delrin might want to lead a larger patrol out soon, including Lord Sepian, to go after the Scorpion. If that happens, I intend to be a part of it. If the Invincible fights like that, there’ll be glory for all of us.’

			After hearing this, Leanna looked up and once again locked eyes with Caddin. She knew that the burly man would be thinking what he had previously articulated; that Arion Sepian was becoming far too dangerous. That he had already become too dangerous, and that someone would need to stop him before it was too late.

			

			Recently, Caddin had reported that he had spotted Arion passed out drunk in the fortress barracks, slumped on a bench beside an empty jug of wine. Caddin had used that sighting to support his view that the young noble was entirely unfit to claim the power, and that Leanna should continue to keep her distance and maintain her secrets.

			Undoubtedly, after this latest news, she would soon be having another discussion with her grey-bearded protector, when she would once more attempt to defend Arion’s character and actions.

			Lord Aiduel, the trouble is, I’m finding it harder and harder to be convinced by my own arguments.

			–

			That evening, Leanna and her two companions were sitting outside whilst eating, clustered in the shade of the single-room hut which had been allocated as their new home.

			The walls of this simple abode were constructed out of rust-coloured local stone and mud, with a flat wooden roof. There were no windows, and it was much more pleasant to spend time in the cooler outdoor air.

			They had been in Fort Upholder for close to two months, and Leanna and Amyss were slowly acclimatising to the austere lifestyle and oppressive temperature. Caddin had seemed to adjust straight away, and all three of them had adopted the thin, loose white clothing which so many of the locals wore. Caddin and Leanna had also been welcomed as assistants by the fort’s incumbent healer.

			Their hut was at the end of a row of similar buildings, on the north side of the gently sloping compound, upon a dusty stretch of ground just metres from the perimeter wall. If Caddin lifted Leanna up, she could see over the edge of that barrier into the desert to the north-west, and already that terrain of dirt, sand, mesas and buttes had become familiar. The direct view to the west was partially obstructed by the fortress and the hill, but Leanna had already peered that way several times whilst wandering around the compound, staring towards the distant line of mountains, the Holy Mountains, which contained Aiduel’s Gate.

			‘I’m getting to know a number of the Order’s soldiers much better,’ said Caddin, after slurping a spoonful of the broth which Amyss had made. ‘Talk to them in the language of soldiery and they eventually start to open up. I’m finding out some useful information.’

			‘Such as what?’ asked Amyss.

			‘Such as… they’re very excited by all the new arrivals. For too long, they feel they’ve been trapped in their fortress here, unable to do anything much beyond trying to deter raids to the east, and sometimes not even that. There have been no major incursions to the west, no noteworthy victories, and they feel like this Scorpion has been mocking them. They’re therefore very excited by Sepian’s victory, and by the stories about him. It’s got them all chattering about further victories… and glory. And we all know what the Order of Saint Amena’s ultimate goal is. Aiduel’s Gate.’

			Leanna grimaced, understanding the implication. She knew that Arion’s bloody actions in the recent battle would have served to increase Caddin’s sense of urgency. The grey-bearded man was adamant that, if he was not to be allowed to kill Arion Sepian, then Leanna would need to reach the Holy City first.

			

			‘Have you had any further luck finding someone here who might act as a guide?’ she asked. ‘Anyone who could help us to get there?’

			‘No,’ said Caddin, ‘and I’ve spoken with all of the fortress scouts now. They have knowledge of the terrain for perhaps ten miles westwards, but after that it’s unknown. Their answer is always the same; no one survives in the deep desert if they’re not the Addui. But anyway, the scouts won’t abandon the fort to help us. The best I’ve been able to do so far was finding that merchant who accepts my money without asking questions, so I’ve been able to build up most of the provisions we’ll need if we’re to make the crossing.’

			The supplies to which Caddin was referring were buried in a hole dug in the far corner of their hut, and were currently hidden under a bedroll.

			‘It’s frustrating,’ said Leanna. ‘We can see it now, can see the mountains where Aiduel’s Gate is. It seems so close, and yet still a world away.’

			Their discussions about how to reach the Holy City had been ongoing since their arrival at Fort Upholder. For Leanna, the lure of that destination was even more compelling now that she was able to view her objective in the distance. She felt confident that the Gate would be there, awaiting her, if she could only manage to cross the desert to those distant mountains.

			Indeed, on several occasions in the past few weeks, she had again sensed what she was sure must be the faint pulsing of the Gate. She was certain that she had also felt something from that same source during the penultimate night of the sea voyage to Arron. However, these subsequent pulses had not been accompanied by any equivalent sensation of being watched.

			‘I had one other thought today,’ said Caddin. ‘The patrol brought two Addui prisoners back with them.’

			‘And?’ asked Amyss.

			‘And… I’m not sure yet. But if anyone can lead us into the desert, and around any scouts or settlements, it would be one of their own.’

			‘But they’ll be imprisoned in the fortress now, surely?’ said the red-headed priestess. ‘And anyway, why would they choose to help us? They seem determined to keep the people of the Enclave out of the desert.’

			‘In exchange for their freedom, perhaps,’ said Caddin, though he did not seem convinced by his own idea. ‘If we could free them, maybe they’d be inclined to help us.’

			Leanna frowned. ‘Ignoring how difficult – or impossible – it would be to free them from the fortress, there’s no guarantee that they’d want to help us anyway.’

			‘Unfortunately, that’s true,’ conceded Caddin. ‘And I’m as frustrated as you are, Leanna, that we can see our goal but don’t have a clear plan of how we’ll reach it. Even if we could just know something of what’s in the heads of those two Addui, it would be a big help…’

			His words trailed off, a quizzical expression appearing on his face, and then he repeated, ‘Even knowing something of what’s in their heads…’

			‘What is it, Caddin?’ asked Amyss. ‘What are you thinking about?’

			The burly man did not answer the question directly, and instead looked towards Leanna.

			‘That day in Western Canasar,’ he said, ‘when you healed me after the fight with the Elannis scouts. You invaded my thoughts… you looked inside my mind.’

			‘And as I said, I’m so sorry for that intrusion, Caddin,’ Leanna replied. ‘I’ll never do it again.’

			‘That’s not my point. Since then, you’ve told me how you did the same thing to Archprime dei Corsi, yes? How you saw inside her mind when you were speaking to her. My point is… if you could do it to me, and to her, who else could you do it to? For instance, could you do it to the Addui prisoners?’

			Leanna shook her head, then said, ‘No, Caddin. I’m not prepared to do that.’ He was silent, and she shook her head again. ‘No.’

			Caddin stared at her, his expression stern, and she knew that this would not be the end of the discussion.

			–

			During the following days, Leanna continued to resist Caddin’s proposal to use her powers on the Addui captives. She felt very uncomfortable with the notion of invading the mind of another person, as she had done when she had witnessed Caddin’s memories. In addition, she could not envisage a satisfactory way to enter the fortress, and to employ her abilities, without drawing much more attention to herself.

			Caddin accepted the latter of those justifications, but not the former. Amyss separately suggested that Leanna could speak to Arion to ask him to instigate an introduction to the prisoners, but after further consideration they all decided against that. Leanna still felt uncomfortable about the knowledge which she was concealing, and she did not want Arion to have any inkling of her intention to cross the desert without him.

			

			Whilst Leanna and her companions pondered their next action, they settled back into their austere routine within the fortress compound. There was regular work for Leanna and Caddin to undertake as healers, and the latter’s coin pouch funded their frugal lifestyle.

			During her time working as a healer, Leanna had been able to learn much more about the conflict in the Holy Land, and about the Addui people. This knowledge had been gained principally from conversation with Brenn Doran, the fort’s sole prior healer and surgeon, a seemingly bitter man who had acquired his skills during a lifelong martial career with the Order of Saint Amena. Doran was in his sixties, with grey hair and wild, bushy eyebrows. From regular foul-mouthed comments which the healer made, it was apparent that he hated the Addui natives with a deep-rooted passion.

			‘It’s clear… you don’t like the Addui,’ said Leanna during an early conversation. ‘Please forgive my ignorance, but why is there so much hatred between the people of the Enclave and the Addui?’

			‘Don’t like them?’ replied Doran. ‘I fucking hate them, the whole stinking, foul, dirty lot of them. And why? Because they’re vicious, murdering, infidel bastards. My family came here over fifty years ago, you know, when I was just a child, in the immigrant waves after the First Crusade, when the Enclave was still young. My father was an immigrant soldier, here to make something of himself, and we were travelling north by road from Arron to Sen Josias, to join the garrison there, when the Addui attacked our party. My parents and both my older sisters were killed, and I was left an orphan. I would have died if the Order hadn’t taken me in. Since then, it’s been my life’s mission to support the Order in its efforts to protect and expand these lands, and to wipe those Addui bastards out.’

			Leanna kept her expression neutral, trying to ignore the coarse language, and said, ‘I’m sorry to hear about what happened to your family.’

			‘Thank you, but don’t worry about it, it’s an old wound with a long-faded scar now. And I’ve had my vengeance since then, many times over.’

			‘But… why is there still so much… bloodshed, after so many years?’

			‘Why? What other choice do we have, in the face of their barbarity?’ He shook his head. ‘No. We’ve been killing each other for three generations, and we’ll keep on killing them until either we’ve conquered their lands and they’ve forsaken their heresy, or they’re all dead.’

			Lord Aiduel, does the world really need to be like this?

			‘But what are the actual differences between the Addui and the people of the Enclave?’

			‘Differences?’ He snorted with scorn. ‘There’s too many to count now. Way back when the First Crusade came? They were living in the Holy Land, in lands which once belonged to the Holy Church. Quite rightfully, at the start of this century, the Church and the High Council decided that they wanted their territory back. The Addui rejected this claim and fought against it, leading to the glorious miracle of the First Crusade.’

			

			Leanna frowned before saying, ‘Until the First Crusade, hadn’t the Addui controlled the entire Holy Land, including Arron and the territory that’s now within the Enclave, ever since the collapse of the Republic? Wasn’t it their land?’

			‘Yes, controlled, but just because they lived on this land for a few hundred years doesn’t give them any rights of ownership, and the Holy Church had every right to go to war to take back what it had always owned. It’s an injustice for those dirty infidels to be in possession of the Holy Land, particularly when they deny the truth of The Lord Aiduel.’

			‘They deny the truth? Why, what do they believe?’

			Doran snorted again. ‘You really are new to these lands, aren’t you? The Addui heretics believe that The Lord Aiduel was a man of great power, who used that power to free the slaves and the Holy Land from the Angallic Empire, before He departed for Angall. However, they don’t consider that He’s divine, that He ascended to heaven, or that He’s all-seeing and all-knowing. They believe that He’s dead, and they reject the divine authority of the Holy Church and of the Archlaw as The Lord’s Mortal Voice. Can you believe that? How can such a faithless, heretical people be allowed to dirty The Lord’s Holy Land with their stinking presence?’

			Leanna grimaced, disliking Doran’s fanatical certainty, and said, ‘It makes me sad that there’s so much death and bloodshed in this land. Can we really justify killing the Addui, just because they claimed these lands when Angall abandoned them?’

			‘Absolutely we can. What we do to them is more than justified as retribution for all the foul murders they’ve committed. They’re murderous savages, and they’ve brought this on themselves with their violence against us.’

			

			Leanna sighed. ‘But is there no hope for reconciliation and peace, after so much time? Some agreement where both sides might accept the lands which they currently possess, and stop fighting?’

			Doran laughed scornfully. ‘It is a nice sentiment, but it’s also very naive. What you need to understand is that our war with the Addui ceased to be just about the land, or about their faith, a very long time ago. Now, it’s about blood. We owe them a blood debt for the Enclave lives they’ve taken, and they no doubt think the same about us. We hate each other, and that’s a hatred which runs across generations. The Order won’t stop fighting until we’ve driven the Addui out of the Holy Land entirely, and the Addui won’t stop until the sea runs red with our blood. Good luck to anyone searching for peace, in that context.’

			In the aftermath of that sour conversation, Leanna’s thoughts had returned to the Gate, and her reasons for wanting to reach it.

			Lord Aiduel, could someone in possession of the powers of the Gate bring about such a peace, as you also once brought peace to the world? Could I end all the suffering, here and in Angall?

			It had added to her desire to find a way across the desert to the Holy City.

			–

			After a further fortnight had passed, word reached the fort of another raid by the Addui, a brutal attack against a compound of farms five miles to the east. Despite being surrounded by walls and containing over thirty men of fighting age, the compound had been overrun, and all eighty residents were reported to have been massacred, including children. Words were rumoured to have been scrawled on the walls in blood, stating that the murders were revenge for the recent incursion into Addui territory, and that the Scorpion was responsible.

			In response, the fort mustered a force of seventy mounted soldiers, which headed out into the surrounding lands, searching for the raiders. Leanna watched this cavalry patrol leaving through the sole gate to the main road, and she noted that Arion and his brother were again amongst their number.

			That evening, Leanna and her companions discussed what they were going to do next. By now, they had been living in the compound for more than two months, yet they still had no clearer idea about how they were going to survive a crossing of the desert. However, with every passing day, Leanna was becoming more determined that she was going to make that journey. And soon.

			There had to be a way to survive it. As Caddin kept reminding her, she possessed a formidable capacity to protect herself, if she was willing to use her powers.

			During their discussion, the grey-bearded man stated, ‘Seeing that cavalry force leave today has convinced me that our best chance to get away will be if a large force from this garrison heads west to openly attack the Addui. If that happens, there will be fewer soldiers here to see us leaving, and I’d hope that it would divert the attention of every Addui scout and fighter in the immediate west. Our chances of making it past any outer ring of defences would be so much greater. And if there’s a large battle, there will anyway be fewer Addui in the local area to contend with. We therefore need to be ready to leave at short notice.’

			

			‘That makes sense,’ Leanna agreed. ‘Are our supplies nearly ready?’

			Caddin nodded. ‘Yes, we’ve already got sufficient light provisions, like biscuits and flatbreads, which will feed us as we travel. The bigger problem is water; I’ve procured a canteen and a large waterskin for each of us, as much as we’ll be able to carry, but I doubt that we can carry enough water to reach the mountains without replenishing it somewhere.’

			Leanna was still thinking about this as she settled down to sleep in their hut. Caddin’s bedroll was laid out across the entrance door, which was locked from the inside, while Leanna and Amyss slept against the far wall. At that distance, she was just beyond the negating aura of Caddin’s medallion, and therefore was susceptible to her recurring dream.

			And that dream came to her every night now, still calling her to the Gate, and reminding her of the great power which awaited her there.

			–

			She woke up with a hand on her mouth, and with her powers diminished.

			She suffered a moment of panic until a recognisable male voice whispered, ‘Quiet.’

			In the darkness, she was barely able to discern the broad shape of Caddin crouching over her. He removed his hand, and she was about to ask a question when she felt a finger press onto her lip.

			He knelt closer, and whispered, ‘Someone’s come over the wall. I’ve heard multiple sets of feet moving past outside. I think the fort’s being raided.’

			

			His hand then moved, and she felt the hilt of a dagger being pressed against her own palm. As she gripped it, she could hear Amyss’s undisturbed breathing beside her.

			‘Who?’ she asked.

			‘Addui, I think. Wake Amyss, then bolt the door behind me.’

			‘You’re going out there?’

			‘This is our chance. If I can capture one of them, we might be able to get the information we need. You must keep the door shut and bolted until I return, but be ready to use your powers and the dagger to defend yourself.’

			Leanna’s heart was pounding as Caddin pulled her to her feet, then led her across the room to the doorway. She considered protesting, ordering him to stay where it was safer, but he was clearly set upon his course of action. In the darkness, it was difficult to discern his movement as he quietly slid the bolt, but she could see a change in the light as he cracked open the door. The shape of his mace was visible in his hand.

			His last words were, ‘Bolt the door, rouse Amyss, defend yourself.’

			He then slipped outside, closing the door behind himself.

			Lord Aiduel, please keep him safe.

			Leanna’s hands were shaking as she reached up and found the bolt, sliding it into place with an audible snick which made her wince. She then turned towards Amyss, creeping over to her slumbering companion.

			She was placing her hand onto Amyss’s mouth when the first scream rang out from within the settlement compound. Amyss jerked awake, and Leanna whispered, ‘We’re under attack. Get up!’

			

			Leanna dragged her partner to her feet, and pulled her towards the corner nearest the door.

			‘Lea, where’s Cad-’

			‘He’s out there. Quiet, please.’

			Amyss nodded, and they then stood together with their backs squeezed tight against the wall, listening to the noises in the compound outside. Multiple screams had been added to the first, and the sounds of fighting were clearly audible. Leanna’s left hand was holding her companion’s right, whilst with her free hand she was gripping the dagger.

			In these tense moments of waiting, she could feel her powers surging inside.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			With her senses energised by her powers, Leanna was more attuned to everything around her. She could feel the soft trembling in Amyss’s touch, and could hear every clash of metal within the ongoing battle. After a couple of minutes, she was also able to hear feet pounding directly towards their hut.

			There was a bang on the door. Leanna flinched, but then was relieved to hear Caddin call, ‘It’s me! Let me in, quick!’

			Leanna released Amyss’s hand and drew the bolt back, before pulling open the door and allowing Caddin to enter. In the darkness, she could perceive that his mace remained in his right hand, but with his other arm he was holding a slumped body over his left shoulder. As soon as the grey-bearded man had stepped inside, Leanna closed and locked the door again.

			Without ceremony, Caddin dumped his apparent victim face-first onto the ground, before pressing a knee against their lower back. Leanna could discern that it was a male of average height, perhaps thirty years old, who was dressed in light clothing.

			‘I’ve knocked him out,’ hissed Caddin, sounding out of breath. ‘The Addui are already running away, escaping over the walls. We’ve limited time before we’ll need to hand this one over to the garrison.’

			Leanna started, ‘What-’

			‘Heal him, wake him, then get inside his mind if you can. Aiduel’s Gate, the desert. Where do we go? How do we get there most safely?’

			‘It doesn’t work like that. It’s not that clear.’

			‘Just do what you can! But do it quick. And pass me my dagger.’

			Leanna offered the weapon to the burly man, who took it and deftly pressed the tip of the blade against the back of the prisoner’s neck.

			‘Heal him and wake him!’ insisted Caddin.

			Leanna knelt beside the prisoner, slipping easily into her healing trance. She was quickly able to perceive a deeper darkness around the back of the man’s head, evidence of the injury which had rendered him unconscious. It occurred to her then that she still had access to her powers, something which she was not accustomed to when so physically close to Caddin.

			‘Your medallions?’ she asked.

			‘They’re outside, hidden. Hurry, Leanna!’

			‘Do it, Lea!’ encouraged Amyss.

			Leanna reached out a hand towards the prisoner, who was still pinned beneath Caddin’s heavy form, and she extended ethereal fingers around the blackness of the injury. With such a minor condition, it was a simple matter to heal the man within moments.

			

			The completion of this healing was signalled by a gasp as the captive returned to consciousness, only to discover that a blade was pressed into his neck and a knee was pinning his lower back.

			FEAR. FEAR. FEAR.

			For a moment, the man’s arms flailed, and he appeared to try to lift himself.

			‘Quiet, boy,’ hissed Caddin, his voice cold. ‘And stop moving or this blade will skewer your neck to the floor.’

			As the captive ceased struggling, Leanna could hear more shouts in the vicinity of their building.

			‘If you’re going to do something, Leanna, do it now,’ urged Caddin. ‘Those voices are our own people. We’ll have to hand him over soon.’

			‘My power doesn’t work like that,’ said Leanna. ‘I’ve barely used it, but it’s wrong, it’s a violation-’

			‘Don’t be so self-righteous and squeamish, Leanna! Just try, while we have time! Get inside his head like you did to me. Which way from here encounters the fewest Addui scouts and guards? Has he seen Aiduel’s Gate? How do we best reach it safely? What will we find there?’

			‘Lea, you should do this if it helps us to reach Aiduel’s Gate,’ insisted Amyss. ‘Remember, it’s for the greater good.’

			Leanna grimaced, then reached out again, touching the back of the prisoner’s head. She had once witnessed and seized hold of the dark core in Caddin’s soul, but her objective here was different. She allowed herself to ease back into her healing trance, and the colours of the captive’s mind swam into focus before her, a myriad of rainbow colours which flowed between darkness and light.

			Her ethereal fingers extended out from her corporeal form and entered the man’s soul, and she heard him groan as she invaded his mind…

			 

			…he was young, dancing beside a fire near an oasis, under a full moon. The whole tribe was there, and they were rejoicing. Today, he came of age. Today, he became a man…

			…an older woman, her voluptuous body writhing above him. Her hands were clutching his shoulders, her long hair tickling his chest as she moved, their hips joined together. His first time…

			 

			‘Not that,’ said Leanna, uncertain of what she was doing, but instinctively aware that she had to direct his thoughts away from this deeply embedded memory. ‘Aiduel’s Gate. Have you been there? Show me Aiduel’s Gate.’

			 

			…he was feeling excitement as his father pointed out the Holy City, far in the distance. The sheer cliffs rose high above the arid desert surface, set within a vista of spectacular mountains. And there, on a lofty clifftop, was a vast stone wall unlike anything which he had ever seen before. A towering, gigantic wall, which contained a great gate that was gleaming in the sun…

			 

			‘That’s it,’ said Leanna, feeling awe at witnessing this vision. ‘But closer, and more recent. Have you been closer?’

			 

			…he was riding amidst a warband, his brothers by his side. They had been summoned to Addubar, beneath the Holy City. And there, before them, the stories were confirmed. The Warlord Baladris’s great construction. The man-made, earth and stone ramp stretched upwards from the desert floor towards that distant clifftop, although a vast chasm still separated the end of the ramp from the cliff’s edge…

			 

			Leanna was surprised by this more recent memory, but she strove to maintain her focus, her ethereal fingers still gripping and exploring the captive’s soul. She could sense the man’s pulsing fear, and she felt repulsed by the notion of what she was doing, but she was trying to push this revulsion aside and to be pragmatic. This deed might be necessary to help her to reach the Gate, and her purpose in reaching the Gate was for a far greater good.

			‘Is it working, Leanna?’ asked Caddin. ‘Have you seen the Holy City in his mind?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Ask him how we get there. What’s the safest way from here, to best avoid Addui scouts and guards?’

			‘How do we get to Aiduel’s Gate?’ Leanna repeated, her mind pushing more insistently. ‘What’s the safest way from here?’

			The man squirmed before crying out in pain, and Leanna realised that Caddin had pressed down even harder with his knee.

			 

			…he was riding through the wilderness alone. Three towering pillars of red rock stood tall above the desert floor ahead, dominating the surrounding arid expanse, each over one hundred metres in height. No settlements or water sources were near, the area was lifeless, and few people ever travelled through this no-man’s land between the northern and southern tribes. But this was the route which he had been tasked to patrol…

			 

			‘I can see three tall pillars of rock in the desert,’ she said. ‘But it’s not clear to me where they are. How do we get there from here?’

			‘Show her!’ hissed Caddin, drawing blood as he pressed the tip of the dagger more firmly into the flesh of the man’s neck.

			This time, the answer did not come in the form of a vision, but as whispered words.

			‘Please… get out of my head… please… go north-west from here… for twelve miles… then you’ll see them, in the far distance, to the west… then head west from the Three Spears…’

			At that moment, a fist hammered against the locked door, and a voice shouted, ‘Open up! We’re searching every home for Addui!’

			Leanna broke the connection with the captive, feeling the invisible fingers lapsing as the colours of the man’s soul disappeared from her perception.

			Lord Aiduel, please forgive me for what I’ve just done.

			‘We’re coming!’ shouted Caddin. ‘And we’ve captured one!’

			–

			The next afternoon, Leanna and her companions were seated outside of their hut, and they were discussing the events of the night before. Caddin had retrieved his medallions, and Leanna’s powers were again subdued.

			After the Order’s soldiers had entered their home, the captive had been dragged away to the fortress. Caddin had described a tailored version of what had happened to the garrison soldiers, and he had been careful to avoid any mention of the interrogation or its findings.

			In the aftermath of the Addui raid, there was only superficial damage to the settlement compound within Fort Upholder, and there had been no incursion to the fortress itself. Caddin had soon established that seven civilians and two soldiers had been killed in the attack, and several people had been injured. Leanna and Caddin had only recently returned from a hectic period of treating the wounded alongside Brenn Doran.

			It was estimated that twenty raiders had scaled the northern wall. In the ensuing fight, three of these had been killed before the rest had fled, with only Caddin capturing one of the enemy alive.

			Leanna had just finished relaying to her companions what she had seen in the captive’s mind, including a description of the external features of Aiduel’s Gate.

			‘You’re certain that they’re building a ramp, Leanna?’ asked Caddin.

			‘That’s what it looked like,’ she said. ‘A massive ramp of earth and stone. In the memory, it seemed to be a long way from finished though, and it will have to be enormous to climb up to those clifftops.’

			‘But it might help us to reach the Holy City’s gates, if we get that far.’

			‘Yes, it might. And at least we have an initial target to set off towards now. The pillars of red stone, the Three Spears.’

			‘Are we going to leave then, Lea?’ asked Amyss. ‘Are we going to set off from here?’

			‘Yes, soon, if we’re all agreed,’ said Leanna, nodding. ‘Now that I’ve seen the walls of Aiduel’s Gate, I’m even more determined that I have to try to get there. And to get there first, to claim the power. Caddin, what do you think?’

			‘I agree,’ he said. ‘We should aim to leave soon. But only when the timing is exactly right. The fort’s cavalry patrol will probably return at some point today or tomorrow. When they discover what’s happened here, there’s likely going to be a clamour for some reaction against the Addui. I suspect that an even bigger force will be assembled, including Sepian, to be sent westwards to exact some measure of revenge. We get ready, we wait until after they’ve departed, then we set off in the middle of the night under cover of darkness.’

			‘North-west?’

			‘Yes. Based on what the Addui said, we should head to the north-west for twelve miles, which we’ll aim to cover in darkness during our first night of travel. Then, when dawn arrives, we’ll look westwards to try to spot those three pillars of red stone in the distance, and we’ll probably need to find somewhere to shelter and hide until the next nightfall. On the second night, we’ll then set off towards the pillars. We’ll travel at night, and hide during the day, and we’ll have to hope that there’ll be a battle somewhere to the south of us which will focus the attention of most of the Addui in the region.’

			‘And after we get to the Three Spears?’ asked Amyss. ‘What then?’

			‘We hopefully find another place to hide amongst the rocks, then decide the direction we go next,’ said Caddin. ‘We’ll have to plan and react as we travel. It’s not ideal, but I don’t see what else we can do, unless we intend to spend the next year at this fort.’

			‘I agree,’ said Leanna. ‘I think it’s going to be dangerous, but we need to leave here to get to Aiduel’s Gate, and there will never be a plan which is perfect or safe. Are we all agreed that we’re going to leave?’

			‘Yes,’ said Caddin and Amyss in unison.

			Leanna nodded, feeling resolved. Soon, their temporary stay in Fort Upholder would come to an end, and the three of them would set off into the desert, a place with a dangerous climate and a seemingly hostile and deadly people. And at the end of that journey, Aiduel’s Gate awaited them.

			They would need to be ready for the trials to come.

			Lord Aiduel, please protect us on the journey ahead.
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			‘Pull! Thirty more strokes, that’s all!’

			

			After hearing this shout, Corin heaved his oar through the seawater, and a dozen other men did the same. Their longship was pitching up and down as it approached the sandy beach, surrounded by several other vessels of the Chosen fleet which were also struggling through the breaking waves. As a burst of spray splashed against Corin’s back, he was savouring the thought of once again setting foot on dry land.

			A glance over his shoulder revealed that the nearing stretch of sand extended inwards from the sea for one hundred metres, before merging into shallow dunes. It was part of a shoreline which curved away for miles to the north and south, within an extended bay which was perhaps thirty miles across.

			This bay offered the first break in the sheer coastal cliffs which had run southwards from where the fleet had initially spotted land. Corin had decided that it was close enough to their destination to be an acceptable end-point for their voyage, and it appeared to be an almost perfect location at which to beach their vessels, although he was concerned that the bay also contained a significant coastal town several miles to the north. The arrival of Corin’s fleet would likely have been witnessed by either the residents of that settlement, or by the sailors on the handful of boats visible on the nearby ocean waters.

			‘Ten more strokes!’ bellowed the lead seaman of Corin’s longship as the vessel continued to pitch over the lively surf.

			

			Corin looked up whilst pulling on his oar, seeking out Agbeth. His wife was sitting towards the stern alongside Hellin, and her mouth was set in a tight line. Corin felt sure that Agbeth’s disquiet about the expedition would again be on her mind.

			The Chosen fleet had set sail from Kurak, on the southern tip of Bergen, three weeks earlier. Since then, despite the directional bearing given by the sun and stars, and by Corin’s infrequent trances, there had been irrational moments when he had worried that they would never again strike land. The sun had been scorching throughout the latter part of the voyage, parching lips and reddening exposed skin, and it had therefore been a relief when this foreign shore had finally been sighted.

			‘Brace yourself! Ready the ropes!’

			Immediately after these words had been shouted, the longship ground to a juddering halt, the keel embedding itself in the wet sand of the beach. Corin drew his oar aboard then smiled, allowing himself to feel a moment of satisfaction.

			The Chosen of the Gods and his people had arrived in the Holy Land.

			–

			During the following hours, there was a bustle of urgent activity as the entire Chosen warband disembarked onto the foreign beach.

			Corin was focused upon directing his people’s efforts. His initial priority was to secure their safety, and he instructed Blackpaw and the other felrin to establish an outwards-facing perimeter around their stretch of beach, and to stay alert for any signs of danger.

			

			Following that, weapons, provisions and equipment were unloaded and were carried up to the dunes. The equipment included the component parts for three hand-pulled wagons which had been deconstructed for the sea voyage, which carpenters now began to reconstruct.

			Finally, the wearying and drenching process of lifting and towing the longships back out into deeper water took place in the afternoon heat. Every vessel was dragged to a point where it was no longer grounded, each now manned by only a skeleton crew of a lead seaman and five others, and soon they were sailing away from shore.

			Corin had concluded prior to the voyage that the longships would need to be sailed back to Kurak, rather than dragging them ashore here at their destination. Given that they were his people’s only ocean-going ships, he had not felt comfortable with beaching them on a foreign shore, with little or no protection from any potentially hostile locals. As such, the lead seamen had been given orders to anchor within sight of land for a day, in case there was an immediate need for Corin and his warband to flee back to the ships. After that, they were to sail home before returning to this place within five moons.

			Upon their return, if the warband was not there to greet them, the sailors had been told to wait offshore for a full moon cycle. Corin therefore hoped that up to six moons would provide sufficient time for him to achieve what he needed to do, but he could not be certain about that. Indeed, once those ships sailed out of sight, he and his warband would effectively be stranded in this foreign land for many weeks, entirely reliant upon each other, with little notion about what challenges they were going to face. It was a necessary consequence of the hastily planned expedition, but it was still unsettling.

			

			‘There’s no sign of any locals on the land nearby yet,’ said Kernon, interrupting Corin’s thoughts as the older brother approached from the sand dunes. ‘I assume that the felrin haven’t seen anything either?’

			‘No,’ said Corin. ‘But it feels likely that we were spotted by that settlement when we entered the bay. We’ll need to be vigilant.’

			‘We will, but what an adventure this is, Corin! What a journey. I can’t believe that I’m standing on the shore of a foreign land! By the Gods though, this heat is difficult to bear.’

			Corin’s throat was dry as he nodded in agreement. The soaring temperature was a definite cause for concern; they had brought many barrels of water with them on the journey, but the weeks at sea had depleted those supplies, and they would soon need to find another source. More significantly, his people and his felrin were not accustomed to these conditions, and they would need to rapidly adjust their habits and routines to help acclimatise.

			It was yet another area where Corin would need to think fast on his feet to find a solution, and he was certain that there would be many more such problems to overcome in the weeks ahead.

			–

			Sometime later, the longships were anchored over half a mile out to sea, each vessel bobbing gently in the calm ocean water. Corin had been gazing towards them when an image from Blackpaw flashed into his mind, causing him to close his eyes and to concentrate upon what the beast was seeing. As he did so, he caught his first view of what appeared to be natives of this foreign land.

			Two horse-riders were visible in the distance from Blackpaw’s position, on the far side of the sand dunes, peering towards the line of felrin spread out along the crests of those dunes. Both riders were wearing loose white clothing which covered most of their bodies.

			The pair were making no attempt to move closer, and Corin could only imagine their uncertainty after spotting such fearsome, beastly arrivals. He was aware of the sensitivity of this first encounter, and he recognised that it was of prime importance that there was no violence here, given his wish to avoid conflict with the locals. He could also sense Blackpaw’s desire to move towards the horsemen, and he issued an order to the beast which he knew would be relayed to its kin.

			STAY.

			A moment after Corin’s command, Blackpaw howled to communicate this instruction, causing many heads to turn in that direction.

			‘What is it, Corin?’ asked Agbeth, who was nearby.

			‘Two natives,’ said Corin, watching through Blackpaw’s eyes as the pair of riders responded to the fearsome call by turning their mounts and urging them to gallop away. ‘But they’ve left now.’

			‘To get more of their people?’

			‘I suspect so.’

			‘What now, then?’

			‘We rest here tonight, but we maintain readiness to defend ourselves. Tomorrow, we’ll head inland, and we have to find water.’

			

			–

			That evening, the Chosen force gathered within their temporary encampment in the dunes. Corin had instructed a fifth of his warriors and felrin to guard the perimeter, and he intended to maintain a watch in shifts throughout the night. The whole warband was relieved to feel a reduction in temperatures as the sun descended below the horizon, but nightfall also reduced inland visibility, making Corin feel more exposed and vulnerable.

			He ate dry rations whilst sitting in a circle with Agbeth, Hellin, Kernon and Rennik, but their conversation was muted. Later, he and Agbeth moved to their bedrolls in the centre of the encampment.

			‘How far away do you think the other two of your kind are, Corin?’ she whispered after they had settled down together, her back pressed against him.

			‘I can’t be certain,’ he replied, his voice soft. ‘And I don’t want to go back into the trance tonight, in case there’s an attack and I need to react quickly. However, when I last searched for them, three nights ago on the boat, it felt like they’d be close to here. Just a handful of days of travel away, maybe. Certainly, it felt like they’ll be a lot closer to us than we are to the Gate.’

			‘And do you think that they’re together?’

			‘Yes, I’m almost certain of it.’

			‘And you’re determined to kill them?’

			‘I’m determined to claim the power, Agbeth. If they get in my way, or try to take it from me, or to hurt the people I love, I’ll kill them if I have to.’

			‘But they haven’t seemed to get much closer to the Gate, you said, since the first time you realised that they’d travelled to this Holy Land?’

			‘A little closer, I think. They don’t seem to have travelled directly to the Gate yet, though that doesn’t mean that they won’t try to do so soon.’

			‘Have you decided whether we’re going to head for these others, or are we going to travel directly towards the Gate?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ Corin admitted. ‘One problem at a time. First, we had to get here. Next, we’ll need to find water, and try to avoid conflict with the locals. After that, I’ll decide where we go next.’

			‘It worries me, Corin. How can you know that you’re right to kill this other pair, based only upon a glimpse of them in a vision? How do you know that they’re not good people?’

			‘I can’t be certain, Agbeth. As I said, the blonde-haired woman didn’t give me the same immediate concern as the other two, though I’ve no idea whether that means she’s a good person. But the other two worried me… a lot. I’ll have to trust my instinct and judgement, and that might mean killing these others before they get the chance to harm me… or you, or anyone else in our party.’

			He hugged her after saying this, and she pressed herself back against him.

			‘But… there are two of them, Corin,’ she said, after a few moments. ‘What if… what if, together, they’re stronger than you? What if they’re more dangerous than you?’

			‘Then I’ll have to be careful, and I’ll try to be smarter than them,’ he replied, though his wife’s concern was one that he shared. ‘Or I’ll try to face them one at a time. Or use the resources which I possess, like the felrin, to give me every possible advantage. But as you say, maybe I can avoid them altogether. Maybe they’ll stay away from the Gate, and I’ll never need to fight them.’

			He heard Agbeth exhale, and he knew that she was worried for him as she asked, ‘And you can still feel the Gate from here? You’re certain about where we need to head to?’

			Corin closed his eyes, considering this. Whilst sailing southwards, even when outside of his trance, he had occasionally felt what he believed to be a faint pulse from the distant Gate. However, currently there was no such sensation.

			‘Not right now,’ he said. ‘But I’ve felt it in my trance state, and I’m sure it’s to the south-west. Once I go back into my trance, when I’m certain we’re all safer, I’ll know the exact direction again.’

			‘Very well. I just want you to be careful, Corin.’

			‘I know you do. And I will be, as much as I can.’

			‘I love you.’

			He kissed the back of her head. ‘I love you too.’

			After that, sleep soon came to them both, but Corin dozed lightly, aware that he and Agbeth were lying down together on a foreign, alien shore.

			–

			The next morning, Corin ordered his people to move their supplies out of the dunes and into the flatter country beyond, a process which included dragging and lifting the reassembled wagons onto more solid ground.

			These wagons were then loaded with the party’s remaining barrels of water, along with any empty containers. Three full barrels were opened to allow Corin’s people to fill their waterskins, and a further two were poured into a trough for the pack of felrin to drink from. The creatures were extremely hardy, but Corin was fully aware that they too would need to drink regularly during the coming journey.

			He knew that the beasts would be a great asset in any future conflict, but they also provided him with a unique set of challenges. He had needed to join their haunting Song twice during the sea voyage, to reassure them that they would soon be free to roam once more. The effect of the heat on the creatures was now another cause for worry, and he was realising that he might need to arrange for their fur to be shorn.

			Of course, this concern about temperature did not just apply to the felrin. The Chosen warriors were also not accustomed to such heat, and Corin was already contemplating that he would likely need to adjust their travel times to the cooler hours of the morning and evening, with shelter and shade sought for much of the intervening daylight period.

			After the water distribution had finished, the Chosen warband started to walk away from the dunes, each person carrying their own gear. They soon crossed into land comprising gentle slopes covered in dry grasses, interspersed with groves of exotic, silver-barked trees. Corin was relieved to see that there were signs of life in the area, as Hellin had predicted, which in turn meant that it was likely that there would be sources of fresh water.

			He had ordered the felrin pack to spread out around the moving column of the warband, ranging outwards in an encircling ring which was several hundred metres in diameter. Later, he intended to release the beasts to roam further away, to hunt and to search for water. However, for this first morning, he wanted to keep every member of the expedition relatively close together.

			

			After a mile of walking, the warband passed over a ridge, following which Agbeth pointed and announced, ‘Look, Corin. Mountains.’

			He peered ahead, and could immediately perceive a distant mountain range, which seemed to start westward of his position, then to stretch far to the south. Although it was difficult to discern from such a distance, the peaks did not seem as huge as those which were far to the north of Karn, but they still appeared to be formidable.

			‘I see them,’ he said.

			‘Those mountains, the Holy Mountains, contain Aiduel’s Gate,’ stated Hellin, who was walking alongside Agbeth with her staff in hand. ‘Somewhere south-west of here, I think.’

			‘Then that’s where we’re heading,’ said Corin. ‘And there’s still a very long way to go.’

			Minutes later, he sensed emotions of threat and aggression through his connection with Blackpaw, who was roaming directly ahead of the column. Corin closed his eyes, and he realised that the beast was again watching a group of native riders. However, this time there were perhaps fifty such horsemen, all dressed in similar loose white clothing. Many of these foreigners were carrying spears, and they had come to within a hundred metres of the ring of felrin.

			CALM. WAIT. DON’T ATTACK. QUIET.

			Unlike the pair of riders encountered during the previous day, this group did not appear ready to flee, and several had their spears pointed towards Blackpaw and its flanking felrin.

			‘Wait back here, please,’ Corin urged Agbeth and Hellin, then shouted, ‘Kernon, Rennik! Local horsemen are ahead of us! Follow me!’

			He started to move towards Blackpaw’s position, and was trailed by several other Chosen fighters. As Blackpaw came into sight ahead, Corin was still watching the native horsemen through the beast’s vision. One of the riders had moved his mount ten metres closer, away from the rest of his group. The man appeared to be unarmed, which Corin hoped was an indication of a willingness to talk.

			After reaching Blackpaw, Corin could see that a dozen other felrin were also close by, lined up to either side, all of them focusing upon the unknown riders. He could sense the beasts’ pent-up bloodlust, and he knew that a single command could unleash carnage. However, he absolutely did not want to commence his people’s journey through this land with an act of unnecessary violence.

			‘Everyone, stay calm!’ he ordered. ‘I’m going to move closer, to try to talk to them.’

			‘Careful, Corin,’ warned Rennik. ‘Don’t go too far from us.’

			Corin nodded, then stepped a few paces past Blackpaw. He was aware of the gaze of the riders as he pulled his axe from his belt, raised it slowly into the air to display it, then set it down onto the ground. After that, he moved forwards a further ten paces, before pausing and waiting.

			The lead rider seemed to understand Corin’s signal, and he dismounted, before also walking slowly forwards. Corin responded in kind, the distance between them narrowing as many other wary eyes looked on. Corin was aware that he was exposed if this was a trap, but he knew that Blackpaw would react quickly, and he was poised to use his powers.

			Corin and the native stopped ten metres from each other. The man appeared to be in his sixties, with deeply-tanned skin, dark eyes and a trimmed grey beard.

			

			‘I am Ubal Aybakrin, uncle of Rahl Aybakrin, my Lord of the Byn’Addui,’ said the man, his accent sounding peculiar to Corin, ‘and these are the lands of the Byn’Addui people. Name yourself, and state your reasons for intruding upon our territory.’

			‘I am Chief Corin of the Karn, leader of the Chosen Alliance, and these are my people. We do not want conflict with your people, Ubal Aybakrin. We merely seek to pass peacefully through your lands. And, if we can, to trade for food and water.’

			‘To pass through to where?’

			‘To Aiduel’s Gate,’ said Corin, perceiving little advantage in concealing his objective.

			‘Aiduel’s Gate! Pah! We thought so, though you don’t look anything like them, and they don’t possess beasts like those which travel with you. But you serve the Holy Church and the Archlaw then? You’re here to conquer our lands and to claim the Holy City?’

			‘No,’ said Corin. ‘We’re a free people. We don’t serve the Holy Church or this Archlaw you talk about. We don’t want conflict with your people, and we have no interest in conquest. We merely seek to get to Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘To what purpose?’

			Corin grimaced, knowing that this was more difficult to answer. ‘I have been called there.’

			‘By who?’

			‘By visions from my Gods.’

			‘To do what?’

			‘To enter the Holy City.’

			Aybakrin frowned and said, ‘Then I advise that you leave, Chief Corin. Call your ships back, go in peace to them, and sail away from our lands today. The Holy City is sealed to the world, and only the Supreme Warlord Baladris shall open its gates again. We also do not want to fight you. Therefore, if you leave now, we’ll initiate no acts of aggression against you and your people. But for three generations, we’ve seen our territory stolen by invaders from foreign shores, our homes lost and our people killed. My nephew has tasked me to defend these lands in his absence, and I’ll not permit more intruders to enter our territory.’

			‘I don’t intend to steal land or to kill. I seek only to-’

			‘You seek to travel to Aiduel’s Gate. Baladris has forbidden Angall infidels from casting their eyes upon that city, on pain of death. The deserts belong to the Addui, and the Addui will defend those deserts with our lives. And how can we know for certain that you’re not agents of the Archlaw, here to try to extend your Enclave northwards? Here to bring more death and bloodshed to the Byn’Addui people?’

			‘Before the Gods, I swear that we’re not,’ said Corin. ‘We merely seek safe passage across your lands, and we hope to trade for water. If there’s to be death and bloodshed, then we’ll not be the ones to start it.’

			‘Then leave, Chief Corin. Take your people from our lands, and sail away.’

			‘I cannot do that.’

			‘Then you and the Addui shall soon become enemies.’

			‘There’s no need for that.’

			‘Sixty years of bloodshed and treachery have taught us that there’s every need. I give you and your people until sunset to leave these shores, Chief Corin. The Byn’Addui will refrain from attacking you until that time. After then, we’ll consider you to be hostile invaders, and we’ll make war against you.’

			

			‘And I say this to you, Ubal Aybakrin of the Byn’Addui,’ replied Corin, trying to keep his voice calm but assertive. ‘We do not seek to harm your people. We do not seek to conquer your lands. And we will not be the ones to start conflict between us. However, if you choose to make war on the Chosen people, you will come to regret it. Your people will come to regret it. You have never fought beasts like my felrin, and you have never fought me.’

			‘The beasts are new to us, true,’ said Aybakrin, his tone hard, ‘but the Addui have been fighting your kind for three generations, and our sword and spear arms have been strengthened by our struggle. And there’s nothing more for us to say now. No more words which we can share that will change my intent. You’ve heard my warning, and I suggest that you take heed.’

			After the conclusion of that statement, the man turned away, walking back towards his countrymen. A moment later, Corin did the same, feeling frustrated.

			Perhaps naively, he had hoped that his warband would be able to avoid war whilst travelling through these lands, and that the major challenges which he might face would be when he encountered the others of his kind, or arrived at Aiduel’s Gate. Now, he realised that they could be faced with the threat of violence for every mile of the journey, and might need to fight for access to water sources. That changed his plans.

			Today, he would have to send several of the felrin outwards into the surrounding lands, to scout for a water supply.

			And tonight, his entire force would need to be ready to fight.
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			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			As he rode out through the gates of Fort Upholder, Arion was clothed like a local, wearing loose white cloth garments which covered his body and head. The sun had set an hour earlier, and the temperature had already dropped to a much more comfortable level.

			He was riding near to the front of a column of one hundred and twenty horsemen, the largest body of cavalry that the fortress outpost had ever mustered. Almost every mount from the settlement had been called into service for the impending mission, including those Addui horses which had been captured after Arion’s first desert patrol and battle.

			Days earlier, he had been on a second cavalry patrol, hunting for the Scorpion and his raiders in the aftermath of a vicious massacre at an Enclave farm complex to the east. After two fruitless days of searching, they had returned to Fort Upholder, only to discover that the compound had been attacked in their absence, with yet more killing.

			Since then, a vengeful fury had been stirring amongst the fort’s soldiers and residents, and a clamour had grown for an appropriate response. Commander Cendorn had echoed and amplified this desire for vengeance, and he had swiftly organised this westward raid. Command of the cavalry force had been given to Delrin, whose orders were simple and brutal; locate the nearest Addui and their camps, put them to the sword and to the torch, and force the Scorpion and his warriors to engage in a direct battle.

			Cendorn’s personal instruction to Arion had been unequivocal. ‘If you’re even half the warrior that my men have described to me,’ the commander had said, ‘then I give you this task. If you see the Scorpion, I want you to attack him, kill him, and cut off his cursed fucking head. I want that whoreson to decorate a spear-tip on these fortress ramparts.’

			Arion could sense the gaze of the accompanying soldiers upon him as they turned to ride westwards, a feeling which he had again grown accustomed to in recent weeks. He had heard the name Arion the Invincible murmured on numerous occasions since his first battle with the Addui, and he was growing to like it. Certainly, it had a more charming ring than Butcher.

			By the Lord, it’s better to be renowned for being a hero rather than a killer.

			Indeed, the acclaim which he had received since then had helped to subdue any troublesome thoughts about how many Addui he had killed during that frantic, bloody melee. Unfortunately, it had not completely eliminated them, particularly the images of slaughtered women and youths which still lingered in his mind.

			–

			

			The Fort Upholder cavalry force was half an hour’s ride from the fortress when the distant, moonlit outline of an Addui on horseback was first spotted. This native scout seemed to observe the cavalry column for a few moments, before urging their mount to gallop away into the deeper desert.

			‘And now it begins,’ said Delrin.

			‘Do you intend to patrol here and to wait for their reaction?’ asked Arion, who was riding alongside his brother.

			‘No, we have instructions to keep heading west, and to force them into battle. After our last victory, they’ll likely want to attack with significant numbers, possibly hundreds of warriors, and that will take time to muster.’

			‘We’re therefore going to be relying upon you, Arion,’ stated the nearby Castigan, who was becoming gradually less formal after fighting at Arion’s side. ‘And on the gifts which The Lord has granted to you.’

			They continued heading westwards for a handful of hours, their horses moving at a walking pace into the Holy Desert. Soon, another half-dozen Addui horse-riders became visible, who were maintaining a parallel course whilst watching from a distance. Delrin rejected any suggestions to try to capture these observers, insisting that such an effort would simply tire their own horses.

			There had still been no sightings of any larger bodies of Addui troops by midnight, when Delrin ordered the cavalry force to make camp at the crest of a dusty, rocky hillock. His intention was for them to grab a handful of hours of sleep before setting off again prior to dawn. Hour-long watches were set for the next five hours, with outriders positioned to provide early warning against attack.

			Arion was part of the first watch. Afterwards, as he settled down on his bedroll, he was conscious that news of their incursion would have already spread. He wondered if such word had reached the one known as the Scorpion, and whether that warrior was already moving an army towards this exposed location.

			The night temperature had grown cooler, and the ground was hard. Before closing his eyes, Arion took a long swallow of water. Part of him regretted that his wine flask was not there to help him to fall asleep, but he was conscious that he did not want Delrin to see him drinking whilst on this mission.

			Lord preserve me, I’m not sure I’m going to find much rest though without a drink tonight.

			However, after closing his eyes, sleep came easily to him. But rather than bringing his recurring dream, his slumber delivered another unwelcome visitor, something which he had grown to regard as a curse, and which had foreshadowed profound changes to his life.

			For in his dreams that night, he witnessed and experienced another prophetic vision…

			–

			He was on horseback, alone, riding along a rolling, dusty desert landscape, his own shadow from the early morning sun stretching long in front of him. In the distance ahead were three pillars of red rock, each towering skywards. Immediately before him was a shallow slope of dirt and sand, leading to the crest of a low hill.

			As he urged his horse towards that hilltop, the sound of a series of extended, chilling howls reached him from the lands ahead. He drew his sword in response as his mount galloped onwards, and he was aware of what that terrible, beastly noise seemed to signify, for he had last encountered it during the fall of Septholme.

			His weapon was raised as he crested the hilltop, and as a shallow bowl-shaped valley surrounded by low hills came into view. And there, several hundred metres away, was a massed body of…

			…beasts and barbarians, in ranks facing towards him.

			All of them were watching him, seemingly ready for his arrival. There were dozens of the monsters, which were indeed of a kind which he had fought before, and these beasts were standing in front of hundreds of warriors attired with foreign clothing and armour, who were holding an assortment of weapons. All appeared ready to fight.

			For some reason, his eyes were drawn beyond these ranks, towards a slight man with unruly red hair, who was alongside a slender woman and another of these monstrous beasts. And there… running away from this red-haired man, with her arms raised and a look of panic on her face, was… Leanna. The priestess was fleeing towards Arion.

			He had to save her.

			He leapt from his horse with his sword still in hand, and began to charge towards the ranks of monsters and barbarians. At that moment, another bellowing howl resounded across the shallow valley, and the horde of beasts began to charge in turn…

			–

			When he awoke from this dream, gasping for breath in the cool night air, the first emotion which Arion experienced was fear. The vision had been familiar in its stark and vivid nature, and he recognised it as prophecy.

			At some point in the future, he was going to encounter an army of monsters and barbarians which seemed ready to attack him, and that prospect was daunting. Even he might not be able to survive a devastating battle with that many of the monstrous creatures, given the challenge which just two had posed.

			Not only that, but he had seen Leanna there. Was it his destiny to be required to save her yet again?

			By the Lord, what am I meant to do about this?

			It seemed that Leanna had been a captive of the red-haired man, and she had been attempting to flee, which meant that her life must have been at risk. Arion knew that he could not ignore that, no matter how aloof the priestess had been in recent weeks. He could not abandon her to the fate of a horde of monsters and barbarians in the desert, irrespective of the questions raised about how she would end up in such a place.

			He would need to warn her as soon as he returned to Fort Upholder. He felt an urge to leave immediately to share what he had witnessed, but he knew that it would not be possible to do so. He was committed to this incursion into Addui territory, and his fellow soldiers and his brother would likely die if he chose to abandon them now. Therefore, he would need to wait, and to seek Leanna out as soon as he returned to the fortress.

			However, the prophecy also presented another problem, which would not be resolved by simply providing a warning to Leanna. The foul beasts in his vision had been akin to those which had created so much carnage in Septholme.

			By the Lord, the same monsters which killed Kalyane!

			If these creatures existed, then it felt likely that someone had created them, like he suspected that Allana had created the pair in his hometown. Further, if they were allied with humans, it seemed probable that someone was also controlling them.

			But that someone was not Allana. She could not be here, surely?

			In which case, was there another in this desert like Arion, Leanna and Allana? Another with powers, who was able to create and control such beasts, and who had already spawned countless such evil abominations? Another who was of Arion’s kind, who was an Illborn?

			As he closed his eyes again, focusing on remembering the prophetic vision, Arion was certain who that person was. The one whom Leanna had been fleeing from, and who it seemed was therefore in the Holy Desert.

			The red-haired man.

			–

			The Fort Upholder force broke camp in the hours before dawn, soon mounting their horses and beginning to move westwards at a walking pace. After sunrise, as they headed deeper into the desert with the ascending sun to their rear, the heat started to build again.

			

			Daylight brought sight of an increased number of Addui who were tracking them in a broad, encircling ring. Perhaps two dozen were now flanking them, each several hundred metres away, and another thirty had taken up a distant position to their rear, in the east. However, there was still no sign of any larger Addui army.

			‘It feels like we’re being herded,’ announced Castigan, after staring towards the group behind them. ‘Should we turn and confront that lot?’

			‘No,’ replied Delrin. ‘They’ll just move away from us, and try to split us up and exhaust our horses. We came for a fight, and it won’t be long until we find one, to the west. Let’s just make sure that we don’t fall into a trap.’

			‘We haven’t come across any settlements yet,’ said Arion. ‘Where are they?’

			‘The Addui’s larger towns are in the north and south, beyond the borders of the Enclave, in the fertile coastal regions which they still control,’ said Delrin. ‘Their desert settlements are deeper to the west, the largest of which is reputed to be Addubar, which we understand is built on the lands outside Aiduel’s Gate. But the tribes in these immediate border areas are nomadic, and they regularly move the location of their camps to thwart us.’

			As they continued westwards, Arion’s gaze was drawn to the distant mountain range which contained Aiduel’s Gate. The profile of the line of peaks was familiar by now, including that of the handful of mountains which he understood to surround the Holy City. Once again, the sight inspired a fleeting temptation to travel onwards, and to seek out that remote place.

			After three hours of travel, they were threading through a string of shallow mesas which were a few hundred metres to either side of their formation. They emerged from this terrain onto a dry, sandy expanse. Perhaps two miles ahead of them, another series of mesas rose from the desert floor, shimmering through a haze of heat, though the intervening land was flat and featureless.

			But it contained hundreds of Addui warriors.

			They were a quarter of a mile from Arion’s force, all mounted on horseback, and many were armed with spears, the tips of which were gleaming in the sun.

			‘There’s at least two and a half times our number out there,’ said Delrin, his voice sombre. ‘How have they managed to muster such a large force, so quickly?’

			‘And another fifty infidels behind us,’ stated Castigan. ‘Look.’

			Arion did so, noting that the Addui scouts who had been tracking them had all congregated into a single larger cluster to the east.

			‘So be it, we’re outnumbered three to one,’ stated Delrin. ‘By the Lord, Commander Cendorn wanted us to fight, and it looks like he’s going to get his wish.’ He then shouted to the wider group, ‘Drink water! Fast, you’ll need it! Then ready weapons!’

			Arion lifted his own waterskin to his dry mouth as he stared towards the larger enemy line. This force of perhaps three hundred warriors was starting to move forwards, churning up a cloud of dust and sand as they did so. One of the foremost riders was carrying a grey banner which was emblazoned with a red emblem of a creature with eight legs, large pincers like a crab, and a raised, pointed tail. Arion realised quickly both what and whom it represented.

			

			‘The Scorpion’s here,’ said Castigan, also identifying the banner. ‘Cendorn’s got the rest of his wish. Do you intend for us to engage their full force, Sir Delrin, or do we attempt to break through that line to the east?’

			‘We came here to fight,’ stated Delrin, ‘and Lord preserve me, we will. Arion, please tell me that you’re ready to repeat what you did in our last battle. For yourself, and for the rest of us.’

			‘I’m ready,’ said Arion, still watching as the infidel warriors walked their horses forwards.

			‘Then we head straight for the Scorpion’s banner,’ said Delrin. ‘No clever manoeuvres, no tricks. Arion, you must find him, and kill him, as soon as possible. His death will be a blow to their morale, and a boon to the Enclave.’

			‘Which one is he?’ asked Arion, squinting.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Delrin. ‘But he must be near to that banner.’

			‘If he’s there, I’ll kill him.’

			‘Their rear force is moving forwards now,’ warned Castigan.

			Delrin looked around, as did Arion. The Scorpion’s main army was now perhaps three hundred metres away, and the smaller body of riders to the east was just slightly more distant than that.

			‘Draw weapons!’ shouted Delrin. ‘We ride for the Scorpion’s banner. Spearhead formation, at a canter!’

			The Fort Upholder cavalry assembled into position in moments, and then they were riding out onto the arid, sandy expanse, watching the mass of the Addui coming towards them.

			‘Let’s kill these fucking infidels!’ yelled Castigan, surprising Arion with the ferocity and hatred in his voice. ‘Spears and swords!’

			Arion noted that the Addui were again riding in a single-rank line, and they stretched across a much greater span of desert than was covered by the Enclave force. He could perceive that the enemy centre, containing the Scorpion’s banner, was moving more slowly than its flanks, such that the opposing formation was forming a gradual semi-circle, no doubt intended to envelop Arion and his allies.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			Once again, the world slowed down around Arion as his powers triggered. He was suddenly brimming with vitality as the air sparked around him, and his body was overflowing with a relentless, indomitable energy, making him feel superhuman.

			‘Charge!’

			This was screamed by Delrin as they neared to within one hundred metres of the enemy, and a responding roar emerged from the mouths of the Fort Upholder force. In that moment of exhilaration, Arion felt a portion of his abundant energy releasing amongst his allies, cascading over them before coursing into and through their bodies, allowing them to share in a fragment of the power which now pulsed across his own form.

			As the final metres closed towards the enemy line, Arion’s eyes were focused upon the Addui banner. Somewhere near to that, he would find their notorious leader; the Scorpion. Arion had been taught that a scorpion was potentially lethal, but this infidel son of the Warlord Baladris was soon going to learn who the deadliest creature in the desert was.

			Arion’s gaze then fixed upon the Addui rider who was carrying the banner, a muscular and handsome man in his thirties with oiled black hair, who gripped the banner’s shaft in one hand and a lowered spear in the other. Arion’s eyes were still locked onto that face, the world moving at a snail’s pace around him, as his blade knocked aside the bannerman’s spear thrust with one effortless parry, before sweeping back to take the man’s head off.

			By the Lord, this is what I was born for!

			He was already past his victim’s mount by the time that the decapitation was complete. As he wheeled his horse back around, he could see that the headless corpse was still clutching the now dipping banner.

			‘Scorpion!’ he cried as he parried blows from two Addui riders, before hacking his sword down into one and then bashing his pommel into the face of the other. ‘Scorpion!’

			Conflict was joined all around him, the world seeming to have taken on a golden tinge. The vicious fighting appeared evenly matched, the superior numbers of the Addui offset by the enhanced speed and ferocity of Arion’s fellow fighters. He could not see his brother amidst the crush of battle, which caused him a moment of unease, but he soon identified a cluster of nearby enemy fighters who seemed to be having a great deal of success.

			There were seven of them, packed tightly together and working in unison to dispatch a succession of Enclave soldiers. It was clear from how this group fought that they were skilled, battle-hardened veterans. In their midst was a scarred, bald man with a thick neck and muscular arms, who was wielding two huge curved blades, and was being shielded by his compatriots. This warrior cut down a soldier from Western Canasar, then turned his head as Arion again bellowed, ‘Scorpion!’

			Arion geed his horse towards the group of seven, who were engaging a further three allied soldiers. As he approached, he could feel his energy cascading more urgently into this latter trio, and suddenly they were holding their own despite being outnumbered.

			Then Arion was in amongst the Addui, his blade blurring as it whirred and sliced towards them, parrying a succession of blows with a force which sent each attacker reeling, and then finding a target every time with his own strikes.

			Kill them! Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!

			Within seconds, the warriors protecting the Scorpion had been dispatched, before Arion proceeded to batter the dual swords of the Addui leader aside. With a ferocious strike, he then took the scarred man’s head clean off his shoulders.

			Arion was feeling triumphant after the decapitated body had slumped to the sandy ground, and his power was overflowing. Was it possible that he could feel energy pulsing into him from the west, and were his fists and lower arms glowing with a pale, golden light? He roared with victory as another surge of his energy flowed out into the men who fought alongside him, driving them to even greater, unnatural physical peaks of speed and strength.

			He looked around, seeking out his next victim. It seemed that the battle had started to turn in the favour of the Enclave force, and indeed he could hear cries of despair as Addui warriors began to realise that their leader was dead, and that the enemy were fighting like men possessed.

			Arion launched himself into attack against another group. There would be more killing to be done before this day was over. Much more.

			

			–

			In the aftermath of the battle, five Addui captives were at the edge of the battlefield, down on their knees with their wrists and ankles bound.

			The conflict had been brutal, and the infidel army’s will to fight had persisted for an impressively long time, even after experiencing the unnatural ability of their foes, and witnessing the death of their leader at Arion’s hands. Approximately eighty Addui had eventually fled into the desert, with the only other survivors being this handful of prisoners. The remainder of their army lay dead under the baking sun, the bodies of their slaughtered men and women intermingled with the many desert horses which had also fallen as casualties.

			In contrast, the Fort Upholder cavalry had lost just forty-one of their original complement, with a further sixteen injured. Arion was unsure of precisely how many enemy fighters had fallen to his own relentless violence during the battle, but he was certain that it far exceeded the fifty-seven total casualties suffered by his allies.

			By the Lord, try not to think about how many you’ve killed.

			He recognised that he was again facing that moment when the visceral thrill of battle and victory was fading, and was being replaced by a potentially debilitating wave of guilt and remorse for the many deaths which he had caused. For now, he had to force himself to shut those thoughts down; there would be opportunity later to dwell upon what he had done.

			He was sitting near to the five captives, gulping water from his waterskin, and watching as the survivors from Fort Upholder dragged the bodies of their fallen comrades from the battlefield. He was feeling exhausted, and it seemed that the exertions of the battle, and his sharing of power, had finally depleted him.

			Delrin and Castigan were standing nearby, conferring. Both were also drinking water, their chests heaving in the aftermath of their recent endeavours.

			‘Do we press on, Sir Delrin, and try to find and destroy one of their settlements?’ asked Castigan.

			Delrin shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. We’ve suffered significant losses, and even with… what Arion did, and does, I doubt that the men are in any fit state to fight again. And there’s at least eighty of the Addui still out there, who might regroup and gather with others.’

			‘I can’t do that again anytime soon,’ said Arion. ‘Can’t… fight like that, or help others fight better. At least, not until I’ve had time to recover. Certainly, not today.’

			‘In that case,’ said Delrin, ‘my decision is that we should go no further. We’ve secured a significant victory and we’ve killed the Scorpion, and we can bring his head back as proof of our success. We’ll need to dig a shallow grave for our dead, water our horses, collect the Addui’s horses, then travel back east. If we can set off within the next hour or so, we should make it back to the fort before nightfall this even-’

			‘You’re all going to die for this! You are going to die for this!’

			The shout which interrupted Delrin came from one of the Addui prisoners. Arion looked across, and could see an older man with grey stubble and thinning grey hair, who had a livid bruise on his left cheek. He was looking directly towards Arion, with hatred in his expression.

			‘You invaders are all murderers,’ continued the man, ‘killing those who have done nothing other than wanting to defend our homeland! And you, you’ve killed the son of Baladris! The Warlord’s favoured son.’

			‘Do we care, you fucking dirty infidel?’ asked Castigan, sneering as he walked towards the man. ‘You lost, and tomorrow we’ll be decorating our fortress walls with the Scorpion’s ugly head!’

			‘There will be vengeance!’ shouted the captive, his gaze still fixed upon Arion. ‘We were anyway coming for you, to cast you from our lands. We’ve been gathering, ready to attack, and to reclaim what’s rightfully ours! But Baladris will not stop now until the Enclave is burning, and your blood turns the seas red! Arron will fall! Sen Josias will fall! The Enclave will fall! The war has already started! There will be vengeance, and you will all die! We will-’

			Castigan’s boot swung out, thudding into the man’s head and cutting his words off.

			‘So much for your vengeance,’ the knight snarled at the now limp form of the captive. ‘If the Addui want a full-blown war, then the Order of Saint Amena is ready. We’ll take your lands, and we’ll wipe you heretic scum from the desert.’ He then turned to look towards Arion. ‘We finally know that we can win now, and that we can take the Holy City. The Lord supports our cause, and He’s sent His servant, Arion the Invincible, to lead us to victory.’

			–

			That evening, the depleted and exhausted survivors of the mission into the desert arrived back at Fort Upholder.

			At first, there was horror amongst the garrison guards at the scale of the casualties suffered by the expedition. However, after the tale was shared about the great victory achieved, and when word spread that the Scorpion’s life had been ended, Arion could hear sounds of jubilation. Once again, he noticed that people were talking about him, and it was clear that he was fast becoming a hero of the fort.

			Arion, Delrin and Castigan reported to Commander Cendorn, who was overjoyed to hear about their achievements. As expected, Cendorn ordered that the Scorpion’s head be placed atop a spear on the fortress’s battlements, facing westwards towards the desert.

			‘You have my gratitude, Lord Sepian,’ said the commander after hearing the report of the battle. ‘This garrison is honoured and blessed to have you amongst us. I intend to write to inform Lord Commander Andross about your actions, and to recommend that our Order honours you.’

			After the meeting with Cendorn had ended, Arion bid farewell to Delrin, who was eager to see his family again, and he headed in the direction of Leanna’s home. The prophetic vision of the beasts and the red-haired man had been on his mind throughout the return journey, and he needed to share what he knew with the priestess. However, he was feeling uncertain about how she would react to this news, and he was also bracing himself for another tense encounter with her rude and dangerous protector.

			Lord preserve me, I hope that this will help me to make peace with Leanna.

			As he approached her stone hut on the edge of the settlement, he began to perceive that something did not feel right. The wooden door was closed, and there was no activity outside of the entrance.

			

			He walked up to the building, knocked on the door, and then pushed against it. It swung inwards, and he peered into the single room inside. There were few signs of habitation, with no bedrolls evident, and only a handful of scattered possessions. Arion moved into the gloomy interior, noticing an exposed hole dug into the dirt floor at the far corner of the room, but otherwise there was little to see.

			He walked out of the hut, intending to go to the compound’s medical building. He would need to confirm that Leanna was not there, and to check when she and her companions had last been seen, and whether they had disclosed their intended destination. However, he already had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach; he had arrived too late to share his prophetic vision with the priestess.

			By the Lord, she’s no longer here.

			Leanna was gone. She had left Fort Upholder without telling him, departing before he had been able to offer his warning.

			Arion was suddenly certain that she had journeyed into the desert. And he also felt sure that she and her companions were in mortal danger. Soon, somewhere in the depths of the Holy Desert, Leanna was going to encounter that horde of deadly monsters.

			Following which, sometime after, she would face the red-haired man.

		

	
		
			15

			Leanna

			

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			During Leanna’s first night of travel into the Holy Desert, she and her two companions were moving quietly, trying to avoid detection. The only noticeable sounds that they were making were the soft crunch of their feet on the desert surface, intermingled with Amyss’s laboured breathing.

			They had been walking for a couple of hours. Caddin was maintaining a steady pace whilst leading the way, and Leanna was already accepting that the journey ahead was going to be a physical test. Her recent training meant that she was able to keep up with the grey-bearded man without being out of breath, though she was straining under the weight of her pack and waterskin. However, Amyss was clearly struggling more, and Leanna was thankful that the desert was much cooler at night than in the daytime.

			Lord Aiduel, please give her the strength to make this journey.

			During the preceding day, it had become evident that Fort Upholder was assembling a large cavalry force for a westward incursion, responding to the recent brutalities of the infamous Addui named the Scorpion. After Caddin had noted these military preparations, Leanna and her companions had decided that it was finally time to commence their own journey into the vastness of the desert.

			

			They had carefully packed the gear which they would be carrying, then had waited for several hours after the fort’s cavalry force – and Arion Sepian – had themselves set off to the west. Finally, at midnight, they had escaped the compound by climbing over the perimeter wall near to their hut. Although most residents of the fortress settlement had already retired to their beds by that late hour, Leanna had nonetheless been nervous as Caddin had lifted her and Amyss to the top of the wall, before scaling it himself.

			There had then been further fraught moments as they had crept across the dusty, sloping ground to the north of the fort, wondering if one of the guards on the ramparts would spot them and raise an alarm. Only when Leanna had finally reached partial concealment behind a cluster of low rocks, a few hundred metres from the fortress, had she felt confident that they would be able to start their journey in earnest.

			Caddin’s initial objective was to travel twelve miles to the north-west, and then to find shaded and concealed shelter before sunrise. When dawn arrived, they hoped that the morning’s light would reveal three red-stone pillars somewhere to the west, that towering landmark which the captive Addui had called the Three Spears.

			Lord Aiduel, please protect us from harm on our way to that place.

			As Leanna trekked onwards now, Caddin’s burly form was a moonlit shadow ahead of her. Her vision had adjusted to the darkness, though the moon and stars above were as vividly bright as she could ever remember. Caddin was navigating by those stars, leading them on a route from one area of potential concealment to another.

			Before they had set-off, the grey-bearded man had said, ‘The moonlight will make it easier for someone to spot us, so we’ll need to avoid walking along ridges where our silhouettes might be seen.’

			Leanna shivered as she remembered this, suddenly feeling more exposed and vulnerable, though they had so far avoided detection. A major reason for leaving on this night was their hope that the departure of the fort’s cavalry force would draw the attention of any Addui border scouts, and that plan seemed to be working.

			Caddin’s head was anyway turning to left and right as they walked, and he was clearly scanning the surrounding environment for threats. They were currently heading towards the outline of what appeared to be another cluster of taller rocks. The sandy surface underfoot was soft, making the going difficult, and again Leanna could hear Amyss’s heavy breathing. She knew that the red-haired priestess would feel too guilty to ask them to slow down on her behalf.

			‘Can we stop soon, Caddin?’ Leanna therefore whispered. ‘For a small rest, and a drink?’

			He was silent for a moment, before replying, ‘Let’s get to those rocks. Then we can have ten minutes of rest, but that’s all.’

			Minutes later, they halted before the circle of clustered boulders. Caddin moved into the area first, saying, ‘Wait. Let me check for scorpions and snakes.’

			Leanna was unsure how the grey-bearded man could see enough to undertake such an inspection, but she heard his foot scraping against the ground between the rocks, before he called, ‘It’s safe.’

			Leanna and Amyss both entered the cluster of boulders, each shedding their backpacks before sinking down to rest on the ground.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for bringing us this far.

			‘How are we doing, Caddin?’ asked Amyss.

			‘We’re undetected, which is all we can ask for at this point,’ he replied. ‘But this is just the start.’

			‘Are we allowed to have a drink yet?’ asked Leanna.

			‘Yes, but no more than a couple of mouthfuls. We need to preserve our water.’

			After hearing this, both Leanna and Amyss reached for their waterskins, and Leanna drank a small amount. The reality of having a limited water supply was already beginning to hit home, even during the cooler night.

			‘How many more hours until we stop to make camp?’ she asked.

			‘Three, maybe four,’ replied Caddin. ‘We’ll need to be hidden and sheltered before daybreak, so as soon as we see light to the east, we’ll find the closest and best possible shelter. Maybe sooner than that, if we come across somewhere which is perfect.’

			‘And if we don’t?’

			‘Then we stop wherever we can, I put two poles into the ground to form a lean-to, and we shelter under that during daylight hours. But that’s a lot less than ideal, and if the Addui are still in the area they will likely see us.’

			Leanna gulped after hearing this, already suffering doubts about whether she had made the correct decision to have set out on this perilous venture. Her focus in the preceding weeks had been on her need to reach Aiduel’s Gate, but just a couple of hours outside the relative security of Fort Upholder was emphasising how exposed and alone she and her companions would be in the Holy Desert.

			

			‘Are you ready for what might need to be done if we encounter the Addui, Leanna?’ asked Caddin, interrupting her thoughts.

			‘For what needs to be done?’

			‘Yes. We’ve talked about this, and you’ve trained for it. The Addui don’t take prisoners from the Enclave. We’ve both heard that warning, lots of times, and I believe it. Therefore, if we encounter them, whenever that might happen, you need to be ready to use your powers. You need to be ready to fight, Leanna.’

			Leanna nodded, acknowledging the comment, whilst not expressing the doubts which she still held within.

			Lord Aiduel, am I truly ready to fight, and to kill?

			–

			Just over three hours of travel later, with the dawn light beginning to emerge in the east, Caddin called a halt to their overnight journey.

			‘We’ll set up the lean-to here,’ he announced. ‘I doubt we’ll find anywhere that’s better concealed, and we’ll have shade here for at least part of the day.’

			They had most recently been walking along an extended, shallow depression in the ground, which was two-metres deep and twice that in width. The bottom of this old channel was rocky and dusty, but it offered the advantage of concealment from the surrounding desert.

			After lowering his pack to the ground, Caddin cautiously scaled the side of the depression and raised his head above the rim, before turning to peer in all directions. A few moments later, he said, ‘Leanna, come look.’

			

			Leanna joined him, staring westwards across the vast desert landscape, the arid enormity of which was being slowly unveiled by the dawning sun. She was relieved to detect no signs of movement.

			‘No Addui?’ she asked.

			‘None that I can see,’ replied Caddin. He then pointed westwards, and added, ‘But look over there. Miles distant.’

			Leanna peered in the suggested direction. Immediately before her, the desert was flat and barren for what appeared to be several miles, its largely featureless surface only interrupted by occasional jagged clusters of rocks. However, further westwards, a series of rolling, shallow hills emerged, extending from north to south.

			And beyond those hills, towering above them, three vertiginous pillars of red rock rose skywards.

			‘I see them,’ she said.

			‘Are they what you saw in the Addui’s mind?’ asked Caddin.

			Leanna nodded. ‘They must be. The Three Spears.’

			‘That’s where we’ll head towards tomorrow night then. But there’s an awful lot of open ground between here and there.’

			–

			

			Shortly afterwards, Caddin set up their lean-to shelter, composed of a canvas sheet and two poles, which would offer shade as the rising sun rotated southwards.

			The day which followed was long and tough. The midday heat was stifling, and they opted to rest in shifts across these hottest hours. During the time that Amyss and Caddin were sleeping, Leanna waited in silence under the canvas, her throat dry. She was alone with her thoughts, which soon began to wander back towards questions about the wisdom of their venture.

			Lord Aiduel, are we doing the right thing? Or is it madness to even attempt this journey?

			They were now facing a trek across the desert, through inhospitable terrain controlled by a hostile people who might try to kill them on sight. Following which, if by some miracle they survived to reach Aiduel’s Gate, they would need to find a way into a city which had been sealed off from the world for hundreds of years.

			She was still feeling guilty for invading the mind of the Addui whom Caddin had captured. However, she recognised that her invasive action had offered a remembered sighting of the Holy City, and had provided an important awareness of the formidable obstacle which its mighty cliffs and towering wall represented.

			To add to these challenges, she understood now that the Addui must also control the lands around the city, if they were constructing that enormous ramp. Therefore, even if Leanna and her companions managed to successfully traverse the desert, it seemed likely that they would then encounter Addui surrounding the city itself.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			

			As a counterpoint to the many concerning obstacles, however, this ominous statement from her dream would sometimes echo in the back of her mind. Despite the fear evoked by her memory of the speaker, the words fortified her resolve about the dangerous journey which she was now embarked upon, and they reminded her of her overriding goal.

			Lord Aiduel, I know that I do this – that I risk my life, and the lives of my companions – for the right reasons.

			Caddin was steadfast in his conviction that it was Leanna’s destiny to claim the almighty power, and she recognised that she had come to share his faith. If she was the one to take possession of the divine power which she believed was awaiting her in the Gate, then she would be more able to serve The Lord Aiduel. She would have an opportunity to deliver His peace, love and happiness, and to eradicate suffering. Indeed, such work could start here, in the bloody and divided Holy Land.

			If her alternative was to do nothing, and to either cower behind the walls of Fort Upholder, or to retreat to somewhere which offered even more safety, then she would be forsaking that opportunity. She would never be able to forgive herself for such a cowardly and selfish choice, particularly if it meant that another Illborn with a less virtuous character reached the Gate before her.

			Perhaps Arion, or even the woman Allana, if she had somehow survived the consequences of Caddin’s letter. Leanna knew that she absolutely could not permit the latter; the dark-haired woman had committed acts bordering on evil during the fall of Septholme, and such deeds meant that she was unfit to possess such an almighty power.

			And Arion too could no longer be trusted.

			

			Lord Aiduel, please forgive me for abandoning him without a farewell.

			She knew that she owed him a debt of gratitude, given that he had saved her life. As a result of that, she would never seek to or allow anyone to harm him, but his role as her once-saviour did not excuse him from reproach for his actions. She recognised that he was a flawed young man; he seemed to kill far too casually, and often acted impulsively and recklessly. And how might his impulse for killing change if he was in possession of an even greater power?

			As Caddin had reminded her many times, she could not allow such an outcome to ever occur. She therefore needed to take this risk, and to undergo these trials, to be the first to reach and to enter Aiduel’s Gate.

			She needed to be the one to claim the power.

			–

			The remainder of the daylight hours passed uneventfully. After the sun had set, Leanna and her companions ate dry provisions, before drinking a few mouthfuls of warm water which did little to quench their thirst, then they set off again.

			Leanna felt a moment of unease as she climbed out of the depression and back onto more exposed desert terrain, heading in the direction of the Three Spears.

			‘I wonder if we’ll encounter any Addui tonight?’ whispered Amyss, echoing Leanna’s thought whilst peering around. ‘Or whether the cavalry from Fort Upholder has drawn them all away from here?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Leanna. ‘But if we encounter any Addui, you get behind me and Caddin, yes?’

			

			‘Yes, but only if you promise to get behind Caddin first.’

			After that, they continued their trudging crossing of the desert. The three tall pillars of rock were not visible at night, but Caddin had fixed their position in his mind before the sun had set, and he was again navigating by the stars. For most of the time, they trekked in silence, and Leanna’s mouth was dry.

			As she walked, she was again wondering how she would react if they encountered hostile Addui warriors. Caddin had already reminded her that she needed to be ready to fight, and she had been training for such an eventuality for several months. However, the prospect of hurting another person remained daunting and unappealing.

			She still felt occasional remorse when she remembered the Elannis scout whom she had gripped using her powers, and then had thrown through the air, probably killing him. That remained the only instance when she had purposely harmed another person, although she had been required to do it to save Amyss’s life.

			She did not want to be forced to use her powers to hurt someone again, however naive such an aspiration might be. She therefore desperately hoped that Amyss was correct, and that the Fort Upholder cavalry force had drawn all the Addui scouts away from the surrounding area.

			Lord Aiduel, please just let me use these powers to do good for others.

			They had been walking in silence for several hours, still undetected, when they first heard a terrible howling sound coming from the north. It was an eerie, shrieking noise which resonated across the barren landscape, and which was jarring in its contrast to the prior quiet of the night. The chilling call lasted for several seconds, before finally falling silent.

			Caddin halted after hearing the noise, and Amyss whispered, ‘What was that?’

			The grey-bearded man did not answer, but Leanna could see his head turning, and his eyes fixing upon her. Even with her powers subdued by his medallions, she could perceive his sudden alarm.

			‘Was it a wolf?’ asked Amyss. ‘I didn’t think that there were wolves in this desert?’

			Leanna gulped, then said, ‘It sounded like… the beasts in Septholme?’

			Caddin nodded. ‘The beasts which attacked us, which Sepian killed. It did sound like them.’

			‘Those things? They’re here?’ exclaimed Amyss. ‘But how?’

			‘It may not be the same creatures,’ replied Caddin. ‘Though it sounded like them. And that howl wasn’t close. It might have been miles away.’

			Leanna stared in the direction from which the noise had come, though little was visible in the darkness.

			Lord Aiduel, what does this mean? Is the woman Allana here, Lord?

			‘What do we do, Caddin?’ she asked.

			‘We keep on walking,’ he replied. ‘We keep our eyes open. And if they appear, Leanna, you get yourself away from me and my medallions, you use your powers, and you get ready to hurt them.’

			–

			Over an hour later, Leanna was still trudging behind Caddin, crossing an extended stretch of flat desert sands, when the burly man stopped abruptly. In the darkness, Leanna could see him shrugging his pack off his shoulders and squatting low to the ground, before he grasped hold of his mace.

			‘What is it?’ she whispered.

			‘Addui,’ he hissed in return. ‘Several, ahead of us, on foot. Get down.’

			Leanna’s heart was beating fast as she peered into the blackness of the desert night, feeling impressed by Caddin’s ability to perceive anything in such dim light. Then she finally detected what he had already seen; a half-dozen figures crossing the sands directly ahead, less than a hundred metres away. As the movement of this group came into focus, Leanna realised that at least two were children.

			‘Have they seen us?’ asked Amyss.

			‘Yes,’ replied Caddin. ‘One’s stopped moving, and is watching us. But the others seem to be continuing on their way.’

			‘What do we do now?’ asked Leanna.

			‘We wait to see what they intend to do.’

			The three of them then crouched down whilst observing the Addui party. As Caddin had described, one of the Addui adults was also remaining stationary, staring in Leanna’s direction. However, the other five continued past in a southerly direction, moving at a pace which was close to a jog.

			‘It seems that they don’t want to fight us,’ said Caddin, sounding relieved. ‘That one’s guarding the escape of the others.’

			Soon, the group of five had disappeared from sight, lost in the darkness of the night. Leanna was tense, hoping that the final Addui would turn away and pursue their companions, and that there would be no need for conflict.

			She was therefore surprised when this person shouted, in a woman’s voice, ‘We’ve our own concerns tonight, intruders, and you should be thankful that we’ve no time for you right now. But I offer you a gift of warning.’

			‘What warning?’ called Leanna.

			‘If you value your lives, get out of this desert,’ responded the Addui woman. ‘Monsters have come to our land, and we think they’re hunting tonight. Flee back to your Enclave while you still can. Because if my people don’t find you, then the beasts soon will.’

			After she had said that, the Addui turned away and set off running, tracking the remainder of her group. Leanna watched the woman disappear into the night, and she was feeling alarmed by the warning.

			However, Caddin exhibited no similar emotion when he said, ‘Come on. We need to keep moving.’

			–

			Two hours later, the rising sun brought the Three Spears back into view in the west, the tips of the red pillars of rock being the first things to be illuminated as the eastern sun crested the horizon. Leanna and her companions had now entered the terrain of shallow, dusty hills which they had spied from their camp in the depression. This land was bare, with few rocks and no other potential places of concealment, although they had not encountered any further groups of Addui.

			The towering trio of pillars were still a few miles away, however, and Leanna knew that they would not be able to cover the remaining distance before full sunrise. She could also hear Amyss gasping behind her, the night’s exertions having taken a toll on the petite priestess.

			‘Do we keep going, Caddin, or do we make camp?’ asked Leanna.

			The burly man grimaced, then replied, ‘We’ll be too exposed if we set up the lean-to here, even in one of these lower lying areas between the hills. At least in those pillars we might be hidden. I think that we should continue on to them. We can still make it there within the next hour or so, before it gets too hot.’

			‘I agree,’ said Leanna. ‘Let’s try to hurry.’

			They were continuing to march across the dusty, sandy surface, in a bowl-shaped valley between the hills, when they heard another shrieking howl. This was significantly louder than the first such chilling call which had echoed across the desert hours before, and it was much closer.

			Leanna’s head turned in the direction of the sound, and she was dismayed to see the source.

			Lord Aiduel, please protect us.

			The grey-furred beast was crouched atop another low hill, a couple of hundred metres distant. Though it was squatting as it faced towards Leanna, with its thick forelimbs resting on the ground, it was clearly huge. Even from a distance, she could see that it was akin to the monster which they had fought in Septholme. However, it seemed content to watch them for now, and was not charging.

			Caddin was also staring at this creature as he dropped his backpack to the floor. He then reached his hand up to his neck and removed the chain holding the two medallions, before sliding the coin-like silver objects into the top of his pack.

			With this done, he grasped hold of his mace and moved over ten metres away from the backpack, his eyes never leaving the crouching monster, and he said, ‘Leanna, stand beside me, and make sure that you’re sufficiently far from my medallions to be able to use your powers. You must be ready to kill that thing, before it kills us. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes,’ she replied, lowering her own pack in turn. She then moved alongside Caddin, feeling her powers blossoming into life as soon as she was out of range of the medallions. ‘Amyss, get behind us.’

			The beast was still motionless as it continued to watch them.

			‘What’s it waiting for?’ asked Amyss, her fear pulsing towards Leanna.

			That question was answered moments later, when a second of the creatures crested a hill to the west of the first, and released its own howl. Leanna’s mouth was dry as a third and a fourth then appeared even further westwards again, each bellowing their own cry when they spotted Leanna and her companions.

			‘They’re surrounding us,’ stated Caddin, with little emotion in his tone. ‘If they come for us, you mustn’t hold back, Leanna, or we’re all dead.’

			‘I won’t.’

			The monsters began to move in unison at that moment, not charging, but stalking slowly forwards over the dusty ground on all fours. Leanna embraced her power as she watched the steady approach of the beasts, feeling energy flow into her body and arms as time seemed to slow around her.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			‘Remember your training, Leanna,’ urged Caddin. ‘Protect yourself. Protect Amyss.’

			

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the courage to do this.

			A golden glow emerged from Leanna, and just moments after this the monsters started to move more quickly, loping forward on all four limbs. Leanna concentrated, feeling satisfaction as she controlled and shaped her golden energy to form a protective dome which shimmered above her, covering her own body and also surrounding the forms of Amyss and Caddin.

			The creatures now accelerated into a sprint, swiftly closing the distance from multiple directions. Leanna readied herself, recalling her training on the island of Abass. She knew that to survive and escape this, she would need to undertake offensive actions against the beasts whilst also continuing to maintain the shimmering barrier. However, there were no clifftops or boulders in this place which could be used as weapons.

			The grey-furred beast was the first to close on the protective dome, its jaws open in fury as it leapt forwards. Leanna pointed her arm and unleashed invisible, ethereal fingers which grasped the creature’s midriff to cease its forward momentum. For the briefest instant, she felt a shocking connection with the monster, its feral hunger and rage pulsing in waves towards and into her, but then she exerted her power to hurl it away. The creature flew over twenty metres through the air, but managed to twist its body to land on all four paws, apparently unharmed.

			Leanna had no opportunity to dwell upon this, as a second, black-furred beast closed from her left-hand side. This time, the rush of power which she released was more instinctive, a blast of force which crashed into the creature and sent it hurtling backwards, shrieking as it rolled away. However, this beast also jerked back to its feet, and turned to renew its assault.

			The two creatures which had been furthest away were also now much closer, such that the quartet of monsters were surrounding the dome of light.

			‘Kill them!’ shouted Caddin, the words reaching Leanna in her slowed down state as if echoing through water. ‘Grip their bodies and crush the life out of them. Break their limbs!’

			She again used ethereal fingers to intercept the nearest creature and to fling it away. Two more of the beasts then crashed into the golden barrier of light and began to rake their claws across it, shrieking at Leanna and her companions from just feet away. However, despite Caddin’s urgings, Leanna could not bring herself to inflict crippling injuries or killing blows.

			She had noticed something about these beasts which distinguished them from the monster at the quayside in Septholme. No equivalent halo of darkness surrounded these four, no tendrils of black corruption emerged from their bodies to attack the protective dome, and there was no corresponding sense that she was facing unnatural abominations. Indeed, she suddenly felt certain that these four creatures were distinct from the beast on the quay; they were monsters, yes, but it seemed that they also were creatures of nature.

			‘Kill them, Leanna!’ shouted Caddin again. ‘Be ruthless, or they’ll trap us here until your energy is gone!’

			Leanna reached out with ethereal fingers and hurled another of the creatures away, but the others had now returned to the attack, such that three snarling monsters now lashed at the shimmering dome in a frenzy of snarling maws and raking claws, the beasts’ golden eyes fixed upon Leanna.

			

			‘Kill them, Lea!’ pleaded Amyss, but still Leanna resisted.

			Lord Aiduel, please make them leave, so I don’t have to kill them!

			At that moment, a booming, shrieking howl resonated out from the crest which the first beast had originally appeared over, and the attack of the four creatures abruptly ceased, each of them immediately bounding away from the golden dome.

			Leanna peered towards that crest and saw a fifth beast there. This one was standing upright on its hind legs, towering perhaps eight feet tall, and its arms and claws were extended. Its fur was predominantly light brown, other than on one of its front paws, which was black, and it appeared to be both taller and more muscular than the others of its kind. From the way that the four had responded to its call, Leanna sensed that this creature was the leader of their pack.

			This larger beast crouched over then began to move forwards on all four paws, stalking towards Leanna. The other monsters spread out as it did so, taking up more distant positions which encircled the golden dome, their aggression and ferocity seeming to have abated following the dominant creature’s arrival.

			The black-pawed beast continued to stalk forwards, however, then stopped a similar distance away. Its golden eyes were watching Leanna.

			‘If you don’t kill them, Leanna,’ stated Caddin, his voice calmer this time, ‘then we’re all going to die. Amyss is going to die, and she’ll be eaten by one of those… things. Force yourself to overcome your squeamishness, Leanna. Attack them properly. Use all of your strength. Kill them.’

			Leanna could feel abundant energy flowing through her as she looked at the pack leader. She recognised that it was within her power to reach out with ethereal fingers, to seize hold of this mighty beast, and then to attempt to snap its neck. Perhaps the death of their leader would result in the other monsters fleeing in fear, such that Leanna and her companions could escape this place. They would then be able to continue their journey towards the Gate, rather than being trapped within this shining dome as the sun was rising, exposing their presence to whoever might be in the desert nearby.

			She therefore needed to force herself to decide, before it was too late; was she ready to kill this creature?
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			Allana

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			

			Allana was peering out of the window of her carriage as the column of Berun cavalry and vehicles entered Andarron. The eastern gates through which she was passing were manned by yellow-tabarded soldiers of Elannis, ample proof of the capital’s surrender a week earlier.

			As the carriage emerged into the expansive cobbled square beyond the gates, Allana could see the aftermath of the extensive damage which had been wrought by trebuchets. Two of the buildings bordering the open area had been destroyed, and a third looked to be on the verge of collapse.

			Ranks of Andarron citizens were lined up across the square, forming a wide channel through which the Berun column was passing. It was evident from the numbers present that news of Jarrett’s approach and his expected elevation to kingship must have preceded him, although none of these spectators were cheering. Indeed, many of their expressions appeared sullen and resentful.

			Allana was alone inside her trundling vehicle, feeling sore, and she reached a hand down now to rub her aching side. She had been travelling for almost a month since departing from Berun Castle, accompanied by hundreds of loyal soldiers and retainers on a journey which had become increasingly tiresome and uncomfortable as her body had been changing.

			Jarrett had also ridden in the carriage for many of the preceding days, but today he was on horseback at the head of their column, being escorted through the city by Prince Lorrius El’Augustus and a contingent of Elannis cavalry. Their destination was the Andarron Royal Palace, which was going to become Allana and Jarrett’s home for the duration of their stay in the capital.

			It will be so nice to have some comfort again, Lana.

			

			As she was thinking this, she noticed a sudden movement in the crowd outside. For an instant, she was alarmed, before determining with relief that it was merely a youth running alongside the carriage. However, she anyway leaned back from the window, feeling abruptly vulnerable as her heart started to beat faster. She took a deep breath to try to steady her nerves, fully aware that her thoughts would now once again return to the deadly threat which might exist against her.

			Throughout the journey to Andarron, she had been unable to forget how close she had come to death in Berun, and she had continued to feel exposed to the potential danger of hidden killers, even when surrounded by loyal retainers and guards. That sense of vulnerability was going to be heightened now that she was finally inside the capital.

			You’re entering a city with thousands of strangers in it, Lana. How will you ever be able to feel safe here?

			She recognised that this question was a product of the fear and possible paranoia which she had often succumbed to in recent weeks, but she could not stop herself. If these sombre citizens had been forewarned of Jarrett and Allana’s coming, could any potential assassins also have been alerted? Could an instruction already have been issued from the Archlaw’s Palace, if indeed that had been the source of the previous attack, to find Allana and to kill her? Or could another commander of Aiduel’s Guards have been ordered to arrest her, this time one whom she would not have the opportunity to dominate?

			She shuddered at these thoughts, then reached her hand down to run her palm along her stomach, feeling the bump which signalled the precious life within. Amidst so many uncertainties, Allana was certain of one thing; she would never allow anyone to harm her or her child.

			She would need to continue to trust in her Berun guards, and in her own powers, to protect herself and her baby from any threats. And once she was crowned queen, she would gain even more protection against anyone else who might seek to do her harm.

			However, even that might not be enough if the Holy Church and the Archlaw were targeting her. She had therefore already formulated another plan which she would soon need to put into place, which would further enhance her sense of protection. A plan which involved the Elannis imperial princes.

			You’ll do whatever it takes to protect yourself, Lana. Whatever the cost.

			She remained deep in thought as her carriage then continued through the streets of the conquered capital, and she was paying little further attention to her surrounds. Her reverie was finally disturbed when she noticed that she was passing through grand wrought-iron gates, which were set into an extensive wall which surrounded formal gardens. She leaned forward to the window, feeling impressed by the elegant and majestic building which was visible in the distance, separated from this entrance by hundreds of metres of manicured lawns and gardens.

			They had reached the complex of the Andarron Royal Palace.

			–

			After the carriage had pulled up in front of the palace, Jarrett assisted Allana as she climbed down from the vehicle. He then gestured to the stately building and said, ‘Our home, Lana. At least, for the near future.’

			She smiled as she absorbed the grandeur before her. The palace, with its tall glass windows and with countless decorative carvings set across its intricate facade, was such a contrast to the more functional structures of Berun.

			‘It’s lovely, Jarrett. I’m thankful that we’re finally here.’

			She noticed then that Prince Lorrius was standing nearby, observing her. The dapper middle-aged prince was wearing a blue silk tunic, and his grey beard was pristinely groomed.

			‘Duchess Berun,’ he said, bowing his head. ‘You’re even more radiant and beautiful than I remember. Congratulations on your marriage and on the delightful news of your pregnancy. I hope that the duke appreciates what a truly fortunate man he is.’

			Despite the politeness of the Elannis royal’s words, Allana could sense the surge of his desire as he looked at her, and she knew that his private intent was far less noble than his charming manner. Lorrius had lusted for her throughout his secret visit to Berun Castle, when she had used her powers to coax him to support Jarrett’s bid for kingship, and it was clear that he continued to want her.

			If he desires you, Lana, you’ll be able to control him. Dominate him. You just need to get him on his own.

			‘Your Highness,’ she replied, before curtseying. ‘I think the duke appreciates his good fortune, but thank you for reminding him. And thank you also for escorting us into the city. It’s so good to be with our… close friends after such a long journey.’

			‘Yes, indeed,’ said Lorrius. ‘Come, let me be the gracious host and give you both a tour of the palace, though I’m still learning my own way around. After that, we’ll get you settled into your royal chambers.’

			The prince then took Jarrett and Allana on a brief circuit of the various floors of the stately building. On the upper level, he led them along a lengthy corridor which offered splendid views of the city, and which ended with his and Markon’s adopted rooms.

			‘These are my private chambers,’ he said, his gaze lingering on Allana. ‘Markon and I have taken the rooms which used to belong to the princes Sendar and Senneos, which we thought fitting, and we’ve left the suites of the royal couple for the two of you. These rooms are not as sumptuous as my personal chambers in my own palace, of course, but they’re certainly luxurious enough for an imperial prince, and my bed is blissfully comfortable.’

			‘It’s only fitting that you should have a bedroom to match your status, Your Highness,’ Allana replied, her manner subtly flirtatious, and she felt satisfaction as she sensed another pulsing of his desire. She was entirely confident that he would welcome her if she chose to return to this room.

			Though he has no inkling of what you intend, Lana.

			During the preceding weeks, when she had been scheming about ways to enhance her own safety after arriving in Andarron, her foremost idea had been to dominate both Lorrius and Markon El’ Augustus. These imperial princes were two of the most powerful men in Angall, and they commanded the Elannis armies in the capital and in Andar. They would be formidable servants and protectors if Allana was able to control them in the same way that she had dominated Parel dei Corbiere.

			

			She knew that she would need to act soon. However, for now, she just smiled and boldly returned the prince’s stare.

			–

			Subsequently, Lorrius escorted Allana and Jarrett to the suite of rooms which had once belonged to King Inneos and Queen Mariess.

			‘Settle yourselves in, and take some time to wash the dust off from the road,’ said the prince, shortly before leaving them. ‘This evening, we’ll be meeting for dinner with my nephew Markon and with Archprime Runus Kohn, when we’ll have some important matters of state and… a coronation to discuss.’

			After Lorrius had departed, Allana explored her new chambers, feeling excited. She was taken aback by the splendour of these bedrooms, which were far more richly furnished than the ducal chambers of both Berun and Septholme Castle. The centrepiece of the main room was an enormous four-poster bed.

			‘These rooms, this palace, Jarrett,’ she said, ‘it’s all amazing. So much wealth. This will all be ours soon, won’t it?’

			‘It will,’ he said. ‘I’ll inform Markon tonight that I want the coronation to take place within the next couple of days.’

			‘Good. Do you think that he’ll agree?’

			‘Yes. The coronation is needed. It will be a key marker that the conflict in Andar has ended, and that a new order has begun. It’s time to restore the one true faith and to move on.’

			‘No one was cheering us as we entered the city, though. Did you notice that?’

			

			‘Of course, but it’s to be expected. They’re a conquered people, and their ruling family has just been overthrown. There will be many who are still loyal to the Pavils, and it will take time for them to adjust to my rule, but eventually they will adjust. After six months of war, many will be feeling relief that the conflict is finally coming to an end, and that they can return to their normal lives.’

			Allana nodded, then said, ‘And… do you think that we’re safe here, Jarrett? After what happened in Berun, do you think anyone else might try to kill… you, here?’

			‘We’ll never be completely safe, Lana. I will have gained enemies from this war, and some of those enemies will want their revenge on me, well into the future. However, we’ll have lots of Berun guards in this palace, our food will continue to be cooked and served by my most trusted retainers, and soldiers of Elannis control the city. As such, so long as we’re both cautious, and always have guards accompanying us, I don’t fear the threat.’

			‘That’s good to know,’ she said.

			But he’s not aware of the full nature of that threat, Lana.

			Already, she was feeling uneasy about the impending dinner, when she would be forced to spend time with Archprime Runus Kohn. The High Council member had proven immune to Allana’s allure when they had last met, and she was concerned whether he had received an identical letter to that sent to dei Corbiere. If he had indeed received such a warning, had he already made the likely connection that it was her?

			If he had, and if he challenged her or threatened her, she was not yet certain how she would react.

			But you must be ready, Lana.

			

			–

			That evening, they arrived for dinner in the palace’s grand dining room. Allana had chosen to wear an elegant, revealing gown which had been let out around the waist and hips, and she was confident that she looked stunning in it, the recent changes to her body enhancing her bosom and her natural curves.

			She was feeling wary however when she was reintroduced to Archprime Kohn, although the dour man’s unenthusiastic greeting gave little suggestion that he was suspicious of her.

			She subsequently also greeted Prince Markon El’Augustus, the first time that she had encountered the Elannis heir since the conquest of Septholme. Markon remained an enigma to her; once again, she felt stirrings of his desire, but he appeared to be more in control of his impulses than other men. She suspected that he would be a greater challenge to dominate than his uncle.

			But you’ve controlled strong men in the past, Lana. You broke the will of Duke Conran and Jarrett, remember?

			After they had all taken their seats and the meal had been served, Jarrett and the two princes started to discuss the recent events of the war, recounting the crushing of the Canasholme rebellion and the key battles from the campaign across southern Andar. Allana quickly grew bored by this, but she became more interested when Jarrett soon steered the conversation to forthcoming events and decisions.

			‘I need to get up to speed with what’s happening here,’ he said, ‘so that I can take a role in governing. May I ask some questions?’

			‘Of course,’ replied Markon.

			

			‘Thank you. First, I can see that you’ve taken complete control of Andarron, and I’m relieved that Sendar Pavil surrendered the city without excessive bloodshed. What were the terms of the surrender?’

			‘Our key conditions were that Pavil surrendered the city, that the weapons of his troops be confiscated, and that he signed a document both abdicating his position as king, and forfeiting his family’s future claims to that position. Pavil accepted all of those.’

			‘And Pavil’s conditions?’

			‘He was sensible,’ stated Markon. ‘One, there was to be no sacking of the city. Two, his soldiers were to be treated with respect as they surrendered and disbanded, and they’re not to be punished for fighting against the Holy Church’s crusade. Three, there’s to be no punishment for the people of Andar for breaking away from Sen Aiduel, and no permanent excommunication, so long as they renew their vows to the one true Holy Church. And finally, his mother is to be granted safe custody to return to Angloss.’

			‘All of that seems reasonable,’ said Jarrett. ‘As far as two and three go, it’s time for us to seek reconciliation with those who strayed to the Imposter Church. We shouldn’t be punishing them further.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Markon.

			‘I also agreed to those terms on behalf of the High Council,’ said Runus Kohn. ‘Conditional, however, upon the ranks of the Andarron Church being purged by fire of those who led the heresy.’

			‘A purge which is already taking place,’ said Lorrius. ‘Organised by Runus, and being enthusiastically carried out by his two hundred Aiduel’s Guards.’

			

			Two hundred, Lana? Is that how many are in the city?

			‘And what about Sendar Pavil himself?’ asked Jarrett. ‘Did he stipulate any conditions in relation to his own future treatment?’

			‘None,’ said Lorrius. ‘He was insistent about the proper treatment of the former Queen Mother, but he stated that he wouldn’t seek advantage for himself from negotiation, given that his own failures had led his people to their current plight. An honourable stance.’

			‘And has a decision been taken yet about what’s to be done with him?’ asked Jarrett.

			‘Not yet,’ replied Lorrius. ‘He’s currently imprisoned, but we thought that it would be best to discuss it with you. We think that Sendar Pavil’s fate should be presented to the people of the city as the new king’s decision.’

			‘You know my thoughts on this, Lorrius,’ stated Kohn. ‘The Pavils broke off from the Holy Church, and acted to grievously undermine the faith in this country. Sendar Pavil continued the Imposter Church after his father’s death, and led the fight against a Holy Crusade. The only fitting punishment for that is execution. If I had my way, we’d burn him on a pyre in the central square of this city.’

			‘If you had your way, Runus,’ replied the elder prince dryly, ‘we’d be burning half the country’s population on a pyre in the central square of the city. Luckily, you and your red-cloaks don’t always have your way.’

			Allana shivered when she heard this exchange.

			Just make sure that it’s not you near that pyre, Lana.

			‘Killing Sendar Pavil doesn’t sit well with me,’ said Markon. ‘He fought and he surrendered honourably, and he tried to sue for peace several months ago in an effort to keep his country together. He would have reinstated the true Church at that time, but we chose to continue the war to achieve a total victory. However, for so long as he remains alive, he’s a possible threat to you, Duke Jarrett, and he could potentially undermine your rule.’

			‘Killing him doesn’t sit comfortably with me either, though,’ said Jarrett. ‘But if we don’t execute him, what are our choices? Keep him in prison here, forever? Transport him in shackles to Elannis? What else?’

			‘There’s one other option which Lorrius and I have talked about, and which feels more appealing to the two of us,’ said Markon.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Exile him to the Holy Land. We should insist that he pledges himself to the Order of Saint Amena and makes an oath never to return to the continent of Angall, and then we put him on a ship to Arron without any delay.’

			‘Of course,’ said Lorrius, ‘that’s only useful if you trust his vow.’

			Runus Kohn folded his arms at that point, and could be heard to tut.

			‘And it’s my decision, you say?’ asked Jarrett.

			‘Yes, so long as you don’t decide to let him go free to raise an army in the north,’ said Markon. ‘You need to start ruling here, so let this be your first decision.’

			‘Then we’ll exile him to the Holy Land, after he’s taken his vows to the Order,’ stated Jarrett. ‘I knew him once. He was much less devout than I like, but he was a good man. I don’t want his blood on my hands, and he’ll serve the cause well against the infidels.’

			‘Very well,’ said Lorrius. ‘Then that’s what we’ll do. When?’

			‘We should do it as soon as possible after I’ve been crowned king. As soon as we can secure a ship to undertake the journey, though he must be moved in secret, and there must be no announcement until after he’s gone.’

			‘That all makes sense, and is agreed,’ said Markon.

			‘In which case, Your Highnesses, please may I move on to the matter of my coronation? I don’t want to delay. As you say, I need to start ruling here, so the sooner I become king the better. And I don’t want a ceremony which takes weeks to organise. I just need to ensure that I’ve been properly crowned in the eyes of The Lord and the people.’

			‘Again, that’s your choice. When do you want it to happen?’

			‘Two days from now, if possible,’ replied Jarrett. ‘A cathedral service. Nothing else.’

			‘So be it. We have no objections to that.’

			Within two days, you’ll be a queen, Lana!

			Jarrett then turned to Runus Kohn and stated, ‘Your Eminence, in the aftermath of the purging of the Andarron Holy Church, I’d be honoured if you would lead the ceremony of coronation.’

			Kohn stared at Jarrett, appearing to consider, then he glanced towards Allana. After a few moments, he said, ‘That would be my honour, Duke Berun. And will we be crowning… the queen, too?’

			‘Yes, of course. Allana will rule at my side.’

			‘And you’re certain that you want the queen’s coronation to be on the same day? We can always-’

			‘My wife will be crowned at the same time as me,’ stated Jarrett, his tone firm.

			Allana maintained a calm exterior as Kohn’s gaze returned to her again, his expression cold, and as he said, ‘Very well. We’ll put the arrangements for the ceremony into place.’

			Jarrett then proceeded to talk about various other governing matters with the imperial princes, many of which related to restoring order within the city. During this time, Allana was distracted again. She was watching Runus Kohn from the corner of her eye, and she was feeling suspicious.

			Did that look from him mean anything, Lana? Does he know about you, and is he plotting to harm you, even now?

			It was frustrating that there were no means by which she could find out. And even more maddening that her powers of domination were unlikely to work against the passionless holy man.

			However, there were two other important men sitting at the table whom she believed she could control. Tonight, would she dare to put her plan into action?

			–

			Later, Allana and Jarrett returned to their chambers. As they prepared for bed, Allana was still thinking about what she needed to do. She lay down next to Jarrett in their luxurious four-poster, intending to stay awake until a deep sleep had claimed her husband. However, her weariness and the comfort of the mattress drifted her into slumber, until her recurring dream jolted her awake in the middle of the night.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			The words from the dream lingered after waking, reminding Allana of the matter which had been present in her thoughts for several months now.

			Soon, she was going to become a queen, a glorious and unprecedented achievement for someone with her background. However, would claiming a crown ultimately be enough for her, if a much greater source of power also existed, which was available to be taken and possessed? A power which only one – which should be her – could claim. A power which she was convinced would make her untouchable and invincible.

			But she had still not done anything further to progress this, ever since taking control of High Commander dei Corbiere. Certainly, a visit to the Archlaw’s Palace seemed incredibly risky, if unknown parties there were searching for a woman named Allana. Runus Kohn might be able to reveal more, given that he was a member of the Dei Magnus High Council, but Allana did not believe that her power of domination would work against him.

			She could also not ignore that she was at much greater risk now that she was in Andarron. True, she was guarded by hundreds of Berun soldiers, who appeared to outnumber the red-cloaks in the city. However, both forces were surrounded by thousands of Elannis soldiers. What would happen if Kohn was to order Allana’s arrest on behalf of the Holy Church, and to request the assistance of the princes Markon and Lorrius to facilitate this? Would they comply with a member of the High Council in those circumstances, or would they refuse his request and ally with Jarrett as the chosen king of Andar?

			

			Allana did not know, but she was certain of the action which she could undertake to prevent Kohn from ever gaining that aid. Two princes held the levers of power of the imperial force, and these two desired her. Indeed, there might never be a better time to secure their devotion than now, while they were in the same building, sleeping on the same corridor.

			Do you truly dare to do it, Lana? Here, tonight?

			She knew the answer.

			She raised herself out of bed, resolving that once more she would need to be bold. Jarrett was still asleep, but she did not want her husband’s presence for what she needed to do, which would require an intimate, one-on-one, meeting. She tiptoed to where she had placed her dress and shoes, then left her husband sleeping as she slipped out of the royal chambers.

			There were six Berun guards stationed at the entrance to those chambers, two of whom Allana knew to be completely loyal to her.

			‘You two, I need you to accompany me,’ she said.

			‘Where to, my Lady?’ asked the taller of the pair.

			‘I can’t sleep, I just want to go for a walk around the palace. Follow me.’

			She headed out into the palace corridors, and the two guards trailed behind. The building was illuminated by occasional candles and oil lamps, which bathed the interior in a murky, flickering glow. Allana proceeded with a degree of caution; she did not feel particularly endangered, because no one would have expected her to leave her room at this time of night, but nonetheless she was ready to access her powers if they encountered anyone who was not wearing a Berun tabard.

			She initially had to work her way back to the main entrance of the building, to find the winding stone stairwell which led up to the corridor containing the princes’ bedrooms. After proceeding down that corridor, she stopped partway along to peer out through a window, impressed by the night-time view of the city’s skyline, which still sparkled with hundreds of scattered lights.

			She then turned to her guards and said, ‘Wait for me here. And talk to no one about this, ever, do you understand?’

			‘Yes, my Lady.’

			She left them there, before continuing along the corridor to its end, where she encountered four Elannis guards standing in front of the bedrooms of Lorrius and Markon. She approached these guardsmen with a straight-backed assurance which she was confident would communicate her status and authority.

			One of the guards said, ‘Can I help you, my Lady?’

			‘Yes, you can. I’m Duchess Allana Berun. I am here by order of the future king, and I bring an urgent message for Prince Lorrius.’

			She had decided to make Lorrius her first target, since he would be more tempted by, and less suspicious of, her arrival at this time of night.

			‘Then leave it with me, my Lady,’ said the guard. ‘The prince is asleep. I’ll pass it to him in the morning.’

			‘The message is to be delivered verbally by me alone, and as I said, it’s urgent. Disturb him.’

			‘I’m sorry, my Lady, he wouldn’t appreciate being disturbed at this time.’

			‘He will appreciate this message. Wake him, now, or trust me, he’ll make you suffer for your poor judgement in the morning.’ She then softened her voice and said, ‘In contrast, if you allow me to speak to him, I’m certain that he’ll be very grateful to you.’

			The guard hesitated for a moment, frowning, then came to a decision and turned to knock loudly on Lorrius’s door. After a few moments, Allana could hear muttering from within the room, before the door creaked open and the elder prince’s head appeared.

			‘What in the Lord’s name do you think-’

			Lorrius stopped speaking when he noticed Allana, and she could sense the instant surge of his desire.

			‘I asked them to disturb you, Your Highness,’ she said. ‘I have an urgent and private message for you. May I come in and speak with you? Alone?’

			His eyes widened as he looked at her, but then he opened his door fully and gestured for her to enter, before saying to the guards, ‘Speak to no one of this, on pain of death.’

			Allana entered the dimly lit room, which was illuminated by a single candle, then she heard the door close behind her. She was smiling as she turned to face her host. The prince was in his bedclothes, his hair wild, and he looked old, ridiculous, and deeply unappealing. However, his surprise had been quickly masked, and his expression was now akin to that of a hungry wolf focusing upon its prey.

			‘What brings you here at this time, Duchess Allana, and without your husband?’

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			Allana pouted in response, recognising that she was in complete control of this situation. She could feel the prince’s lust, and invisible tendrils began to snake out of her mind, closing towards him. Before she left this bedroom, she would have another man of power in thrall to her, another devotee who was sworn to protect and to serve her.

			

			‘Jarrett is sleeping, Prince Lorrius. And I’ve seen… I’ve felt… the way that you look at me.’

			Whatever the cost, Lana. You will make him serve your interests for as long as you want him to. Whatever the cost.

			Soon, the wolf would discover that, on this night, it had become the prey. And later, after this first imperial prince had been dominated, she would use him to lure the second into this same room. And then the hawk would become hers, too.

			Before this night was done, she intended to have the two princes of Elannis under her control.

			–

			Two days later, Allana was standing a handful of paces back from Jarrett within the spectacular Cathedral of Andarron. She was wearing a flowing red dress trimmed with gold, her chin raised and her back straight, looking suitably resplendent and regal as was befitting of the illustrious occasion.

			She was aware that many people in the cathedral would be watching her, and it was a pleasant thought that so many men would be feeling desire as they observed her. In contrast, the women in attendance would no doubt be envious that such an exotic, beautiful woman was being elevated to the monarchy.

			Jarrett was sitting on a throne in front of the ornately carved central altar, his skin and clothing coloured by the rays of light which shone through towering stained-glass windows. The duke was facing towards the mighty statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree which rested on the altar, and towards Archprime Runus Kohn, who was standing immediately before him.

			Kohn was flanked by two senior priests, and he was proceeding through the convoluted religious ceremony which would soon see Jarrett crowned as king of Andar. Allana was already bored by the Archprime’s droning voice, and she was thankful that a much shorter ritual would subsequently be required to crown her as queen.

			There were hundreds of onlookers gathered in the cathedral. Allana was aware that this might represent a greater level of threat if even one of them had thoughts of doing her harm, but she was feeling more relaxed today. Every civilian guest inside the holy building had been stripped of weapons, and over a hundred Elannis and Berun guards were stationed along the inner cathedral walls, with a similar number manning the areas outside. The Elannis guards had been personally selected by Prince Markon, who had chosen to take a more active role in Allana’s protection after their… private meeting two nights earlier.

			By the end of today, Lana, a king and two imperial princes will be yours to command. And a kingdom, too.

			Her night-time gamble in the palace had been a resounding success. Lorrius had proven easy to dominate, given his unbridled lust for her. As with dei Corbiere, Allana had not needed to engage in any physical, sexual act with the elder prince to secure her domination. She had simply overwhelmed him with a hint of a sensual promise, and that had been sufficient to make him hers.

			His subsequent, first subservient act had been to lure his unwitting nephew into his bedroom, and into Allana’s trap. Markon had resisted, displaying a formidable willpower, and it had required a more intimate mental and physical connection to finally break him. But he had nonetheless been broken and had become her servant.

			

			After shattering both of their wills, Allana had implanted similar instructions to those which had already taken root within Jarrett and High Commander dei Corbiere.

			Give me what I want. What I need. Serve me. Protect me. Keep me safe. Whatever the cost.

			The outcome had been well worth the risk. She was certain that the imperial princes would now unquestioningly serve her, whenever she needed them. They would also be hostile to any threat which she might face from Archprime Runus Kohn and his Aiduel’s Guards, if indeed such a threat existed. That knowledge made her feel significantly less exposed and vulnerable.

			She smiled at the thought, now noticing that Kohn appeared to be drawing his droning recitals to a conclusion. Moments later, Jarrett was beckoned to rise from his throne and to kneel in front of the altar.

			Jarrett then repeated words stated by the Archprime, announcing, ‘I affirm my devotion as ruler of Andar to The Lord Aiduel, and to His teachings as set out in the Holy Book, and I pledge my devotion and loyalty to The Lord’s faith and to the Holy Church of Sen Aiduel, which is The Lord Aiduel’s One True Church.

			‘I swear my allegiance to that Holy Church and to His Eminence Archlaw Paulius the Fourth, and his successors, and I swear fealty of myself and Andar to His Imperial Majesty Emperor Jarrius El’Augustus, Emperor of Elannis, and to his successors. I pledge to rule Andar in accordance with the laws of the land and of the Holy Church, and I give my oath to never raise sword against Elannis, Dei Magnus or the Holy Church. I swear to rule with justice, honesty, and fairness, and I devote the rest of my life to these oaths and to my country.’

			

			The corners of Allana’s mouth turned upwards as she heard the last point.

			You could make him break all these oaths tonight, Lana, if you wanted to. His foremost devotion is to you.

			After Jarrett had finished speaking, one of the accompanying priests placed a golden crown, bedecked with red rubies around the front and side, into the hands of Archprime Kohn.

			Kohn then stated, ‘Before The Lord, I proclaim you King Jarrett Berun, monarch of Andar, first of his line, servant of the Holy Church and of the true faith, and loyal vassal of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor.’ The Archprime then leaned forwards and placed the crown onto Jarrett’s head. ‘Arise, King Jarrett.’

			Allana watched as her husband rose to his feet, an action which was accompanied by the soaring into song of a choir of voices within the cathedral. Jarrett’s mouth was stretched into a broad grin, and he beckoned for Allana to come closer. Before the brief burst of singing had finished, she had moved to stand beside him, and Kohn then gestured for her to lower herself to her knees.

			This is it, Lana. You’re going to become a queen!

			Kohn then proceeded to recite words for Allana to repeat aloud, and her voice was clear and confident as she did so.

			‘As Queen of Andar,’ she said, ‘I swear to serve my husband with faithfulness and devotion, and to support him as he performs the duties and upholds the oaths of his office. I affirm my devotion to The Lord Aiduel, and to His teachings as set out in the Holy Book, and I pledge my devotion and loyalty to The Lord’s faith and to the Holy Church of Sen Aiduel, which is The Lord Aiduel’s One True Church. I swear my allegiance to that Holy Church and to His Eminence Archlaw Paulius the Fourth, and his successors, and I swear fealty to His Imperial Majesty Emperor Jarrius El’Augustus, Emperor of Elannis, and to his successors. I devote the rest of my life to these oaths and to my country.’

			The substance of the words did not matter to her as she declared them, only the outcome of completing the required announcement. After she had finished, she could see one of the accompanying priests passing a smaller crown to Runus Kohn.

			She then heard Kohn declaring, ‘Before The Lord, I proclaim you Queen Allana Berun, servant of the Holy Church and of the true faith, and wife of King Jarrett the First.’ He then placed the crown onto her head, accompanied by the words, ‘Arise, Queen Allana.’

			She rose to her feet, conscious of the weight of the golden metal upon her brow, but feeling exultant. She had done it!

			Just three years earlier, she had been the starving and penniless daughter of a dying prostitute, and she had been forced to flee in terror from her home in Sen Aiduel. Two years after that, she had been tortured and humiliated, and again she had needed to escape as a fugitive from Western Canasar, with few possessions to her name and with no friends or family.

			But now she had risen. Risen far. To a status and a position which she once could never have dreamed of. To a place where she and her child would secure even greater safety and protection. To the next step on her ascent to power.

			She turned to Jarrett and beamed with elation, unconsciously moving her hand to place it onto her bump as the voices of the choir burst into another song of rapture.

			

			You are a queen, Lana!
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			As the sun began to rise in the east, Corin was finally able to get an unbroken, panoramic view of the place known as the Holy Desert, this barren land which his people had crossed into during the night before.

			Hours eastward of his position lay the more fertile coastal lands which they had now departed, that territory of dry grasses, silver trees and – most importantly – water. By comparison, the terrain which now surrounded Corin appeared lifeless, composed of parched ground of sand and dirt, and occasional scatterings of rocks and boulders. The only true landmark in this area was a mighty rock formation to the south-west, three pillars of red which towered skywards, and which were the current destination for the marching column of the Chosen warband.

			Corin licked his dry lips, feeling thankful for the resupply of water which they had obtained on the preceding day. His felrin scouts had discovered a farm compound with a deep central well, and Corin’s people had been able to have their fill of water and to resupply their barrels whilst they were there.

			There had been some unsavoury moments before the warband had moved into the compound, when Corin had deemed it necessary to order the imprisonment of the residents in one of the farm buildings, for their own safety. While doing this, he had felt a sense of unease that his actions were akin to those of a conqueror or a tyrant, even though it had helped to avoid bloodshed whilst his people had been replenishing their water supplies.

			‘This is truly a dead land,’ said Agbeth, her voice muted as she walked at Corin’s side.

			‘It is,’ he agreed.

			‘What I wouldn’t give to be at the shore of the Great Lake with you, dipping my feet in its waters, and sitting under the shade of a beautiful oak.’

			Corin grimaced, for a moment allowing himself to imagine the idyllic scene which his wife’s words evoked.

			‘Me too,’ he whispered, gulping.

			Given the importance of his reason for bringing his people to these foreign lands, he was trying to resist feeling regret. However, he was already fearing that this perilous quest was going to cost far too many Chosen lives.

			The last handful of days had been testing as the warband had trekked across Addui territory from the coast, before finally entering this desert. The physical nature of the journey itself had not been particularly arduous, since the coastal lands had been relatively flat and easy to traverse.

			

			However, from the moment when the deadline set by Ubal Aybakrin had passed, there had been an intermittent skirmishing conflict with the Byn’Addui. So far, the native warriors had never attempted a full head-on assault against the warband, which Corin believed was explained by the intimidating presence of the felrin pack, and by an apparent lack of enemy numbers. The Byn’Addui had instead been raiding against the Chosen flanks, particularly at night-time, approaching on horseback and firing arrows from a distance before riding away.

			Despite a perimeter of guards and felrin which Corin had placed on permanent alert, the enemy had still been able to inflict several wounds against both men and beasts, and a handful of deaths which had been a bitter blow. However, to this point Corin had refrained from initiating an unfettered rampage by his felrin against the Byn’Addui people, and he remained reluctant to do so.

			The reason for this was clear; these native warriors were not monsters like the Kurakee, who deserved only death. By contrast, Corin understood and empathised with their objective of fighting to defend their lands from perceived foreign invaders, and he still wanted to avoid significant bloodshed.

			However, he could not permit their skirmishing attacks to continue for much longer. Blackpaw and the felrin pack were becoming more restless in their craving to attack, and Corin was reluctantly aware that if the Byn’Addui skirmishers continued their aggression into the deeper desert, at some point he would need to fully unleash his beasts.

			Many of the felrin were roaming more widely today, though. Half the pack were within a few hundred metres of the marching warband, maintaining a protective perimeter. The other half had departed in the night to scout to the south-west, led by Blackpaw. Occasionally, Corin could close his eyes and witness what Blackpaw was seeing, and he knew that the felrin were roving across an arid terrain consisting of shallow, dusty hills, a few miles closer to the three towering pillars of rock. There had been no hint that Blackpaw had encountered anything of note up to now, or had found any more sources of water.

			At that moment, Corin heard a screeching howl from the south-west, which was unmistakeably a felrin’s call of aggression. He reached out to Blackpaw, and he could see through its eyes that it too was reacting to the cry of one of its kin, suddenly loping across sandy slopes in the direction of the sound.

			As Blackpaw moved towards the howl, there were a further three such cries, which left Corin in no doubt that his felrin scouts had encountered a perceived threat. Blackpaw had started to move more quickly now, bounding over the distance towards those sounds, and Corin waited with anticipation as the beast’s powerful limbs finally carried it to the top of a slope.

			When Blackpaw reached that crest, and witnessed the incredible spectacle beyond, its emotions suggested both excitement and fear. Corin could sense Blackpaw raising up to full height before it bellowed out its call, causing the other four felrin to break away from their struggling attack.

			Corin’s own heart was beating fast as Blackpaw then padded down the far side of the hill, and as he witnessed the breathtaking, golden dome which shimmered above the desert floor. A woman was standing within that dome with her arms upraised, a woman whom Corin had seen once before in a vision. A woman with a seemingly spectacular and fearsome power, who was staring directly towards Blackpaw.

			Corin transmitted a message to his felrin, feeling suddenly worried for the creature’s safety.

			CALM. DON’T ATTACK. STAY BACK. SURROUND. WAIT FOR ME.

			‘What is it, Corin?’ asked Agbeth, who had noticed his distraction after hearing the distant cries. ‘What can you see?’

			‘We’ve found one of my kind, Agbeth,’ he replied, the higher pitch to his voice betraying his excitement and trepidation. ‘Blackpaw’s found one of them.’

			–

			Over the following forty minutes, Corin’s warband continued to cross the desert, travelling in the direction of the three tall pillars, and towards Blackpaw’s encounter.

			During that time, Corin continued to observe the other of his kind through Blackpaw’s eyes. Throughout, the blonde-haired woman remained within the shimmering dome, flanked by an older man and a red-haired female. Corin understood now that this golden dome was impenetrable to the felrin, and he wondered about the power which the woman must possess to be able to create such a protection, and to have maintained it for so long. Could her ability to do this mean that she was more powerful than him?

			In the intervening period, another two-dozen felrin had arrived to surround the dome of light. Through Blackpaw, Corin had ordered the pack of beasts to move further away, forming a wide encircling ring. They all now watched from a distance, awaiting Corin’s arrival. What he was going to do when he got there, he did not know, but he was mildly relieved that this encounter would be with the blonde-haired woman, and not with the other two of his kind whom he had seen in his vision.

			‘You must be careful, Corin,’ said Agbeth. ‘Don’t do anything reckless, if she’s as powerful as you say she appears to be.’

			‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘I promise I’ll be careful.’

			‘We won’t let her do anything to Corin,’ stated Kernon, who was walking beside them. ‘We’ll kill her before we allow that to happen. But I still can’t believe that we’re going to meet another person with powers like the Chosen.’

			‘No one attacks her without my order,’ replied Corin, bemused by his brother’s confidence. ‘And I don’t think that her powers are exactly like mine. What she’s doing right now… I can’t do that. But I hope that she won’t be able to do what I can do, either.’

			‘You mustn’t plan to just kill her though, Corin,’ said Agbeth. ‘We don’t know who she is, or… how she is, or exactly why she’s here. We must talk to her first.’

			‘I think we know why she’s here, Agbeth. The same reason as me. But you’re right, I must talk to her. Though as I said, I don’t want you coming near and being in danger.’

			

			Agbeth shook her head, and Corin recognised the stubborn set of her shoulders when she was resolved upon a course of action.

			‘I’m a good judge of character,’ she said. ‘And I think I can spot the good and bad in others. If you’re going to speak with this woman, I want to hear what’s said. What she says.’

			‘But… I don’t want to be worrying that you’re in danger when I meet her. I might need my entire focus and ability just to protect myself. If you’re there, I won’t-’

			‘For once, let me help you. You said that there are two women in that circle, and right now they might both be terrified by what’s happening. They’re surrounded by a pack of felrin! Imagine that, if you’d never encountered one before. And if a warband of men carrying axes then approaches, how do you expect them to react? It might put them at ease to see me beside you.’

			Corin grimaced, then started, ‘I’m still not sure-’

			He stopped talking when he felt a sudden and peculiar sensation, an invigorating feeling unlike anything which he had ever experienced before, as if energy was washing across and through his body. It seemed like an intangible form of what he could see through Blackpaw’s eyes, a golden shimmering presence which he could feel pulsing into and through him. Abruptly, he felt stronger and more attuned to his powers, and full of vitality as his thirst was forgotten.

			And he instinctively knew where this sensation – this presence – was originating from. It came from Blackpaw’s direction, just over the low hills ahead. It came from the woman.

			He did not realise that he had halted and gasped, nor that he was stretching his limbs in wonderment at the pulsing energy which was now flowing around his body.

			‘What is it, Corin?’ asked Agbeth.

			‘It’s the woman,’ he replied. ‘I think I can sense her. Feel her. We’re near now.’

			–

			They emerged at the crest of the same shallow hill which Blackpaw had earlier crossed over. For the first time, Corin was able to look upon one of his kind with his own eyes.

			The golden dome continued to shine around the woman, transparent and radiant. She was still standing within, her arms upraised and her palms facing outwards, and she was staring directly towards Corin as if anticipating his appearance. He understood then that she had been able to sense him as he approached, in the same way that he had been aware of her. Indeed, he could feel her pulsing presence with even greater force now.

			‘By the Gods!’ exclaimed Kernon.

			Agbeth whispered, ‘She is like you, Corin. Another Chosen of the Gods.’

			Blackpaw was crouched a few metres down the gentle slope, and Corin now walked towards the beast, reaching out a hand to stroke its neck as he came alongside. He then stared towards the woman inside the dome of light, who was beside her two companions, and he held her gaze. He wanted her to know that the felrin fought for him, and to let her judge the consequences of trying to do him harm.

			Almost thirty other felrin were spread out in a wide circle, looking inwards, each at least sixty metres from the golden dome. Three backpacks lay on the ground within this ring of beasts, some distance away from the blonde-haired woman and her companions, leading Corin to momentarily question why they had discarded their gear.

			He knew that his people were following behind, and he heard a succession of awestruck exclamations as the foremost of these crested the ridge. Kernon and Rennik had been given orders to keep the warband outside of the circle of felrin, but Corin wanted his people to see what happened here today. Witnessing their Chosen leader meeting with another of his kind might reinforce to them why it had been so important to travel to these inhospitable lands.

			Corin recognised that his powers seemed stronger and more accessible than ever before, and he felt certain that his proximity to the blonde-haired woman was having a further bolstering effect on him. He started to walk towards her, with Blackpaw stalking on all-fours beside him.

			‘I’m coming too, Corin,’ announced Agbeth, and after hearing the steel in her voice he nodded in reluctant assent. ‘And be careful, please.’

			The other of Corin’s kind was still watching as he approached, her piercing blue eyes fixed upon him. She was tall for a woman, certainly taller than Corin was, with a slim frame and with golden-blonde hair which fell just past her ears. Her expression was wary, but she did not avert her gaze or betray any other sign of fear.

			Corin contemplated issuing a command with his mind, an instruction to compel her to lower the golden barrier, but he decided against it. Any such act might potentially be received as aggression, and he could not be certain whether she was also poised to attack him. He did not want to be the one to initiate any fighting, or any killing, at least until after he had heard what she had to say, and until Agbeth was further away from danger.

			He stopped ten metres away from the golden dome, still staring towards the woman, conscious that Blackpaw was standing to its full height beside him and was extending its claws in full. The grey-bearded man inside the dome reacted to the beast’s movement by raising his hefty mace and snarling. Corin noted that there was something familiar about this individual, something which teased at the edges of his memory, but he did not have time to focus upon that right now.

			Instead, he held the gaze of the tall, slender woman. There could be no doubt that she was the one whom he had witnessed in his visions whilst touching the great edifice in the north, when he had seen her standing within a blazing orb of brilliant light, on a stone structure surrounded by water. She had been posed then as she was now, with her arms upraised.

			‘I am Corin of the Karn, the Chosen of the Gods, Leader of the Chosen Alliance. Ruler of the people and felrin who surround you.’

			He was thankful that his voice sounded firm and powerful as he announced this, betraying none of the uncertainty which he was feeling.

			‘And I am Leanna of Arlais.’ The woman’s voice was also crisp and clear, with an accent which seemed similar to Hellin’s. After a moment, she added, ‘I am known as the Angel of Arlais.’

			‘I recognise you, Leanna of Arlais. I’ve seen you before, in a vision.’

			This comment seemed to unsettle the woman, and her nose wrinkled as she said, ‘You have?’

			

			‘Yes. You stood on a stone structure beside water, surrounded by an orb of light. Somewhat like this… dome. And ever since then, I’ve been able to seek you out, and to know where you are, when I allow myself to fall into a trance.’

			She seemed further disconcerted, and said, ‘Then you’re truly one of our kind? Do you share the dream of the Gate? Can you remember it all in your waking hours?’

			Corin was not surprised that she shared the dream, but her words still made him feel uneasy.

			‘I do,’ he replied. ‘And I can also remember the words which are spoken at the Gate.’

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			After a moment, he added, ‘Can you?’

			The woman Leanna frowned after this question was asked, and Corin noticed the burly man at her side rolling his neck before raising his weapon even higher. It seemed that this one, at least, was preparing himself for violence.

			‘I do remember those words,’ the blonde-haired woman replied, speaking slowly and carefully. ‘All of them.’

			‘As do I,’ said Corin.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			‘If you have the dream, do you also have powers?’ the woman asked. ‘Can you do things which no one else can do?’

			‘Yes.’ He did not intend to disclose what his powers were.

			‘Then I believe that you’re an Illborn, Corin of the Karn, as am I. I believe that there were once five of us, but one died, so four now remain including you and I.’

			‘I know. I’ve seen all of you in visions, Leanna of Arlais, and I know that one died. His name was Cillian, he was just a boy, and he was murdered.’ Corin recalled the skinny boy with sandy-coloured hair whom he had seen during the vision at the edifice, who had been sitting in a room with three others. His heart started to beat faster as he suddenly realised who the grey-bearded man was, and he raised his finger and pointed. ‘He killed him.’

			For the first time, the burly man’s expression seemed to shift from aggression to uncertainty, but Corin now felt much more wary. This man had murdered one of Corin’s kind in the past. He had killed the boy whose soul had tried to take possession of Agbeth, and he had murdered the boy’s parents, too. Had this killing been done at the behest of the woman beside him?

			‘What brings you and your people to the Holy Desert?’ she now asked, also looking perturbed by Corin’s knowledge.

			He considered concealing his true purpose, but he was out of earshot of his warband, so he said, ‘I sensed that you had travelled to this land. Therefore, given the words in the dream, I had no choice but to leave my homeland and to come. And what brings you here, Leanna of Arlais?’

			She paused, seeming to consider her answer, then said, ‘I think you already know, don’t you… given the words in the dream?’

			Corin could still feel the woman’s vibrant energy pulsing towards him, and he could also sense the tension building between them. He again considered using his powers against her; if this encounter was leading inevitably towards conflict, then he wanted to be the one to strike first.

			‘Perhaps I do,’ he said. ‘But before the Gods, it’s my creatures and army who are surrounding you here, and you who are trapped, so why don’t you tell me anyway?’

			Corin could see the woman’s lips pursing, and he was also aware of her arm moving slightly, pointing her palm towards him. He was poised, invisible tendrils moving out from his mind towards the golden dome, preparing to take control of the grey-bearded man and to order him to strike her down if necessary-

			‘Are you a good person, Leanna of Arlais?’

			Corin was surprised by these words. The question had been asked by Agbeth, who had moved to stand at his side.

			Before he could challenge the apparent naivety of such an enquiry, since he doubted that anyone with evil intent would ever admit to such, the woman Leanna answered, ‘I am, yes, I am. Before The Lord, I promise.’

			Her gaze had fixed upon Agbeth as she spoke, and her answer seemed sincere, and tinged with apparent relief.

			‘I am Agbeth of Karn, wife of Chief Corin,’ said Agbeth, speaking calmly. ‘My husband is also a good person, Leanna. In fact, he’s the best person I’ve ever known. He brought peace to our lands, and he has only ever attacked those who have sought to hurt others.’ She then turned her head to stare directly at Corin, as if she knew exactly what he had been thinking, and how close he had been to initiating violence. ‘He has never intentionally attacked or harmed an innocent person whose intentions are good. I would not want that to change today as a result of any misunderstanding between you and him.’

			The woman Leanna nodded, then said, ‘Nor would I, Agbeth of Karn. Above all else, I’m a healer, and I promise that I too never have and never will seek to hurt someone… unless compelled by a need to protect others. I swear that to be true, and by way of evidence, I tell you that I chose not to kill those… beasts, when it was in my power to do so. And if it eases your mind, I can sense your emotions, Agbeth, though not your husband’s. I therefore know that you speak with sincerity, which gives me great hope that there will be a peaceful way out of this… encounter.’

			‘Your words give me great hope too, Leanna,’ said Agbeth, ‘as I’m sure they also do to Corin.’ She then fixed Corin with a stare which told him that she expected him to choose his next words very carefully.

			‘But what about this man?’ he asked, again pointing towards the killer with the mace. ‘He murdered one like me.’

			‘The murder of which you speak happened many years ago, under the orders of another, before Caddin and I met,’ said Leanna. ‘But he confessed his deed to me, and he’s truly remorseful. He journeys with me to make amends for his crime, and will harm no one here, unless to protect me and Amyss. Isn’t that right, Caddin? Swear it to me, and to them.’

			The man Caddin grimaced, then said, ‘It is right. I’ve regretted and suffered for what happened with the boy for many years. And… I swear, unless Leanna tells me otherwise, that I’ll not harm anyone here unless to protect her and Amyss.’

			‘Before The Lord Aiduel, I also vow that I’ll harm no one here, unless to protect my companions or myself,’ added Leanna. ‘I will not be the one to initiate conflict between us, Corin of the Karn. I do not wish to fight you or your people.’

			Corin stared at the woman, pondering what to do. Again, her words seemed sincere, and the expression on her face was earnest. And as he was looking at her, he abruptly remembered the second vision which he had experienced at the great archway in the north, of sitting amongst a group of children on a high clifftop. Specifically, he could recall the smiling girl with dirtied golden-blonde hair.

			

			Though she had been much younger in that vision, he was certain now that this Leanna was the same person as the girl whom he had seen, the one with piercing blue eyes who had beamed as she had rested beside the sandy-haired youth, the boy who had looked identical to Cillian.

			Corin suddenly felt as if he must have known her, somehow, a long time ago. That he was connected to her by this distant event. But how was that possible?

			The realisation and the question made him feel momentarily unsteady, and quelled any lingering inclination to attack this woman and her companions.

			‘And… I do not wish to fight you, Leanna of Arlais,’ he said. ‘Please, lower this dome which you’ve raised between us. Before the Gods, you have my word that neither I nor my people will try to hurt you today, if you don’t attack us. But… please excuse me for a few moments, I’d like to talk with my wife.’

			‘Your… creatures will not attack again if I lower this barrier?’

			‘No. The felrin follow my orders. I am sorry if they attacked you. It will not happen again.’

			‘You control them?’ She then paused, looking uncertain, before asking, ‘Did you… create them?’

			‘I control them, yes… using my powers. But I did not create them. To create such creatures from men and women is an act of evil, and I would never do that.’

			‘Corin freed these creatures,’ added Agbeth, her tone clearly intended to reassure the blonde-haired woman, who indeed looked relieved to hear these words. ‘And if Corin assures you that they’ll not attack you, then they will not.’

			‘And I believe you,’ said Leanna. ‘Again, I find that your husband’s emotions are somehow obscured by the aura of his power, but I… believe his words, and I can sense your honesty and sincerity, Agbeth.’

			Corin watched as she then turned to face both of her companions. They exchanged quiet words, the red-haired woman nodding with apparent enthusiasm, and the burly man frowning as he lowered his mace. Moments later, the shimmering dome disappeared, drawing back in towards Leanna, and leaving her exposed in the centre of the extended circle of felrin. With the barrier of light gone, Corin became even more attuned to the aura of pulsating power which emanated from the blonde-haired woman.

			‘This is an act of trust, Corin of the Karn,’ she stated.

			‘Thank you,’ said Corin. ‘And now, please may I ask you to wait for a few moments. I wish to speak in private with my wife.’

			Leanna nodded, and Corin and Agbeth then moved a short distance away. Corin’s thoughts were racing; for several weeks, he had been focused upon this perilous journey to a foreign shore, certain that he had to be the first to reach the Gate, and determined to stop anyone who tried to prevent that objective. Indeed, he had been resolved that he might be required to kill the others of his kind if they threatened his goal.

			Now, he was unsure what to think. Judging from his initial impressions, this woman Leanna did not appear to be evil, but Corin still believed that she was intending to travel to the Gate. In which case, what was he meant to do? Should he order her to forsake such an ambition, and to return to her homeland? And what would he do if she refused?

			‘I don’t know what to do, Agbeth,’ he admitted in a low voice once they were out of earshot. He could see that his warband had now spread out around the encircling felrin, and many of his people were intently watching the encounter in the centre of the ring.

			‘I don’t believe that she has any desire to fight you or to harm us, Corin,’ Agbeth replied.

			‘If that’s the case, then she’s chosen strange company. But… even if she doesn’t want to fight, what should I do? It’s no accident that she’s come to this land and is in this desert. She’s clearly heading towards Aiduel’s Gate, to reach and open the Gate, and to claim the power. But I can’t allow her to do that. It must be me.’

			‘I don’t want you to try to attack her. It feels wrong. And she has powers too, even if they’re different to yours, and I don’t want you to test who’s stronger. She says that she could have hurt Blackpaw and the other felrin, but chose not to. If that’s true, then she must be very powerful. You mustn’t start a fight here.’

			‘I don’t want a fight, either. But what should I do if she refuses to turn back from here? Only one can claim the power, Agbeth. I absolutely believe that to be true. And it must be me, not her. What should I do?’

			Agbeth grimaced, taking a few moments to consider her answer, before saying, ‘I’ve just had a thought. What about the other words which you told me you heard, when I was dying?’

			‘Other words?’

			‘Gather them. Open the Gate. And claim the power. Remember those?’

			‘Yes, of course. I’ve been following those words, too. I’ve gathered the clans, have started to unite our homeland, and now I’ve come here to find the Gate and to claim the power.’

			‘But what if it didn’t mean that, Corin?’

			Corin frowned. ‘If not that, then what do you think it means?’

			Agbeth tilted her head towards the blonde-haired woman. ‘What if it meant gather… them, the others, like her? What if she’s the first?’

			Corin felt momentarily unbalanced as the potential impact of this struck him, and he could not help but look back towards the woman Leanna.

			‘But how do we know if that’s true?’ he asked. ‘And what should I do now?’

			‘I believe that we’ve no choice but to talk with her. To understand from her exactly why she’s come here, and to allow her to understand why you’re here. Then we can try to find a peaceful way to resolve things, and to decide what we do next.’

			‘But if we can’t?’

			‘Then we worry about that when we get to it. But we talk and we understand first.’

			Corin nodded. ‘You’re right. Thank you for your wisdom, Agbeth. Let’s set up camp here, and we’ll speak with her.’

			He turned around, and observed that the woman Leanna was drinking from a waterskin, her shoulders slumped as if from fatigue. He could still feel her power pulsing towards him, but her posture made him wonder how much effort she had expended to maintain the golden dome for such a long time, all whilst standing exposed under the rising sun.

			He was starting to walk back towards her when he was jolted by a sudden awareness of another external presence. This was akin to the sensation which he had experienced when he had been crossing the desert towards Leanna, and which he was still feeling now.

			However, this was a second such presence. He looked to his left, noting that the woman Leanna turned her head and seemed to arch her back at the exact same time, and that she was also peering eastwards. There was someone else coming, someone who seemed to be travelling towards them from that direction, at a rapid pace.

			Another of Corin’s kind, a great pulsing of power announcing their looming approach.

			He froze, feeling suddenly alarmed.

			‘What is it, Corin?’ asked Agbeth, noticing his worry.

			He was staring towards the east as he answered, ‘There’s another one coming! The other I sensed in this land. Another of my kind. They’re coming towards us!’

			It seemed that a triangle of energy had formed between himself, Leanna and this third approaching person. Corin’s heart was beating fast with both power and concern.

			‘What is this?’ he shouted at the blonde-haired woman. ‘Is this a trap?’

			The look of shock on her face seemed genuine as she stated, ‘No. No, I promise, I had no idea that he’d be coming here.’

			Corin did not have time to listen to her. Instead, he focused upon passing a message to Blackpaw.

			STAY. PROTECT ME AND AGBETH. A THREAT. THAT WAY.

			Blackpaw howled in response, and several other felrin reacted by running towards the east of their position, also howling as they did so, leaving a handful of others around the circle. Many of the beasts were soon gathered in a broad line facing eastwards, with the remainder maintaining the original perimeter.

			Corin turned towards Kernon and Rennik, and bellowed, ‘Form up our warband to the east, behind the felrin, and be ready to defend ourselves.’

			He could hear the two commanders shouting instructions as he then grasped hold of his own axe, and stood close beside Agbeth. He noted that Blackpaw had interposed itself between the two of them and the golden-haired woman and her companions. The grey-bearded man Caddin had raised his mace again, and was facing towards the beast.

			‘I promise you that I have nothing to do with this, Corin of the Karn,’ said Leanna. ‘Please believe me. I didn’t plan this, and I don’t know why he’s coming here.’

			‘It’s the man, then?’ Corin asked. ‘The brown-haired killer? He’s known to you?’

			‘He is known to me. We travelled together, but… I left him. We no longer travel together. Please… don’t fight him.’

			Corin frowned, feeling the growing, glowing presence of the approaching killer. He was less confident now that he could trust this Leanna, although he noted that she had not raised the golden dome about herself again.

			Corin’s warriors were running into the shallow valley before him, equipping weapons and facing eastwards as they formed lines behind the felrin pack. Corin watched them, feeling deeply concerned about the situation which he had placed the warband into. If the woman Leanna and this brown-haired man had indeed set a trap to outnumber him, then he had walked himself into it. If Leanna now turned against him, he would need to fight two others concurrently, and his powers would be truly tested. How would he be able to protect his people and Agbeth in such a circumstance?

			As he was thinking this, the third of his kind appeared to the east, several hundred metres away. The man crested a hill on a galloping horse, alone, and it might have been a trick of the light that a pale golden shimmer seemed to encase his lower arms and hands.

			In the same instant, Corin was alarmed to notice that the woman Leanna had started to run towards this new arrival, with her arms upraised. However, Corin’s attention remained on the brown-haired killer as the man leapt down from his mount with his sword in hand, and then started to sprint at an astonishing speed, his body moving in a blur towards Corin’s massed ranks of felrin and warriors. This newcomer seemed to blaze with power, and Corin remembered the vision from the archway of this deadly killer, after he had butchered dozens of others.

			The man’s weapon was raised, and it seemed clear that he had not come to this place to talk. Corin recognised that he could not afford to let this dangerous individual strike first.

			ATTACK.

			

			He issued this command to Blackpaw, following which the beast howled in response, and the entire line of assembled felrin began to charge towards the killer with the shimmering fists.

			Fear. Control. Order.

			Corin was suddenly conscious of a separate pulsing of power from the west, and his abilities were surging. He readied himself, preparing to use them. He could see that Leanna was still running but he ignored her, maintaining his focus upon the sprinting brown-haired killer.

			If this third of Corin’s kind wanted a fight, he was going to get one.
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			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Arion was riding through the desert in the early morning heat, his horse moving at a steady trot. Despite his sense of urgency, he was resisting the temptation to gee his mount into a gallop, because he knew that it would not long withstand such treatment under the rising sun.

			He was alone, having departed through Fort Upholder’s main gates in darkness. For the hour prior to leaving, he had been drinking, whilst wrestling with the quandary which Leanna’s departure had presented. Finally, after finishing his flagon of wine, he had reached a decision. He had then equipped himself with just a sword, had ordered his horse saddled, and he had ridden away from the outpost without company.

			Specifically, he had said nothing about his intentions or destination to either Delrin or Castigan. During his prophetic vision, he had witnessed the terrible monsters that he was going to encounter, and he was resolved that he must face them on his own. Any ordinary soldiers would likely be massacred in a battle against so many of those foul beasts, even if Arion was able to share some of his enhanced speed and strength with his allies.

			He took a deep breath now as he clutched his mount’s reins, readying himself for what lay ahead. He recognised that he was the only person who could fight and defeat such creatures. He had proven that on the quayside in Septholme, when he had killed a pair of them. And if he was able to kill two, then he could kill more, and he would again have Leanna’s nearby presence to bolster his power. Better therefore that he fought alone, rather than risking the life of his brother and his friends.

			But he would soon find out if he was truly Arion the Invincible.

			By the Lord, why did she have to force this upon me?

			He was profoundly frustrated that Leanna was compelling him to undertake another of these arduous rescue missions, requiring him to once again risk his own life to save hers. Her decision to journey into the desert with just two companions was beyond foolish, even with her abilities. Not only that, but it felt like an act of betrayal that she had apparently chosen to leave for the Gate without him, and indeed without even informing him.

			However, despite this frustration, he was unable to simply abandon the priestess to her fate. He could still vividly recall his prophetic dream; she had been running across the dusty desert surface towards him, sprinting away from the wiry, red-haired man. Her expression had appeared panicked, her arms raised before her.

			Between Arion and Leanna, there had been an army of monsters and barbarians. At the front had been a line of beasts akin to those which Arion had killed in Septholme, all of them vastly taller and broader than a man, and baring terrible fangs and claws. Each one no doubt as deadly as the monster which had murdered Kalyane.

			Behind those beasts had been warriors dressed in garb which Arion had seen before, when he had ambushed their countrymen on a beach in northwestern Andar. These appeared to be men of Bergen, and from Arion’s experience they would all be brutal, savage killers, who had likely come to this land to wreak their usual pillage and havoc.

			Arion was also certain about who was in command of this malign combined force. He could still distinctly picture the flame-haired man from his dream, whom he felt sure was another of his own kind, an Illborn who had also created these beasts, in the same way that Arion suspected that Allana had created the creatures in Septholme.

			The red-haired Illborn was therefore a likely perpetrator of foul deeds, and Leanna and her companions had either already fallen, or were going to fall, into his clutches. As a result, Arion knew that the priestess must be in the greatest danger.

			Further, he believed that his vision was telling him that he was the only person who could save her, as he had saved her before, on more than one occasion. Despite the cooling of their relationship in the last few months, he still felt a responsibility for Leanna, and an affection born from their shared experiences, and he could not simply disavow her now. Indeed, if he was able to intervene to save her again, it might mend the rift in their relationship. Perhaps it would renew her trust in him?

			Lord preserve me, perhaps she’ll even be grateful to me again, as she should be!

			He looked up, focusing on the towering pillars in the desert ahead. They were still some distance away, though much more equivalent now to the size which he recalled from his prophetic dream, which must mean that he was drawing closer to the fateful location of that vision. Before leaving Fort Upholder, he had asked a scout whether they were aware of these three red-stone pillars, and that man’s knowledge had steered his direction of travel until this rock formation had been unveiled by the dawning sun.

			He was trying to ignore and subdue his nerves, but he realised that he was nervous, now that he was sober again. The pair of beasts which he had killed in Septholme had been a challenge, their strength and ferocity shocking. And soon he would be facing dozens of them, plus hundreds of Bergen warriors, and the red-haired man. Indeed, the latter might prove to be the greatest threat of all, if he shared similar powers to Arion, Leanna and Allana.

			Arion therefore knew what he must do. He would need to kill the red-haired man first, before fighting any of the beasts or other warriors. After that, he felt confident that he and Leanna would have the combined power to overcome or escape those foes which remained. The red-haired man’s location within the prophetic dream was fixed in Arion’s mind, and he was thinking about that as he continued to ride through the desert. The barbarian Illborn had been standing beside a slender brown-haired woman and an enormous beast, but between Arion and his intended target there had been those formidable lines of monsters and warriors.

			He would have to clear those ranks to get to the red-haired man, and he would need to strike quickly.

			By the Lord, I must finish him as soon as possible, or I’ll risk being overwhelmed!

			As he was thinking this, he experienced the familiar physical sensations which told him that he was indeed heading in the correct direction, and that he was drawing closer to others of his kind. Two of his kind. Abundant energy surged across his body, coiling around his limbs, and instantly making him feel superhuman. He urged his mount to increase its pace, understanding that he was approaching the prophesied encounter of his vision.

			He recognised that he was now living the early moments of that dream, riding along a rolling, dusty desert landscape, his own shadow from the early morning sun stretching long in front of him. In the distance ahead stood the three pillars of red rock, each towering skywards, and immediately before him was a crest of dirt and sand, which he knew was hiding the bowl-shaped valley beyond.

			

			He heard a series of extended, chilling howls as he urged his horse up the gentle slope towards that crest, cries which confirmed what was awaiting him on the far side. He drew his sword as he moved, holding the reins with his free hand, and he was suddenly conscious that both of his fists were again glowing with a pale golden light.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			Finally, he reached the crest.

			–

			The spectacle revealed as Arion’s horse crested the hill was identical to that of his prophetic dream. Each feature was there; Leanna, the red-haired man, and the ranks of beasts and warriors.

			Arion’s world had slowed to a familiar crawl, his heightened senses able to absorb every sight and movement in an instant. He was aware that his mount would not survive a reckless charge into the wall of beasts, and he therefore leapt clear from the saddle with sword in hand, feeling the horse turning to flee as he did so.

			He could see Leanna running towards him as he started to charge towards the line of monsters. He knew exactly what he needed to do; he was going to leap over them, to strike directly for the red-haired man. Kill the greatest threat first, then vanquish that one’s followers afterwards.

			He was moving forwards in a blur of motion, his body brimming with energy, and he was confident that he could spring high over the ranks of the enemy. Another bellowing howl rang out as he ran, and the mass of feral monsters reacted to this by charging towards him, no doubt intent on ripping him to shreds.

			At a distance of ten metres, he coiled energy into his lower limbs, pushed down into the ground, and he leapt forwards and skywards.

			But two other things happened at the same moment.

			First, a golden barrier erupted into the space between Arion and the charging creatures, a shimmering wall of light which was akin to those miraculous shields which Leanna had previously created. Indeed, as Arion sailed through the air towards it, he could see the priestess’s arms raised outward, suggesting that she was also responsible for this creation.

			Second, as Arion reached that golden barrier, an alien, invasive voice boomed into his mind.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			Arion did not smash against the golden barrier, nor did it break him as it had broken the Dei Magnun fleet outside of Septholme. However, he felt a… resistance as he passed through it, a noticeable slowing of his velocity, and he realised that he was not going to clear the furthest ranks of barbarian warriors with his initial leap. An angry question flashed into his thoughts; why would Leanna have done that to him, when he was here to save her?

			The booming voice, a guttural male voice echoing in his mind, was even more disconcerting. For an instant, it made him want to release the energy flowing through his limbs, and to allow himself to fall towards the ground, to crash motionless into the dusty desert surface. To surrender utterly to that voice and to its compelling command.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			The intruder in Arion’s thoughts repeated these words, forcing him to bend to their compulsive willpower. With the world slowed down around him, he recognised dazedly that this order must be coming from the red-haired man, this other Illborn, who was using some foul power to try to seize control over him.

			He also realised that he had momentarily succumbed to that compulsion, and that his sword had somehow slipped from his grasp as he plummeted towards a cluster of foreign warriors. It would seem so natural now to resign himself to lying motionless after thudding down onto the ground, and then to let these vicious barbarians and monsters hack and tear him to pieces.

			But he was not prepared to surrender.

			By the Lord, I’ll not allow this to be done to me!

			Even as he crashed down lengthways onto the desert surface with a booming sound which seemed to shake the earth, he was fighting to take back control of his own body. He was on his side, feeling the energy once more surging through his frame, when the first of the encircling barbarian warriors attacked him.

			

			An axe chopped down against his right arm, the blade bouncing away from the energy which was still wrapped around the limb, and then Arion felt several more such strikes against his body and legs. For a moment, he was a frozen recipient of these attacks, feeling them smash against him without inflicting wounds, while he strove to resist the voice which was attempting to paralyse him.

			Then he began to fight back.

			It started with a punch aimed at a shin which was in front of his face, and he heard a scream as the bones in the victim’s leg shattered under the hammering force of the blow. Next, he kicked outwards, sending another broken barbarian warrior flying backwards into a reeling kinsman.

			Then Arion began to rise to his feet, still assailed by a series of attacks from all sides which would have butchered an ordinary man. But Arion was not an ordinary man.

			When he had risen to a crouching stance, with time still slowed to a crawl around him, he caught two axe-shafts as their blades descended, before wrenching the weapons out of the grasp of his attackers.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			The intrusive voice bellowed into his mind again, but he was now finding it easier to withstand this, and he was able to maintain control of his own body and limbs as he launched into a frenzy of bloodletting against those who were assailing him. Within seconds, his enemies were screaming or lurching away, blood splattering as limbs were severed and flesh was cut by Arion’s pair of whirling axes.

			Kill them! Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!

			The surviving Bergen warriors were soon retreating from the emerging circle of death around Arion, and for the briefest instant of respite he stood alone within a hesitant ring of axe-wielding enemies. But at that moment, the feral beasts arrived to commence their own assault. Arion did not see the first such monster until it smashed into his side, carrying him several metres through the air and then crashing onto the ground on top of him, sending his axes flying.

			Arion landed on his back, and he could see the creature’s ghastly visage as its jaws clamped down on his upper arm, before attempting to snap shut with a force which would have severed any other man’s limb clean off. Indeed, even Arion could feel it as a painful pressure as it forced its teeth against him, attempting to lock its jaws together while its baleful golden eye stared towards him.

			His free hand shot out in response, fingers jabbing into and bursting that eye, and causing the creature to release its grip with a shriek. No sooner had it reeled away than a further two beasts were assailing him, trying to hold him down and to rend him with their claws. After withstanding their first attacks, he started to fight against them with his bare hands, smashing his glowing fists into their bodies, and feeling thickened bones shattering beneath his sledgehammer blows.

			‘Arion! Stop this, please!’

			For a moment, Arion thought that he could hear Leanna shouting above the maelstrom of violence, but her desperate call was drowned out by a much more terrible voice which somehow entered his mind, a bellow that seemed to echo across the entire shallow valley.

			I AM THE CHOSEN OF THE GODS, AND YOU WILL NOT DEFY ME! SURRENDER, MURDERER!

			Once again, Arion felt an insistent compulsion to succumb to the authority in that voice. To stop fighting, and to surrender to the violence of the feral beasts which were now swarming around him. But he resisted; he was a peerless warrior, and he had never surrendered in a battle. He was Arion the Invincible, the Hero of Moss Ford, and he would never surrender.

			As he cleared space around himself with his bludgeoning fists, he again started to rise back up to a standing position, fully aware of what he had to do. He needed to reach the man who controlled these beasts, and kill him. Perhaps, after that, the creatures would then disperse or would turn on each other.

			Amidst the slow-motion melee in which he was engaged, he noticed that Leanna was standing beyond the outskirts of the fighting, and that she was now cocooned within a shimmering dome of light. Her companion Amyss was directly beside her, both of them seemingly shielded from the deadly tumult of conflict. Arion knew that Leanna’s presence was continually feeding him with energy, although she was also drawing from him in turn to maintain that miraculous dome.

			Beyond Leanna, the wiry barbarian with red hair could also be seen, still standing alongside a slender woman, with the massive brown-furred beast now upright in front of them. Arion had to get to that trio.

			He was still fighting in a red-misted frenzy of violence against another two of the monsters, but after battering one of the creatures to clear space, he gained a moment of respite from their assaults, and he leapt upwards and away. He felt claws raking against his shins as he cleared the grasp of the nearest beasts, then he landed beyond them, before turning towards the barbarian Illborn.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			The words again assailed Arion’s mind as he started to move towards his enemy. The command was stronger – more desperate – than ever, and it did indeed serve once more to slow Arion’s forward momentum, introducing hesitancy where none had been before. But he again managed to force himself to overcome this resistance, and to advance step-by-step, closing the distance towards his opponent.

			At the same moment, he could see that an extended wall of golden light was erupting in a circle from Leanna’s position, forming a sealed, radiant barrier. Within its boundary, it enclosed Arion, Leanna and Amyss, and the red-haired man and his companions. The masses of beasts and warriors were now trapped on the other side of this shimmering ring, unable to pass through or to continue to fight.

			By the Lord, Leanna’s finally decided to help me! I must finish this!

			He continued to step forwards, although he was confused when he heard the priestess’s voice shouting, ‘Arion! Please, you must stop this!’

			He ignored her, closing towards the red-haired man. He could see the mighty brown-furred beast with a black paw interposing itself, intending to intercept him before he reached his target. It was roaring as it extended its claws to full length, preparing to leap against him.

			Arion was readying himself for this attack, but again he was unsettled as he heard Leanna call, ‘Caddin! You must stop him! Don’t allow him to do this!’

			Accompanying these words, Arion felt a sudden buffeting of force from Leanna’s direction, a blast of close-to-solid energy which drove him sideways and which almost knocked him off his feet. He steadied himself and glanced in the priestess’s direction, feeling a shocked sense of betrayal as a second such surge of power tried to drive him down to his knees.

			He fought against it, feeling outraged that she would turn on him like this, before locking his legs to push himself upright.

			‘Don’t you dare fight me, Leanna!’ he roared, barely recognising the vicious voice which emerged from his throat as his own.

			Then he was moving forwards again, closing on the red-haired man. Another surge of force came from Leanna’s direction, accompanied by a sense of invisible coils of energy trying to grasp his body, attempting to drag him back and down. However, he resisted these, as he also resisted the male Illborn’s continuing commands for him to stop.

			The brown-furred beast finally leapt at him, its massive black front paw swinging at his head. Slowed as he was by the efforts of the other two Illborn, that limb connected, rocking his neck and driving him backwards. However, the beast’s second attack did not land.

			Arion’s hand shot out, intercepting its tree-trunk thick front limb. He then twisted that arm, turning it unnaturally, and feeling it break under an immense exertion of force. This must have been excruciatingly painful for his assailant, but it did not deter the beast, which lunged at Arion’s throat with its jaws. However, he grasped hold of the creature’s own throat with his free hand, keeping it at bay, and then he squeezed. There was a crack, and he knew that he had crushed the monster’s windpipe.

			Despite this, the stricken beast tried to swipe at him again weakly with its black paw, but this time Arion’s free hand blocked its feeble attempt. He then grabbed hold of the fur on the creature’s chest and hurled the beaten monster metres away, where it crashed onto its back. He was certain that its injuries were fatal, and that it would not be capable of bothering him again.

			Then he was facing the red-haired barbarian leader. That slight man now stepped forward, interposing his body between Arion and his female companion, before raising the axe which he was carrying. Arion doubted that this would do the man any good, but he anyway hesitated, wary that this evil Illborn might have some other foul trick ready.

			‘You’re dead, barbarian,’ he finally announced, before again advancing.

			‘Arion, don’t do this!’

			After hearing Leanna shout this, Arion was annoyed to feel another buffeting of her power, which again rocked him backwards. However, he overcame this as he continued to stride forwards, intending to end the life of the red-haired Illborn.

			Energy was still surging through his body, and he knew that it would be a simple matter to take hold of this evil man’s neck, and to snap it, as one of these foul monsters had once also snapped Kalyane’s neck…

			He shook off that thought, drawing closer, and feeling immensely powerful. Certainly, he was strong enough to overcome Leanna’s best efforts to stop him.

			By the Lord, it’s time to end this!

			But then his power was gone, as abruptly as a gust of wind, dissipating at the same instant that Leanna’s energy ceased its buffeting against him. He felt weak and drained as time seemed to speed up, and he paused, suddenly confused.

			‘Don’t kill him, Caddin!’

			Leanna’s voice was desperate as she shouted this instruction, and Arion turned his head, feeling disorientated. Then he saw the grey-bearded man, who had been approaching from his blindside. Arion realised with horror that this burly figure was carrying his mace and, more significantly, was also in possession of his medallions.

			The medallions which rendered Arion weak and vulnerable. And capable of being killed.

			Lord preserve me, she’s betrayed me.

			The mighty mace swung in a crushing arc into Arion’s shoulder. In a blaze of pain, he felt the bone either break or dislocate beneath the blow, which slammed him down onto his back. He was looking up, dazed, when he saw Sendromm moving over him, a hostile grimace on the man’s face.

			‘Don’t kill him!’

			This was the last thing which Arion heard before the shaft of the mace cracked against his forehead, and blackness dawned.
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			‘Don’t kill him!’

			Leanna shouted the words as she watched Caddin looming over the vulnerable, limp form of Arion Sepian.

			Now that Caddin’s medallions were near to Arion, the golden glow had disappeared from the latter’s eyes and fists, and Leanna could no longer feel his formidable, pulsing presence. He also appeared to be dazed and in pain, and his right shoulder was misshapen following the bone-crunching blow from the mace. However, despite the brutal, misguided nature of the young noble’s actions in the preceding minutes, Leanna would not allow him to be murdered.

			She was relieved to see Caddin glancing towards her with a frustrated frown, before the burly man reversed his grip on his mace. He then slammed the tip of the weapon’s shaft into Arion’s forehead, instantly rendering the younger man unconscious.

			Following that strike, it seemed that there was the briefest moment of calm in the wake of chaos. Leanna took a deep breath, trying to gather her thoughts and to process the carnage which she had just witnessed. She had been stunned by the speed and brutal force of Arion’s unstoppable aggression, and now she would have to chart a hasty and uncertain course through the perilous aftermath.

			Lord Aiduel, what can I do to try to make this right?

			Then the surrounding sounds of screaming and howling came into focus. Cries of pain were arising from the bludgeoned and broken ranks of beasts and warriors, who were on the far side of the golden barrier which Leanna was still maintaining. Dozens of casualties could be heard, sharing their agony of crushed torsos and battered limbs.

			In closer proximity, Leanna could see the woman Agbeth limping towards the brown-furred beast with the black paw, the one which had acted as the last line of defence against Arion’s assault. The creature was now collapsed onto its back, its chest heaving, a desperate gurgling sounding from its throat.

			‘Corin, Blackpaw’s dying!’ shouted Agbeth, apparent panic in her previously gentle voice as she knelt beside the beast, before placing her hand softly against the side of its head. ‘Corin, do something, please!’

			Leanna glanced at the red-haired Illborn. An aura of power was continuing to swirl around the man, but she could see that he was reeling, as taken aback by the events which had just occurred as she herself was. His gaze was moving between the stricken and dying beast Blackpaw, onto Arion, then across to his own people.

			Many of these warriors were now gathering against the external side of the shimmering barrier. Most were looking inwards, staring towards the unconscious form of Arion Sepian, and they seemed intent on bloody vengeance. Leanna recognised that the violence might not yet be over.

			Then Corin of the Karn finally reacted, running to his wife’s side before kneeling beside the dying creature. He pressed his head close to the muzzle of the beast, and Leanna could see his mouth moving as he whispered soothing words to it, and as Agbeth started to cry.

			Lord Aiduel, please guide me to do what is right.

			Leanna was certain that she wanted no one else to die here, and that too many had already lost their lives amidst the carnage resulting from Arion’s violent, seemingly unprovoked assault. And The Lord had blessed her with a power to heal.

			‘I can save Blackpaw,’ she announced. ‘Let me save it.’

			

			‘What?’ said the woman Agbeth.

			‘I can save the creature with my powers. I can heal it, and any others amongst your people who’ve been injured, but are still alive.’

			‘How?’ asked Corin.

			‘I’ve no time to explain. But you must open yourself to me, Corin of the Karn. I’ve used too much energy already, and I don’t have enough left to do this without taking from you.’

			Leanna noted a moment of hesitation from the slightly-built man, but after another pained gurgling noise from the stricken beast, he said, ‘I’ll do it. Take what you need from me. Just save Blackpaw and my people. Please.’

			‘Leanna,’ interrupted Caddin. ‘If you release that barrier in order to do this, these other beasts are going to charge us, to attack… him.’

			He gestured towards Arion, then towards the many monsters now lined up against the other side of the golden wall of light, their feral gazes focused upon Arion’s limp form. Leanna nodded, knowing that if she was going to be able to achieve what she wanted to do, then she would indeed need to release that shimmering barrier.

			‘Promise me, Corin of the Karn,’ she said, speaking urgently, ‘that if I do this, you and your people and your beasts will not attack me, my companions, or him. I want no one else to die here today. Order your people to bring your wounded to the front of their ranks, and promise me that they’ll not attack.’

			Again, the barbarian leader seemed hesitant to agree, but his wife urged, ‘Promise her, Corin. Please!’

			‘I promise you,’ he said. ‘Please, heal Blackpaw, heal the others. If you do, we won’t attack you. Before the Gods, I promise.’

			‘Or him?’ asked Leanna, pointing at Arion.

			‘Or him.’

			‘Then I choose to believe and to trust you. Now, order your people to bring your wounded to the front, and not to attack, then open yourself to me.’

			Whilst speaking these words, she was moving even further away from Caddin and his medallions, readying her powers and preparing herself for what she was about to attempt. She was aware that Amyss was still standing close beside her, and her companion’s anxious emotions were hammering outwards.

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the strength to do this.

			After hearing Corin shouting instructions to his people, Leanna finally released the golden barrier, and she reached out to draw energy from the red-haired Illborn. She was conscious that this was another act of trust between them, but if they were to salvage anything good from this situation it would require each of them to have faith in the other.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			She experienced the colours of the world emerging into vivid focus as she slipped into her healing trance, and a golden glow was reforming about her as she raised her arm towards the creature Blackpaw.

			The monster was clinging to life. Corin of the Karn was kneeling beside it, his form blazing with a myriad of turbulent colour. Leanna could momentarily perceive a thick tendril of energy running from the man’s mind to the creature, seemingly reinforcing its will to live, but then she focused her attention onto the dark colours of the beast’s injuries.

			

			The creature’s arm was a mash of blackness, its limb broken in multiple places, but Leanna’s first focus was the knot of deep night in the monster’s throat. Its windpipe was shattered, crushed under Arion’s iron grip. Ethereal, invisible fingers reached out from Leanna to the creature, working to quickly mend what was broken, first fixing the throat and then healing the arm.

			She heard a sob of relief from Agbeth as the mighty beast Blackpaw suddenly gasped, then started to breathe in deep lungfuls of air. However, Leanna knew that there were many more wounded on this battlefield, and she had much more work to do.

			‘Open yourself to me, Corin,’ she said.

			Then she was reaching deeper into his bountiful energy, drawing upon it as she had once drawn upon the power of Allana whilst healing the wounded in Septholme. Leanna knew from bitter experience that this might make her vulnerable, should he choose to respond in the same malign way that Allana ultimately had, but she trusted that he wanted to act in the best interests of his people.

			She then started to walk towards the ranks of foreign monsters and men, whilst continuing to maintain her connection with Corin. As she did so, she was careful to steer clear of the medallions of Caddin, who was still standing guard above Arion’s unconscious form. She could sense that Amyss was trailing close beside her, and she felt reinforced by her companion’s familiar and loving presence.

			The mass of beasts and warriors had by now drawn their surviving casualties to the front of their ranks, and Leanna could see that there were over a score of such, some as close to death as the beast Blackpaw had been. Leanna was staggered by the level of suffering which Arion’s brief and unarmed rampage had inflicted despite her best efforts to thwart him, and she could feel multiple pulses of the victims’ agony beating towards her.

			She now reached her hands outwards, releasing ethereal fingers towards the maimed and injured, and feeling her golden glow spreading forth around her targets. In Septholme, she had healed herself and Amyss at the same time. Now, she was going to attempt the miracle of healing many at once.

			The golden aura enveloped the casualties, the darkness of their traumatic injuries emerging into focus, and Leanna started to diligently address and to heal those wounds. She was drawing upon her connection with Corin of the Karn as she did so, and she was dependent on his strength to bolster and to support her. She could sense no equivalent, available power from Arion Sepian; Caddin was still guarding the young noble, and his medallions continued to suppress any trace of Arion’s presence and power.

			Leanna’s ethereal fingers began to swirl through the mass of casualties, attacking and tearing out the blackness of their wounds, then healing flesh and knitting bones back together. She could hear cries of wonder as, one by one, the wounds of the afflicted began to heal and disappear.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you again for your gift of healing.

			When at last she had finished, with her energy feeling close to depleted, she released her powers.

			‘Well done, Lea,’ whispered Amyss. ‘That was a miracle.’

			The massed ranks of men and beasts were watching Leanna with apparent awe, though none of them made a move to approach her. She turned around to face their leader Corin and his wife.

			

			These two were now standing beside their beast Blackpaw, which had moved to a squatting position, and both were staring at her. Agbeth was whispering in her husband’s ear, and her warm emotions were beating towards Leanna. The red-haired man was nodding in response to the whispered words, but otherwise the aura around him masked what he was feeling, and his expression gave no hint of his thoughts.

			‘Thank you for trusting me,’ said Leanna.

			‘No, thank you, Leanna of Arlais,’ replied Corin. ‘And I’m sorry for the way that we – that I – first treated you. For what you’ve just done, you have the thanks of the Chosen people, and of me.’

			‘And of me,’ added Agbeth. ‘Thank you so much for saving Blackpaw’s life, and the lives of so many others, and for preventing that terrible man from killing Corin. It makes me want to hug you.’

			Leanna nodded her head in weary acknowledgement, growing more aware of how much energy she had expended under the building heat of the desert, and she said, ‘Thank you.’

			‘How did your man stop… that one?’ asked Corin, whilst pointing towards Arion’s slumped form.

			‘Caddin owns two medallions, which can subdue our powers when we’re near to them. It stops mine, and Arion’s, and I think it would stop yours too. Caddin collected them from his backpack during the battle.’

			‘I thought I’d felt something. I’d suddenly felt weak, when he’d approached. It was these… medallions?’

			‘Yes.’

			The red-haired man frowned, as if wanting to question this further, but then he said, ‘One moment, Leanna.’ He then looked towards the line of his people, his eyes scanning the crowd, and shouted, ‘Kernon! Rennik! Organise our warband. Form a perimeter watch on the hill crests, tend to the dead, and check on those who were wounded. We’ll stop here for a short rest!’

			Two shouts responded with, ‘Yes, Chosen!’

			Corin then turned back to face Leanna, and said, ‘I owe you an apology, Leanna of Arlais. I came to this desert full of arrogance, certain that all others of our kind were unworthy to claim… what I felt sure must be mine. But, while that one, there… has proved that I was correct in relation to some of us, you appear to prove me wrong. What I’ve witnessed here today makes me believe that you’re also blessed by the Gods. And that there’s goodness and caring in your heart.’

			‘I believe that my powers were granted to me by The Lord Aiduel,’ Leanna replied, her words measured. ‘And they are intended to be used only for good. I’ve always tried to do what is right.’

			Corin nodded with apparent approval, before he said, ‘Please, can I speak my mind, openly and bluntly?’

			‘Yes. Please do.’

			‘Very well. I know why you are in this desert, Leanna of Arlais. You came here to travel to Aiduel’s Gate, as did I. And I think we both understand why we’re seeking out that place, and why… the things which we’ve dreamed… might cause conflict between us, one day. However, I’d like to have the opportunity to get to know you better, before such a day arrives.’ He then gestured to his wife. ‘As would Agbeth. If we both wish to cross this desert, and to find a way into Aiduel’s Gate, then perhaps we could try to help each other to achieve that goal by travelling together? I’ve witnessed your courage here today, and your character, and already I respect them both.’

			Leanna could hear the sincerity in his voice, and her instinct was to believe him, as she had also believed him and his wife during their earlier conversation. The latter’s transparently friendly emotions also served to reinforce the apparent honesty in her husband’s words. However, this foreign man and his uncouth people were still strangers to Leanna, and the nature of her recurring dream meant that she still had reason to be cautious.

			‘And what will happen if – when – we get there?’ she asked.

			‘We don’t know,’ answered Agbeth. ‘But… perhaps, if we know each other, and grow to trust each other, there will never be a need for conflict between the two of you. Perhaps there will be a way to avoid… the outcome of the dream.’

			‘Or, at the least, we’ll be able to postpone any conflict between us until we’re both certain that it’s inevitable,’ added Corin, his tone more matter-of-fact.

			‘And if I decide now that I don’t wish to travel with you, what then?’ asked Leanna.

			‘Then I’ll leave you to travel on, unhindered by us, although I’ll aim to make sure that my people and I reach Aiduel’s Gate before you do. However, I believe that both of our prospects of making it across this desert will be enhanced by being together. There’s a small army of Addui natives tracking my warband, and they’ll not be far from here. If you carry on without me, they’re likely to find you soon.’

			‘And what about Arion Sepian? His arrival here today had nothing to do with me, and I no longer want to travel with him, but I’ll not allow you to murder him.’

			

			After she said this, Corin stared towards Arion, then gazed across at his battered warband and stated, ‘For what he’s done to my warriors and felrin today, for the deaths he’s caused, I’d like to kill him. To feed him to my felrin. But I gave you my oath, before you healed my wounded, that I would not attack him, and I’ll keep that oath. But nor will I allow such a man to travel onwards to Aiduel’s Gate. Given that, what do you want us to do with him?’

			Leanna was considering this as she looked across at Arion’s slumped form. Once again, the young noble had demonstrated how unfit he was to be the one to claim the power. He had launched into murder without any apparent thought, executing a bloody rampage before gaining any understanding of the actual circumstances.

			Lord Aiduel, I can’t keep ignoring the thoughtless brutality in his character.

			‘I’ll make him promise to return eastwards, and not to follow us across the desert,’ she said. ‘If I choose to come with you, I want you to release him, so long as he makes that vow to me.’

			‘And this killer would keep such a vow?’

			‘I believe he would, yes, if he makes it to me.’

			‘And if I agree to this, Leanna of Arlais, will you agree to travel with me and Agbeth, and with the Chosen people?’

			Leanna stared at the slight man, aware that whatever she decided now might have a profound impact on her future. On everyone’s futures.

			She turned to look at Amyss. The petite woman returned her gaze, before tilting her head in a manner which signalled approval. Leanna then looked towards Caddin, who was still standing guard over Arion Sepian’s body.

			

			After a moment, the grey-bearded man said, ‘It’s your decision, Leanna. Whatever you choose, you’ll have my support, but I think that these two people speak with honesty.’

			Leanna nodded, feeling thankful for the backing of her companions.

			She then faced the red-haired Illborn and his wife, and announced, ‘Then I thank you for your offer, and I accept, Corin and Agbeth of the Karn. Let’s travel on to Aiduel’s Gate. Together.’

			–

			In the minutes which followed, Leanna watched as the Chosen warband dispersed into the bowl-shaped valley around her, many lowering themselves to the ground to rest. She could see that the corpses of their dead were being carried towards a shallow pit which was being hastily dug in the dusty ground, and again she felt anger towards Arion for his impulsive, reckless violence.

			Corin had moved away to oversee these activities, leaving Leanna with her two companions. She was aware that she was being observed from a distance by Agbeth, and also by a middle-aged female who was wearing robes which seemed to be of an Angall religious style.

			

			Leanna was intrigued by this latter person, but she turned her attention back to Arion after hearing him groan.

			‘He’s stirring, Leanna,’ stated Caddin, who was still standing over the young noble’s body, holding his mace ready. ‘I’ll postpone judgement on Corin of the Karn until a later time, but this one here needs to die. If you give me permission, I can still do it, here and now, quick and clean, before he gets a chance to cause any more death and suffering.’

			Leanna frowned at the burly man, shaking her head, as Arion groaned again. ‘You know my answer to that, Caddin. He saved my life, and now it’s my turn to save his. After that, we’re even.’

			She walked closer to stand over Arion, feeling her powers draining away as she came within range of Caddin’s medallions. She was looking down at the noble when he groaned again, and his eyes finally opened.

			‘Leanna?’ he murmured. ‘What?’

			His gaze was unfocused, and he appeared dazed and in pain.

			‘What did you think you were doing, Arion?’ she asked, unable to keep the anger out of her voice. ‘Why did you attack them?’

			His voice was drowsy as he said, ‘Those… monsters… they killed Kalyane… and you were running. I was… rescuing you.’

			‘These creatures didn’t kill Kalyane, and you weren’t rescuing me! I was talking to their leader, in peace, and then you attacked. And you killed, and you killed and you killed!’

			‘But… there were monsters… and another Illborn. I wanted to save you, to make things right between us.’

			‘Didn’t you see that I tried to stop you with the barrier, to keep you away from them? That’s why I was running! I didn’t want you to save me. I didn’t need to be saved! And yet you killed so many, for no reason at all. You were the monster, Arion, not them! After this, things can never be right between us, ever again.’

			These words seemed to cut through his stupor, and a look of distress crossed his face before he grimaced and attempted to sit up. That action ended with an abrupt cry as he seemed to become more aware of his shoulder injury.

			‘By the Lord!’ he exclaimed. ‘What’s been done to me?’

			Caddin placed the head of his mace down onto Arion’s chest, and the burly man said, ‘Calm down, boy. I dislocated one of your shoulders with my mace before I knocked you out, and if you give me any trouble, I’ll do the other one.’

			‘Where’s the red-headed man?’ Arion asked, ignoring Caddin’s threat. ‘Where’s his army and his monsters?’

			‘They’re nearby,’ said Leanna.

			Arion turned his neck with difficulty, looking towards the Chosen warband, and said, ‘Then how am I still alive?’

			‘I bargained for your life. I healed their people in return for them sparing you. The red-haired man, Corin of the Karn, accepted my offer.’

			‘Then they’ll let us leave?’

			‘They’ll let you leave, if you give me your word that you’ll return to Fort Upholder, and that you won’t follow me or them into the western desert.’

			Sepian groaned again, reaching up with his good hand towards his injured shoulder, before he gasped, ‘Don’t be foolish, Leanna. If they’ll let you leave, you must come back to Fort Upholder with me. These people can’t be trusted, they’re all barbarians, rapists and murderers.’

			

			Lord Aiduel, why can’t he comprehend what he’s done today? What he’s becoming?

			‘I’ll form my own opinions about whom I can trust, though I’ve only witnessed one murderer today, Arion. And it’s not the first time that you’ve slaughtered your enemies in this desert. I’m going to take my chances with these… barbarians, who seem to be good people. And I don’t want to travel with you, ever again.’

			‘How can you say that, Leanna, after everything that I’ve done for you? I’ve saved your life, more than once!’

			‘And today I’m saving yours. If not for me, you’d be getting eaten by those beasts. But I can’t be beholden to you forever, and forgiving of your brutality, just because of what you’ve done in the past. Now, please give me your word, if Caddin lets you up, that you’ll leave here without any further violence, that you’ll return to Fort Upholder, and that you won’t follow me or these people into the desert. Swear it to me, before The Lord.’

			‘Or what, Leanna?’

			She gulped after he asked this. ‘I can’t set you free to hurt these people again, Arion. They want to kill you for what you’ve done today. And if you won’t make your vow to me, then I’ll have to turn you over to them.’

			There was distress in Sepian’s voice as he said, ‘I know you, Leanna. You wouldn’t do that, you’re too kind and merciful. You’d never condemn me to death like that, not after everything that we’ve been through.’

			Leanna was unsure how to respond, knowing that he spoke the truth, but Caddin interjected by pressing the head of his mace into the young noble’s injured shoulder, then said, ‘No, but I would. Gladly.’

			

			Arion gasped again, then fell silent. For several seconds, he clenched his jaw, before he said, ‘Very well. I won’t forget this day, Leanna, but I’ll give you my word. I’ll leave here without violence, so long as no one tries to attack me, and I’ll return to Fort Upholder. I won’t follow you.’

			‘Swear it, before The Lord,’ she said.

			‘I swear it, before The Lord.’

			‘And if we let you up now, and try to do something to fix your shoulder, you won’t attack anyone?’

			‘No.’

			‘In that case, please help him up, Caddin. And please try to set his dislocated shoulder. I doubt that my powers will work sufficiently on Arion to heal him, given how he seems to withstand my other abilities, and you’ve more experience with this kind of injury than I have. After you’ve done what you can, I’ll try to use my powers on him, but I’m not hopeful.’

			In the moments after, Caddin lowered his mace and then gripped hold of Arion’s shoulder and arm. This was followed by a wrenching crack and a scream.

			Leanna stepped away from the two men. She was feeling sick inside, both appalled by the violence of the morning, and saddened that her relationship with Arion should end like this, amidst bitterness and pain under the beating desert sun. However, if there was any consolation to be found, it was that she might have secured an important new ally in her quest to reach the Gate.

			She looked across the bowl of the valley, her eyes seeking out the red-haired leader. He was in discussion with two other warriors, gesturing as he appeared to issue instructions, and Leanna wondered what kind of a man this final Illborn would prove to be.

			

			Would he be a worthy and honourable ally, or were the two of them also destined to one day descend into conflict? Leanna could not be certain, but whatever that ultimate outcome might be, for now she was committed to her chosen course of action. She was going to be travelling into the depths of the Holy Desert, and heading towards Aiduel’s Gate, with Corin of the Karn.
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			Corin watched as the brown-haired killer staggered eastwards, soon to disappear over the crest of the hill from whence he had first emerged.

			The man’s movement demonstrated none of the velocity of his original assault. Nor did his fists glow, or his presence pulse with such vibrancy as before. Indeed, he appeared to be suffering, his good arm reaching across to support his injured shoulder. Corin was sure that he could feel an echo of that pain through their strange connection, which was satisfying; this brutal killer deserved such hurt after the harm which he had inflicted upon the Chosen warband.

			However, Corin was also feeling shaken by what had happened. He had come to this place full of certainty that his powers were supreme, and that he was the Chosen of the Gods whom none could stand against. Instead, it seemed to him now that his abilities had been overwhelmed by the unstoppable force of this Arion Sepian. The man had inflicted carnage upon both warriors and felrin, and would have also slain Corin if the grey-bearded Caddin had not intervened.

			Three felrin were now going to trail Sepian from a distance for several hours, to ensure that he continued to head eastwards, away from the warband. The man’s horse would be out in the desert somewhere, and these trailing beasts were instructed to kill the animal if they spotted it first.

			Corin had also considered ordering these felrin to attack Sepian again, if the man had to sleep once he was far away from Corin’s people. However, he had quickly dismissed this idea. Such an act would break his oath to the woman Leanna, and he was not prepared to risk more felrin casualties. They had just buried two mighty beasts in a shallow desert pit, and he was conscious that the pack’s numbers were finite.

			He would instead hope that an Addui arrow might end Arion Sepian’s life, or that a native warrior might sneak up and cut the man’s throat as he slept alone in the desert.

			The brown-haired killer now disappeared beyond the hill’s crest, and Corin turned away, ready to issue orders. After turning, he realised that Agbeth had walked up behind him, and that she had been watching him.

			‘How are you feeling, Corin?’ she asked.

			‘I’m fine, I think. I’m tired, feeling drained… and I’m upset for our losses, but… I did everything I could to prevent what happened.’

			She moved up and placed her hand onto his arm, before saying, ‘I know you did. Everyone knows you did.’

			He grimaced. ‘Do they? Really? After what our people have seen today, I wouldn’t be surprised if there are some who are doubting whether I’m the real Chosen of the Gods. The woman Leanna… the killer Arion… the things they did, are they both more powerful than me?’

			‘More powerful? I don’t know. Their powers seem very… different to yours. But there will be no doubt in our people’s minds about whom they follow. They follow the person you are, Corin, the leader, not just your powers.’ He grimaced again, and she continued, ‘I know that the deaths which we’ve suffered today will hurt you, but you’ll always have our people’s support. You’ll always have my support.’

			He nodded, then said, ‘I’ll no doubt think about this more later, Agbeth. But for now, I need to get them all moving again. Despite their current fatigue and shock, I don’t feel safe setting up camp here with that killer so close, and I want to put space between us and him. We need to keep moving west for another hour, to head for those pillars of rock.’

			She squeezed his arm. ‘Then let’s do that. And Corin?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘The woman, Leanna of Arlais. I truly think that she’s a good person, and that your decision to travel with her is the right thing to do. If there’s anything positive to come out of today, it’s that.’

			In response to Agbeth’s words, Corin’s gaze sought out the blonde-haired woman. She was standing near to her two companions, seemingly conferring with them. Corin was not currently able to feel her radiant presence, which he understood was linked to her proximity to the strange medallions owned by the grey-bearded Caddin. However, he knew that he would feel her presence once more if she was distanced from that man, and he could still separately sense Arion Sepian, even now.

			Corin would never be able to forget the magnificent powers which Leanna had displayed earlier, when she had healed so many people and had saved Blackpaw’s life. Indeed, it had left him somewhat in awe of her. In Hellin’s Holy Book, they would have described Leanna’s deeds as a miracle, and Corin considered them worthy of such a description. Certainly, her actions were causing him to challenge his preconceptions towards the others of his kind.

			‘I agree, Agbeth,’ he said, nodding again. ‘I agree.’

			–

			During the following hour, the Chosen warband moved on from their temporary rest in the bowl-shaped valley, and headed westwards towards the three tall pillars of rock. As they trekked onwards, the accompanying felrin pack again roved in a wide perimeter around the moving column, staying alert to external threats.

			Corin and Agbeth walked beside Leanna of Arlais and her companions, taking the opportunity to talk whilst in a less tense setting. Corin was conscious throughout to maintain a wary distance from the burly Caddin and his power-depleting medallions, and Blackpaw also remained close by, ready to intervene if the man became hostile.

			Corin was still astonished by Blackpaw’s recovery from the brink of death, although he could feel a bone-deep fatigue within the beast which he believed was an after-effect of its horrendous injuries and subsequent restoration. It was clear that Blackpaw badly needed to sleep, as did many others who had been wounded and healed, and Corin was promising to grant that rest as soon as they arrived at their destination.

			They were also joined by Hellin, whose knowledge of the continent of Angall allowed her to ask questions which were outside the scope of Corin’s own understanding. After Hellin had revealed that she had travelled to Corin’s homeland as a missionary of the Holy Church, the flame-haired woman introduced as Amyss grew excited and said, ‘Leanna and I both were – in fact, we still are, I suppose – priestesses of the Holy Church. We trained at the College of Aiduel in Arlais.’

			‘Is that right?’ asked Hellin, her staff crunching against the dirt and sand surface as she walked. ‘And how… how did the Holy Church react to what Leanna is able to do?’

			‘Horribly,’ replied Amyss. ‘What they tried to do to Leanna was awful.’

			‘There were some within the Holy Church who wanted to kill me,’ explained Leanna. ‘Though there were many who regarded my ability to heal as a miracle, and I was called the Angel of Arlais for a while. But there were others, foremost amongst them Aiduel’s Guards, who viewed me as a heretic and a threat, and who wanted me dead. Once, they even tried to have me burned alive. I… had to flee Arlais, and Amyss and I would not have survived without Caddin. It’s a long story, but eventually we decided that we had to leave Elannis and Andar altogether. That’s part of the reason why we came here.’

			‘That sounds awful,’ said Agbeth. ‘It seems that you’ve been through so much… like Corin has, too.’

			

			Corin had been listening to Leanna’s words with interest, and he asked, ‘Why would they want you dead? The things that I saw you do today, didn’t they recognise the similarities with some of the powers possessed by the man Aiduel? Wouldn’t your actions be, as you said, one of your church’s miracles?’

			He saw Leanna’s gaze flash towards her burly protector, before she answered, ‘You’re aware of The Lord Aiduel?’

			‘Yes. Hellin has taught me a lot, and I’ve read much of your Holy Book.’

			Leanna’s expression was guarded as she replied, ‘There are certain… factions within the Holy Church, who viewed my actions as heresy, rather than miracles.’

			‘Aiduel’s Guards are a religious military order, Chief Corin,’ stated Hellin, who seemed to be walking taller after Corin’s last statement. ‘They are more… fanatical than other elements within the Holy Church.’

			‘And what of this Arion Sepian?’ asked Corin. ‘Did they try to kill him too?’

			‘Possibly, with hired assassins,’ said Leanna. ‘But they were never as direct with him as they were with me, because his abilities were not as well known to them, and he was in a country with a lesser presence of Aiduel’s Guards.’

			‘And how did you come to be travelling with him? You came to this land together, yes? Why?’

			‘Again, it’s a long story. We met each other during a war in the country of Andar. Arion saved my life, and later we escaped together on the same ship from a town which had been under siege. He has not always been as… vicious as you saw today. However, I didn’t intend to travel all the way to Aiduel’s Gate with him.’

			

			‘And when we spoke earlier, you called us and him Illborn. What is that name?’

			‘It’s a name given to us by… certain senior people in the Holy Church. I was first called that before they tried to burn me.’

			Corin could detect from her voice and hesitancy that Leanna was uncomfortable talking about this subject, which made him want to probe further. However, Agbeth must have also noted the blonde-haired woman’s discomfort, because she said, ‘Corin, please stop asking so many questions. We’ve invited Leanna and her companions to travel with us, and there are some matters which may only become more comfortable to share once we know each other better.’

			Corin nodded, then said, ‘You’re correct, Agbeth. Please excuse me, Leanna of Arlais. I have many questions, but I’ll try to hold back from asking them… at least until we make camp.’

			The blonde-haired woman smiled in grateful response, and again the vision from the archway in the north flashed into Corin’s mind, an image of a girl with dirty, golden-blonde hair laughing on a clifftop. Corin was certain that this Leanna was an elder version of the girl whom he had seen.

			‘Well, in that case,’ said Leanna, ‘can I ask a couple of questions of you and Agbeth?’

			‘Please do,’ he replied.

			‘How and when did the two of you meet? And have you been married for a long time?’

			As they continued to walk, Agbeth displayed great enthusiasm in recounting the story to answer those questions.

			–

			

			It was mid-morning when they finally reached the three pillars of rock in the desert. Although these were clearly natural formations, for Corin their scale evoked similarities with the great edifice which he had discovered in the far north. He needed to crane his neck to look up to the peaks of the towering structures, whose shadows were cast long across the dusty desert surface. Under the burgeoning heat of the day, Corin was relishing the thought of hunkering down within the relative cool of this available shade.

			The trio of pillars were each less than a hundred metres apart, positioned in a broad triangle, the land between them stony and flat. The sides of the pillars were sheer, although Corin perceived that there were sufficient irregularities in the rock surfaces to allow a felrin to climb at least part of the way up the side of the closest pillar.

			The felrin pack were the first to enter the area, with the rest of Corin’s warband following once the creatures were certain that there were no hostile enemies waiting in ambush. As Corin passed the nearest pillar, he could see that there were recent signs of temporary habitation, but there were no water sources.

			Whilst the warband then set up their lean-to shelters within the shade of the first pillar, Corin ensured that an appropriate perimeter defence was established, including sending some of the felrin pack to scout the immediate surrounding desert for threats. A number of these beasts headed north and east, seeking out the Byn’Addui pursuers, but some also set off south and west to patrol previously unexplored territory.

			As soon as Corin sat down beside Agbeth on their bedroll, he realised that he was exhausted. He also recognised that at least part of that fatigue was arising from his connection with Blackpaw. Indeed, within moments the beast stalked over and slumped down beside Corin’s simple lean-to, before falling asleep almost immediately.

			‘Blackpaw’s shattered,’ said Agbeth. ‘As are so many of the others who were badly injured then healed.’

			Corin nodded, then moved closer to the sleeping beast, stroking its fur and yawning as he said, ‘I know. But still alive, thank the Gods. I was going to ask Blackpaw to climb partway up that pillar to give me a view of the surrounding lands, but I think I’ll wait for now.’

			Agbeth moved over to him, and placed her hand onto his back. ‘Both of you need to rest. You look just as tired, Corin. Go to sleep, and I’ll make sure that the camp is sorted, with Kernon and Rennik’s help.’

			Corin recognised that Agbeth was correct. He felt completely depleted, which he suspected was also a consequence of his opening himself up to Leanna when she had healed his people.

			He was still thinking about the blonde-haired woman, and her miraculous deed, when his head touched his bedroll and sleep claimed him.

			–

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			It was late afternoon by the time that he awoke, the south-westerly sun having begun its descent. He had been lost in wearied slumber for hours, but he jerked awake with these words still echoing in his mind.

			He was disorientated as he raised his head, before memories came flooding back of the dreadful encounter with the brown-haired killer. Through their shared connection, he could also feel Blackpaw rousing, and he could sense that much of the beast’s energy had been restored.

			Agbeth was not beside him, and he looked up, searching for her. It took him just seconds to locate her at the lean-to of Leanna. Corin’s wife was sitting beside Hellin, and the two of them were engaged in animated conversation with Leanna and her companion Amyss. The burly protector Caddin was standing nearby, clearly not participating, although he appeared more relaxed at this moment than at any prior point so far.

			Corin was about to move towards them when Kernon approached him, looking concerned.

			‘What is it?’ asked Corin.

			‘We’ve had sight of the Byn’Addui again, in the distance to the north,’ said Kernon. ‘In greater numbers than before, like they’ve gathered more men. They rode away when the felrin approached, but they must be feeling bolder if they’re showing themselves in daylight.’

			Corin frowned, looking up at the nearest rock pillar, before he asked, ‘Have they fired any arrows at us?’

			‘No, but if they’re revealing themselves now, I suspect that another attack’s going to come tonight. You need to know, our people don’t like it, Corin, particularly after the beating we took earlier. These natives seek to kill and wound us, but we’re not allowed to properly attack them. That can’t go on for much longer, not with the losses we’ve suffered.’

			‘I know. I’ve tried to avoid fighting them, but soon they’ll leave us no choice.’

			Kernon then gestured towards Leanna of Arlais. ‘Although, if we suffer injuries… she’s a useful person to have around.’

			‘Yes. She’s powerful. Very powerful.’

			Blackpaw was rising and stretching beside them, and again Corin looked up towards the closest rock pillar.

			‘You said that we came to this land in pursuit of other people with powers,’ stated Kernon. ‘She’s one of those?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And the man was the other?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘He was a fucking dangerous bastard. I tried to charge him, but I couldn’t get near to him in the press of bodies. Part of me thanks Banta that I couldn’t though, given the way our weapons were bouncing off him, and how quick he was, but I still wish we could have found a way to hurt the bastard like the big grey-beard did. Or better still, to kill him.’

			‘I’m thankful that you weren’t hurt, Kernon.’

			‘And do you think that they’re both chosen by the Gods, like you?’

			‘In a way, yes. You’ve seen that they both have powers. But maybe they’ve been chosen by other gods, the gods of foreign lands. Not our Gods.’

			‘Is it safe to keep the woman with us, then? Whether she’s useful or not, if she’s that powerful, wouldn’t it be better to cut her throat while she’s sleeping?’

			Corin shook his head, and his tone was cold as he said, ‘You won’t touch her, Kernon, and nor will anyone else. Make that known. You saw what she did for us earlier, and for that action she deserves our protection. My protection. Do you understand?’

			Kernon raised his hands in a placating gesture. ‘Just talking, Corin. Just talking. I’d never do anything like that without your instruction, you know that. I’ll make sure everyone knows.’

			‘Very well. But for now, could you give me a few minutes please, brother, I have something that I’d like Blackpaw to do.’

			Corin then looked across at the felrin. Whilst he had been talking to Kernon, he had concluded that he needed to get a view of the lands to the south, west and north, to decide upon their next direction of travel. It was also apparent that they were unlikely to find another location nearby with such lofty views as could be provided by these giant pillars. He felt confident that Blackpaw’s strength had now recovered sufficiently to undertake the required climb.

			CLIMB. LOOK.

			Blackpaw set off immediately towards the nearest pillar, before starting to ascend its western-facing rock wall. The felrin was a combination of strength, grace and fluidity as it climbed, easily finding holds for its front and rear paws, and using its claws to dig into the rock where necessary.

			Blackpaw had ascended perhaps fifty metres, reaching a rocky outcrop which protruded an arms-length from the pillar, when Corin instructed the beast to stop and to search for the Byn’Addui. Corin watched through Blackpaw’s eyes as it peered northward, its vision much sharper than his own.

			The felrin looked past the outlying perimeter of its kin which encircled the Chosen camp, gazing outwards across the shallow surrounding hills. Byn’Addui riders were readily identifiable in the distance, perhaps a mile away. Several hundred metres beyond these, Blackpaw could also perceive a large encampment, which Corin guessed contained the main body of the Byn’Addui pursuers.

			

			He frowned, estimating from the scale of that camp that a couple of hundred of the native warriors were now tracking his people, confirming that their numbers had increased. He would need to decide soon what he was going to do about them, but Kernon had articulated what Corin had already been thinking; it seemed increasingly unlikely that he would be able to avoid a battle, however much he might wish to.

			Blackpaw then turned its head and looked westward towards the vast line of mountains which started to the distant west of their position, and then ranged southwards. Somewhere in that mountain range was Aiduel’s Gate, though the line of peaks was still too remote for the beast to perceive the city, even with its enhanced vision.

			As Blackpaw’s gaze then roamed across the intervening lands, Corin noticed an unusual cluster of shapes and structures to the north-west, which he immediately perceived to be man-made rather than natural. Blackpaw focused upon this area, which was many miles away, and Corin’s suspicion was confirmed; there was a sprawl of buildings in the distant desert.

			It was his first sighting of an Addui town since leaving the coast, and he recognised that the existence of such a settlement would likely also mean that there would be a source of water, although this would be protected by potentially hostile natives.

			Blackpaw’s gaze then moved southwards, until Corin identified what appeared to be a second distant settlement, even further away to the south-west. However, the felrin’s focus did not linger there, because of what Corin noticed upon the intervening barren land, many miles away from the three pillars.

			There was a massive cloud of dust swirling above the desert surface. It was formed as a murky, churning column, hundreds of metres long, which clearly was not a natural phenomenon. Even from a great distance, Corin could perceive through Blackpaw’s eyes what was creating this disturbance.

			An extensive column of people and animals – an army? – was crossing the desert. There had to be several thousand within that procession, dwarfing the Byn’Addui numbers to the north.

			Corin grimaced as he observed this through Blackpaw’s eyes. He could not be certain, but it appeared that this column was moving in a north-easterly direction.

			Seemingly, towards Corin’s people.

			–

			‘We have to decide what to do, without any delay,’ said Corin.

			He had gathered his trusted group of advisers; Agbeth, Hellin, Kernon and Rennik. In addition, conscious of the nascent nature of their relationship, he had also invited Leanna and her companions to join the meeting. He had just finished explaining what Blackpaw had observed from the outcrop of rock.

			‘My choice is to move away from here as soon as possible, travelling fast to the north-west,’ he continued. ‘There are thousands in that army to the south, and I’ve no desire to fight that many. If we need to battle the Byn’Addui to the north, to break out from here, so be it, but I hope that they’ll flee from us if we move towards them.’

			‘Can you fight that army to the south-west, if you needed to?’ asked Leanna. ‘And survive?’

			‘My people and I killed a horde of thousands of murderers called the Kurakee, to save our lands. With my powers, and my felrin, and the way I feel stronger around you, Leanna, I believe that we’ll also be able to defeat this army to the south. If we need to. But the Kurakee were evil, and they deserved their fate. I have no hate for these Addui, and we’re the intruders in their lands. If possible, I’d prefer to avoid a fight, and to avoid killing them.’

			The blonde-haired woman nodded as if in approval, before asking, ‘Your powers? I heard your voice during the fight earlier today. You can… control people?’

			‘In a manner, yes, and I’ll tell you more as we get to know and trust each other better. But now’s not the time for such a discussion. We need to decide what we’re going to do.’

			‘I’m with you, Corin,’ said Agbeth. ‘We should head north-west, even if it’s taking us away from the direct route to Aiduel’s Gate, and we should fight only if we need to.’

			‘I agree,’ said Hellin.

			‘Me too,’ added Kernon. ‘So long as you let us attack these Byn’Addui if they come directly for us.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Corin, as Rennik also nodded in agreement. ‘Leanna, what’s your choice? You’re not of my warband, and I’ve no authority to tell you what to do, but my people and I choose to travel north-west from here.’

			

			‘And we support that choice,’ said Leanna, before looking to both of her companions to confirm their agreement. ‘I have the power to keep an army at bay with my golden barriers, as you saw earlier today, and to offer protection if the Byn’Addui attack as we move away from here. But I can’t do that forever, and I also don’t want to see more deaths as a result of our presence in these lands.’

			‘Very well, we’re all agreed then,’ said Corin, before turning to Kernon and Rennik. ‘Issue the orders to break camp, and let our people know that we’re likely to be travelling throughout the night. We need to get far away from here, and fast.’

			–

			After the sun had set, making it less likely that they would be visible to the army to the south-west, the Chosen warband departed from their temporary encampment, heading north-westwards out into the desert.

			Corin’s hope was that the southern army was not travelling directly towards the prominent landmark of the three pillars, and had some other destination as their target. However, he would not rely on hope alone, and his people would need to move quickly for the entire night to reduce the risk of mass bloodshed.

			Of course, there would still be a threat of attacks by the closer Byn’Addui, and the felrin and warriors who were flanking the main column would need to be vigilant against that more imminent danger.

			Beyond that line of defence, Corin and Leanna of Arlais, if she was true to her word, would act as the protectors of the warband. He could see her at this moment, walking ahead of him. She was beside her companion Amyss, but appeared to be maintaining a careful distance from her grey-bearded guard and his power-draining medallions. As a result, Corin could feel her golden presence pulsing, replenishing his energy and making him feel more powerful.

			He was taken aback by how much his perspective had shifted within a single day. From the moment that morning when he had first become aware of Leanna’s proximity, the preceding hours had been extremely eventful. Indeed, it was probably the most consequential day of Corin’s life since the Battle of Karn. He had met two of his own kind, named Illborn, and he had fought against and had almost been killed by the relentless, frenzied violence of one of them.

			In contrast, with Agbeth’s encouragement, he had now chosen to travel with the other, this Leanna whom his wife had immediately trusted, and who had repaid that trust by saving the lives of so many of his people. This woman who seemed so familiar despite being a stranger, whom he could remember sitting with during a vision on a clifftop, as she had smiled and laughed.

			In the coming days and weeks, he believed that he and Leanna of Arlais were going to face many more obstacles on the journey to Aiduel’s Gate. During that time, he wanted to get to know her better, and to find out what she knew, and he hoped that she would continue to be worthy of his trust. And he of hers.

			Given the challenges which this desert and its native people posed, they might need to depend on each other if they were ever to reach the Gate of their dreams. And whatever personal conflict might face them after that, if only one would be able to claim the power which Corin believed was awaiting them, they would have to deal with at the necessary time.
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			As Arion staggered towards the crest of the hill, he took a final glance over his shoulder towards the Bergen warband. The barbarian leader, whose pulsing presence Arion could still feel, so far appeared to have been true to his word. Arion had been allowed to walk away from their camp, unimpeded by the many warriors and beasts who were watching his departure with hostile eyes. However, his sword had not been returned to him.

			Despite the proximity of the red-haired Illborn whom Leanna had named as Corin of the Karn, Arion’s recent exertions and injury had left him drained, and he felt vulnerable. The shoulder of his sword-arm was throbbing badly, following what he believed to have been a dislocation caused by Caddin Sendromm’s strike. The burly man had subsequently relocated the bone in the joint on Leanna’s instruction, an act which had caused Arion excruciating pain, following which the priestess had tried to use her healing powers. Her efforts had only been partially successful, her ability somehow weakened when directed against him, although she had managed to reduce the intensity of his agony.

			As the expanse of desert on the far side of the crest now came into view, Arion raised his eyes to look for his horse. There was no sign of it, other than tracks where it had apparently fled from the charging monsters, heading northwards. He considered briefly whether to pursue this trail, but he recognised that if the horse had started to gallop amidst its panic, it could already be miles away. He might walk for hours in that direction, never catching up, and each step would be taking him further away from Fort Upholder. That would be a fruitless and depleting effort, though he realised with dismay that his mount had been carrying an essential supply.

			By the Lord, my waterskins were in the saddlebags!

			He was without water, exposed beneath the building heat of the desert sun, and Fort Upholder would be over a day’s walk away. It had not occurred to him to ask Leanna for a waterskin, and he had no intention now of going back to request one. He would therefore need to endure the physical trial of the journey back to the fort without anything to drink.

			As he set off walking eastwards, his feet crunching on the desert surface, his mind was replaying his final exchanges with Leanna.

			Lord preserve me, how could she turn on me like that?

			After everything that he had done for the priestess, after saving her life twice, her disloyalty was leaving a bitter taste in his dry mouth. She had been aloof in these last few months, for reasons which he had never properly understood, but he had always continued to hope that they might reconcile.

			Then she had committed her first act of duplicity by furtively leaving Fort Upholder, making a conscious decision not to inform him or to say goodbye. But even after that, he had been immediately willing to put her interests above his own, and he had been prepared to risk his own wellbeing by riding out into this desert to rescue her.

			And how had she repaid his loyalty and concern? How? With betrayal, treachery, and abandonment, that was how! In the final reckoning, she had turned against him, and had fought alongside a barbarian stranger, the red-haired Corin of the Karn. A man who led, and who must have created, the very type of monsters which had killed Kalyane.

			Arion could clearly recall how Leanna had used her powers to drive him down to the ground, delaying him as he had attempted to forge forward to kill the Bergen leader. Then, when he had been about to end that monster-creating Illborn’s life, Leanna’s protector Sendromm had intervened, neutralising Arion’s power with those cursed medallions before striking him down.

			Further, as if that had not been enough, Leanna had been angry at him in the aftermath of the battle! She had shouted at him, had accused him of being a monster, and had forced him under the threat of death to promise to return to Fort Upholder.

			By the Lord, how dare she be full of such self-righteous anger, as if I was the one in the wrong!

			Her lack of gratitude for his actions was appalling. If not for Arion’s sacrifice, she would have long ago been ashes on a pyre outside of Arlais, but how conveniently she had forgotten that. How ungratefully too had she cast aside what he had done to save her life on the quayside in Septholme. How could she have casually disregarded those deeds, and have chosen to ally with a barbarian, a man she could have only just met, over him? A man who created monsters, and who led a pillaging warband from a country of murderers and rapists!

			And she had also chosen to prefer the company of that sneering bastard Sendromm over him. The burly protector had been the one to drive the initial wedge between Arion and Leanna, somehow poisoning her thoughts against him with malicious whispers. And now the man had injured Arion’s shoulder, and had threatened to kill him.

			Lord preserve me, if I ever see that grey-bearded old bastard again, he’s a dead man!

			All of this was churning through Arion’s mind as his feet trudged eastwards across the dry desert surface, the heat of his building anger matched only by the soaring temperature of the rising sun.

			–

			He had been walking for two hours, his mouth parched, his head aching, and his shoulder still throbbing, when he first noticed one of the monsters to the north-west. He had been turning his head to check his surroundings when he caught a glimpse of it, several hundred metres away.

			He recognised immediately what the creature’s presence was likely to mean. The red-haired Illborn must have sent this beast out to trail him, and potentially to try to attack him if he was vulnerable.

			Even in his weakened and weaponless state, Arion knew that his powers should be more than sufficient to kill the monster if it assailed him directly in daylight. However, its presence would make any time spent walking in the hours of darkness more perilous, and he recognised that he would not be able to sleep until he had returned to Fort Upholder, even though he had already missed a night of rest.

			It was going to be a long walk back.

			–

			In the hours which followed, Arion was turning his injured body more frequently to check the areas to his blindside, and whilst doing this he became aware of a second of the foul beasts, also stalking him from a distance. It made him wonder whether Leanna was aware that her new ally had sent these creatures out to commit murder.

			By late afternoon, the heat of the sun was stifling. Arion’s clothes were plastered to his back, and his throat had become painfully dry. He occasionally tried to generate moisture in his mouth by chewing his teeth together, but that had become much less effective as the day went on.

			The monsters were still with him, and he was continuing to navigate by using the sun to maintain a south-easterly direction. He was uncertain about his exact location, but he expected to eventually cross out of the desert and into the more fertile grasslands. If he reached that terrain, he could then concentrate on finding the precise way back to the fort.

			His shoulder was aching badly, and he hoped that the damage from Sendromm’s hammering blow would not be long-term and serious. Certainly, the movement in his sword-arm was restricted and painful, and he wondered how it would feel when he next used his powers.

			Eventually, the sun started to descend, offering some relief from the baking heat, but also threatening to increase the danger from the creatures which were tracking him. Indeed, he had spotted a third such trailing beast, and he felt certain that they were going to attack him as soon as darkness covered the land.

			By the Lord, how did I get myself into this?

			He was therefore still alert, and ready for threats, when he first spotted a handful of riders to the east. Four riders, he quickly discerned, and it was immediately evident that this group had also detected him as they turned their horses and began to ride towards him.

			Arion understood that he would have little chance of outrunning mounted warriors, and he was also conscious of the creatures which were trailing him to the west. As the horsemen drew closer, he was therefore preparing to fight, and was hoping that his injury would not significantly impede his abilities.

			However, once the riders came within a recognisable distance, he was able to relax. From their equipment and posture, he identified them as his own people. Indeed, as they rode even closer, he realised that the lead horseman was Sir Castigan. The veteran soldier of the Order reined in his horse just a few metres from Arion.

			‘Lord Arion, thank the Lord that we’ve found you in time,’ stated Castigan. He then appeared to take note of Arion’s dehydrated state, and he held out his water canteen. ‘Here, drink from this. Take your fill.’

			Arion grasped the container with gratitude, then took several long gulps of wonderfully refreshing water, feeling life flooding back into his body. As soon as he had finished drinking, he looked back westwards, searching for any sign of the creatures which had been trailing him.

			‘What is it?’ asked Castigan, sudden alarm in his voice. ‘Are Addui tracking you? Are they near?’

			‘No,’ said Arion, detecting no sign of the monsters. ‘There are… beasts in the desert. Dangerous beasts.’

			‘Beasts?’ repeated Castigan, his tone doubtful. ‘But you look like you’ve been in a fight, and a nasty one, too. You’ve lost your mount and your weapon? And it appears… you’re injured?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Fighting Addui, or… beasts?’

			‘It’s a long story.’

			‘In that case, you must tell me on the way back, as you ride behind me. And you can also explain what led to your decision to leave the fort. By the Lord, you’ve created quite a stir, you know. For anyone but Arion the Invincible, I think Cendorn would have abandoned you to your fate in the desert, but given what you did yesterday, and your value to our cause, your brother and I convinced the commander to allow me to search for you. If not for the circumstances which we’re now facing though, I think he’d be intending to discipline you for leaving without permission.’

			‘I’m… very grateful that you’ve found me. This walk, without anything to drink, has been tough.’ After saying this, Arion took another long, delicious swallow of water.

			‘But come now, Lord Arion, we can’t afford to waste time here,’ said Castigan, his gaze darting to take in their surrounds. ‘This place is dangerous, and we’re already close to missing my deadline to return. Climb up behind me, we must move with urgency. We’re evacuating Fort Upholder.’

			‘What?’ asked Arion, as he mounted the horse behind the knight.

			‘We’re evacuating Fort Upholder. Urgently. That’s why we need to get back.’

			‘Why, what’s happened?’

			Castigan had already encouraged his horse into a trot, the other three riders mirroring this action, as he replied, ‘Shortly after you left, Commander Cendorn received urgent orders from Lord Commander Andross. A horde of Addui have invaded the Enclave to the south. They’re driving forward towards Arron, and we think that another vast infidel force might be on its way to Fort Upholder. Cendorn has been ordered to abandon the fort.’

			‘By the Lord. Abandon the fort, to go where?’

			‘We’re to return to Sen Josias, to bolster the garrison there. Your brother is organising the fort’s evacuation, even as we speak. May The Lord Aiduel be with us, Lord Arion, but the days of raids and border skirmishes are over. It seems that we are at war.’

			–

			It was several hours after sunset when they arrived back at Fort Upholder, but the fortress compound was alive with activity, illuminated by countless torches on the battlements and within the settlement. The remainder of Arion’s journey had been unimpeded by the monsters which had been trailing him, and indeed he had seen nothing more of the creatures after Sir Castigan’s arrival.

			As Arion and Castigan rode into the fortress compound through the main gates, they passed several horse-drawn carts, laden with people and equipment, which were headed in the opposite direction. A handful of cavalrymen were riding alongside these vehicles, escorting them, although every occupant also appeared to be armed with some type of makeshift weapon.

			Lord preserve me, they’re clearing the place out!

			Castigan hailed several people whom they passed, while Arion’s gaze was soon roaming across the bustling crowd within the compound for signs of Delrin and his family. He was relieved to spot them near to his brother’s home, and he immediately climbed down from Castigan’s mount.

			‘We’re both to be part of the rearguard, protecting the evacuation, Lord Arion,’ called Castigan as Arion started to move away. ‘Speak to your brother first, if you must, but after that you’re under orders to report to Commander Cendorn. And find yourself a new mount!’

			Arion shouted his acknowledgement, then started to push through the crowds towards his brother. At one point, his shoulder was banged as he jostled past a hurrying soldier, the resulting burst of pain forcefully reminding him of his injury.

			As he drew closer to Delrin, he could see that his brother was standing beside another open-top horse-drawn wagon, this one loaded with over twenty civilians. Two soldiers were seated at the front of the vehicle, and a third was squatting in the wagon body. Shalina was one of the civilian passengers, and she was leaning over the wagon’s side, her son Conran held in the crook of one arm. Her free hand was resting tenderly on Delrin’s face.

			Arion had been about to shout his brother’s name, but he waited as Shalina leaned closer to Delrin, and as the two of them kissed in what was clearly a loving moment of parting.

			After the kiss had broken, Arion finally called, ‘Delrin!’

			Within a few seconds of hearing this, the older brother was gripping Arion in a tight bearhug, one which caused another intense flash of pain.

			‘Lord preserve me, brother!’ said Delrin, still patting Arion’s back with force as they separated. ‘You’re an idiot, but damn am I relieved to see you.’

			‘And I you, Del,’ said Arion, before moving closer to Shalina and asking, ‘You’re evacuating with Conran?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, worry evident in her expression. ‘I wanted Del to travel with us, but his orders are to stay behind.’

			‘I’m to command the rearguard, protecting the evacuation,’ stated Delrin. ‘And I’ll need you to join my force, Arion. Though it seems that you’re injured?’

			‘Yes… but I’m sure I can still fight. I’m sorry for-’

			‘You owe me an explanation, brother,’ interrupted Delrin, ‘and an apology. But now’s not the time, I’ve got an evacuation to oversee. You can tell me why you rode off, and apologise properly, when we’re all back together behind the walls of Sen Josias.’

			Delrin then moved back towards Shalina, and leaned in to kiss Conran on the top of the boy’s head. After that, he shouted a command and the wagon containing his small family started to trundle through the bustling crowd towards the main gates. In the moments which followed, Delrin’s eyes were closed and his head was bowed, and Arion realised that his brother was praying.

			Arion turned away, considering what he would need to do in the hours ahead. First, he would have to find Sergeant Derrson, to ensure that the evacuation of the Western Canasar soldiers and civilians was being properly coordinated. After that, it would be time to seek out and speak to Commander Cendorn, a conversation which he was not looking forward to.

			–

			‘…and just let me emphasise again, if you weren’t who you are, I’d have been happy to let the infidels have you. And the next time that you do something like this, I’ll be a damn sight less tolerant. No one undermines our command structure by abandoning their post without permission, ever, do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Commander,’ replied Arion. He had just been on the receiving end of a two-minute rant, which he was certain would have been much longer if Cendorn had not been so hurried and harassed by the upheaval around them. ‘I understand.’

			‘But now,’ said Cendorn, lowering his voice, ‘we’re at war, and you might be our deadliest weapon. Just kill hundreds of the infidel scum, starting with your role in the rearguard, and I might decide to forget this.’

			‘I will,’ said Arion. ‘And in relation to that, Commander, what exactly do we know about what the enemy are doing? We know that they’re invading the Enclave, but what else? Sir Castigan referred to a letter from Arron?’

			‘I don’t have time to give you the full details. We’ve got a dozen scouts out to the west, and I’m waiting for them to return and report whether the enemy are approaching here. But my focus right now is on this evacuation.’ Cendorn then paused, appearing to consider, before adding, ‘Here, you’re a leader, so read this if you want to know how serious our situation is, but make sure that you give it back to me once you’ve read it. It’s from Lord Commander Andross. Then get yourself a horse and a weapon, and be ready to fight.’

			He handed a folded document to Arion, then turned away, shouting orders at a pair of junior officers. Arion read the letter quickly, absorbing every word:

			 

			Commander Cendorn

			I write to you with the heaviest of hearts, at this moment of great crisis and challenge for the Enclave, for our blessed Order of Saint Amena, and for the Holy Church. I have sent this message on three different birds, and I pray to The Lord that at least one of them has reached you in sufficient time.

			The Addui, led by the heretic warlord Baladris, have unleashed total war against the Enclave. In the last twenty-four hours, every fort on the border to the west of Arron has come under sudden and ferocious assault from a vast enemy army, the likes of which we have not faced since the darkest nights of the Second Crusade. It appears that Baladris has raised a terrible horde of his infidel people against us, and they have initiated an unholy war.

			Forts Bulwark and Sentinel have already fallen to devastating attacks, and Fort Bastion is besieged and cut-off. To the best of our knowledge, the enemy are not taking time to secure their conquests, and they are driving on towards Arron, killing and burning as they advance. They are executing every soldier of the Order whom they capture, and our men need to understand that to surrender is to die. It seems now that Baladris will not be satisfied with capturing our outlying forts and slaughtering our innocent faithful, but it appears that he also wants to decapitate our presence in these lands by conquering Arron and by annihilating the Order of Saint Amena.

			The enemy has not yet reached our capital city, and our gates currently remain open for evacuees, but soon we are likely to find ourselves besieged and cut-off from the surrounding lands, other than for access by sea. When the infidels finally arrive, our Order will fight to the last man or woman alive to defend what is ours. The fanatical Baladris appears intent on overrunning the city and wiping us out, but we will resist to the end if necessary.

			Our information is otherwise imperfect, but we expect the infidel invasion soon to also encompass the northern and southern regions of the Enclave, and to reach Fort Upholder within days. Indeed, it is possible as you read this message that you have already come under attack or that such an assault is imminent.

			Given the scale of the enemy action, and the relative recent depletion of our reinforcements since the war started in Angall, I am ordering all frontier fort commanders to withdraw from their positions with urgency, and to retreat to the nearest major town or city. I want to consolidate our military forces within the fortified coastal settlements of Arron, Sen Josias and Sen Rellinas, where we may continue to be supplied and reinforced by sea, and from where we will still be able to move our forces between locations as circumstances require.

			I therefore order you to withdraw the entire garrison and civilian population at Fort Upholder with urgent haste (within twenty-four hours of receiving this message, at the very latest), and to place yourself and your forces under the command of Lord Jurron in Sen Josias (whom I have also written to). Please attempt to transport all equipment and provisions to Sen Josias, particularly food supplies, but otherwise destroy any surplus, poison the wells, and do not leave an intact fortification for the Addui.

			I have also written again to His Eminence Archlaw Paulius, to request that he sends urgent military aid as we attempt to counter this fanatical threat to the very existence of the Enclave. I have warned His Eminence previously and repeatedly, alas to no avail, that Addui aggression such as this would be a possible or indeed likely consequence of the prolonged war in Angall. However, it gives me no satisfaction to have been proven correct, and I hope that this crisis will finally encourage His Eminence to concentrate the resources of Angall on an immediate Third Crusade, to end this Holy Land conflict once and for all.

			I have dispatched this plea to the Archlaw on three of our fastest ships, though I am fully aware that it will be months before any significant assistance from Angall can reach us. The survival of the Enclave against Baladris’s aggression will therefore rest during the weeks ahead in the hands, weaponry and faith of the people we have, and every soldier of the Order must be prepared to give his life for our holy cause, and to extract the greatest toll in blood from the infidels.

			To reiterate, you must act upon my commands to evacuate your garrison from Fort Upholder with urgent haste. Note by my seal on this document, and by the updated code words below that seal, that these are my authentic instructions.

			May The Lord Aiduel be with us in these dark times, may He deliver us from that darkness, and may He guide us all to victory and to glory.

			Yours, in the Grace of Aiduel,

			Lord Commander Dennor Andross

			–

			Shortly after dawn on the next morning, Arion was amidst a company of sixty cavalry, commanded by Delrin, who were gathered in the shadow of Fort Upholder’s western walls. Arion’s gaze was fixed upon the distant desert horizon, although occasionally he needed to blink because of the smoke which was drifting across his position.

			Behind him, the fortress and its adjoining settlement were in flames. The final decision to set fire to the compound and to poison the wells had been taken after Cendorn’s scouts had reported seeing a massive infidel army in the western desert. The fortress had been stripped of as many provisions and equipment as could be transported, and the remaining goods and buildings had then been set alight, to prevent them from falling into Addui hands.

			The last wagonload of civilians had departed from the compound two hours earlier. Arion was satisfied that everyone who had come from Western Canasar had been accounted for and evacuated, with the exception of the notable three who had betrayed him in the desert.

			He was aware that Delrin’s orders were to skirmish with and to delay any outriders who were ahead of the main Addui force, to secure as much time as possible for the evacuees to reach Sen Josias. Given where the Addui had been reported to be camping, it was likely that any such advance riders would be travelling towards and past Fort Upholder.

			The evacuating wagons and people would require a full day and night of unbroken travel to reach their coastal sanctuary, and that was the length of time which Arion expected the rearguard cavalry to be skirmishing for, gradually making their own way back eastwards as they were doing so.

			Arion had managed to secure a handful of hours of sleep in the middle of the night, for which he was thankful, although he was feeling bleary-eyed. His shoulder was still aching, but the pain he was suffering seemed bearable. He had also obtained a new mount, a replacement sword, and a bulging waterskin, and he was certain that each of these would be vital in the long and taxing day ahead.

			By the Lord, I’m at war again!

			The irony of his situation did not elude him. He had come to this land to escape the downfall of the House of Sepian, and to seek refuge from the tragedy which had befallen him in Western Canasar. But now it seemed that he was once again going to face battle against an invading foe. He had watched his loved ones die during the invasion of his homeland, and his sole remaining sibling would also now be risking his life in this coming conflict. Could this possibly end as disastrously as the war in Andar?

			Arion could at least take some comfort from the fact that, his injury notwithstanding, his powers seemed even greater now than they had been whilst in Andar. The men around him were clearly reassured by his presence, and he had heard the words Arion the Invincible spoken several times since they had mustered here.

			He also recognised that his growing abilities presented another possibility. Rather than being a herald of disaster, would this coming war instead offer him a chance to attain the untarnished glory which he had once craved? Would it provide an opportunity to be the hero who would deliver victory to the people of the Enclave? And could such a deed also offer him a measure of redemption?

			Or would it simply lead to him killing yet more people, to add to the many unfortunates in the Holy Desert who had already fallen victim to his supernatural violence?

			By the Lord, I wish I knew the answer.

			However, there were some matters of which he was certain. He was going to fight for the people of the Enclave and the Order of Saint Amena, he was going to kill their enemy, and he was going to claim his victory. And not only that, but this time he would do everything in his power to keep his brother alive.

			‘There.’

			

			The word had been spoken by Delrin, who was pointing into the distance. Arion’s brother had been awake and agitated for the entire night, clearly perturbed by his separation from Shalina and Conran. However, his tone was ice-cold as he said this, drawing the gaze of Arion and many others.

			The Addui riders were still half a mile away, approaching slowly in a line hundreds of metres wide. It was immediately apparent that these were not outriders, or advance forces, but that they represented the main body of this northern infidel army. Arion knew that his cavalry company had no prospect of engaging and surviving a force of such size, even with his own powers to enhance them.

			‘If they send outriders and scouts, we skirmish, then we withdraw, then we skirmish and withdraw,’ shouted Delrin. ‘But we keep this much distance from that main line of troops at all times. We are not to engage the main force under any circumstances, understand? Now ready yourselves, it’s time to move east.’

			Arion grimaced, then turned his horse in unison with the other cavalrymen, preparing to head eastwards past the burning fortress. He looked back at the Addui line as he rode away, feeling certain that before this dawning day had ended, his sword would be tasting blood.

			For the days and weeks to come, he would try to forget about Leanna and her crushing betrayal. And he would also try to ignore questions about the Gate and his recurring dream, or thoughts about what Leanna and the barbarian Corin of the Karn were intending to achieve by travelling into the desert together.

			In contrast, in the weeks ahead, Arion’s considerations were likely to become much simpler. Kill or be killed, achieve victory, and strive to keep his surviving family alive.

			For Arion, the war in the Holy Land was about to begin.
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			Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere was sitting in his wooden rocking chair, with a woollen blanket spread over his lower half to protect him from the winter chill. He was in his personal bedchambers within his palace, with his chair placed close to the hearth and its blazing fire. In front of him was a small oak table, upon which was set an open iron lockbox containing an old, yellowing scroll and a collection of silver medallions. Alongside the table, set at a perfect right-angle, was a second, empty chair.

			Renvarin had just recovered from a prolonged and painful bout of coughing, and his expression was sombre as he stared at the handkerchief in his right hand. He had used the soft material to cover his mouth, and it was now stained by a combination of phlegm and blood, the latter spattered across the white silk.

			There was far too much blood.

			I’m dying. The great Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere is finally dying, and all that’s left for me now is to secure my legacy.

			He had celebrated his eightieth birthday just months earlier, an occasion which had been a cause for rejoicing across Angall and the Holy Land. However, given the rapid deterioration of his health since then, he was not going to survive to reach eighty-one. Indeed, he suspected that he had less than a handful of weeks remaining.

			That was why his personal legacy had been at the forefront of his mind in recent weeks, and why it was time to take the final actions necessary to consolidate and to protect that legacy.

			He knew that he had lived a life which would be recognised by history as full of monumental achievements. For almost four decades, he had been a colossus at the peak of the Holy Church, driving the organisation to unparalleled influence and power during the uncertain aftermath of The Lord’s Ascension. Indeed, his name deserved to be heralded as a shining example of how one could be both relentlessly industrious and virtuous.

			The High Council has promised me that I’ll be raised to sainthood following my passing, and I completely deserve it.

			He was aware that his deeds would be recorded in reverential terms by theologians and historians, and he would forever be recalled as one of the greatest men to ever live. That felt like a certainty, unless something happened in future to sully his illustrious name.

			And the greatest threat to how the esteemed Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere would be regarded in future years, the most significant risk to him being granted and retaining sainthood after his death, was the prophesied return of The Lord Aiduel. A return which only he knew about.

			After Renvarin’s moment of epiphany following the storm, over twenty years earlier, he had done much to safeguard against the possibility of The Lord’s return. During the intervening time, he had remained vigilant for the arrival of the Great Darkening, although the event had never come to pass. Nonetheless, he could take satisfaction that he had been ready for it.

			Over the course of two extended Grand Council sessions in the last two decades, the Holy Book had been significantly revised to reflect the Holy Church’s contemporary interpretations. As a key aspect of that, references to the Gate had been altered at the High Council’s behest to remove any sense of it as a literal entity.

			

			No one had ever been able to travel through the sealed, sacred tunnel, which had been completely built over and hidden, so knowledge of the Gate was anyway fading from memory with the passing of older generations. However, Renvarin had nonetheless been keen to gradually but persistently expunge its place in Holy Church doctrine. If The Lord Aiduel did not know of the Gate, were He to return, perhaps He would not be able to find it and reclaim His godhood?

			The name of the city Aiduel’s Gate had become too ingrained to change, however. The most recent Grand Council had therefore produced the theological explanation that the Gate in the title was a metaphor, a reflection of The Lord’s spiritual journey through a gateway from ignorant mortality to divinity and enlightenment. That rationale was now being taught in Colleges of Aiduel throughout the land, and an entire generation of scholars and priests would soon hold a different view of the truth of the Holy City.

			Of course, none of these actions had ultimately been necessary within Renvarin’s lifetime, because The Lord had not returned. The Great Darkening had never occurred, and Renvarin knew that a lesser man might have been satisfied to leave things there. However, when he had recently been contemplating his legacy, he had begun to worry more about what would happen if The Lord Aiduel was to return after his death.

			If The Lord one day reclaimed His power and then discovered the extent of Renvarin’s deceit, the reputation of the saintly Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere might still be ruined. This was a much less concerning prospect than The Lord’s return during Renvarin’s lifetime, but if a potential future threat to his legacy could also be mitigated without any current risk or cost, then why not do so?

			Why not indeed? I owe it to myself and to my place in history.

			He dabbed his mouth with his handkerchief now, and his eyes moved to the yellowing scroll in the iron lockbox. Though it looked identical, this was not the original letter which had been written by The Lord Aiduel, and subsequently transported to Sen Aiduel by the late Archlaw Bahone. This document was a fake, a doctored forgery.

			After much consideration, Renvarin had finally concluded that the best means to mitigate the threat to his legacy was to produce a false letter, a forged document purporting to be the final words of The Lord. A letter which would ultimately be passed on to his successor, and which would ensure that the risk of The Lord ever returning to His power, and revealing Renvarin’s deception, was greatly reduced.

			After resolving to do this, weeks earlier, Renvarin had initially pondered how to frame the false document. For it to be effective, it would need to reveal enough information for his successors to recognise the Great Darkening above Sen Aiduel, and to identify the five returning figures. Much of that information was contained in the original, genuine letter which The Lord Aiduel had left behind. It had just needed someone with a more… cunning skill with language, to twist those words. To use The Lord’s own story, to create an incentive for The Lord and these four… others, to be hunted and killed, were they ever to return.

			And no one has ever had more skill with language than me.

			Renvarin had therefore rewritten The Lord’s final letter, drafting a significantly distorted version, and he had created a name for the five which would inspire fear. After finishing this work, he had subsequently procured the secret services of a skilled forger to transfer that revised text onto an aged parchment, to produce a document which was indiscernible from The Lord’s own hand. It had been a genuine tragedy when that talented individual had later been set upon and killed by robbers on the road, but the letter which he had crafted was a work of art which looked as old and authentic as the original.

			It’s a document which will undoubtedly serve its purpose.

			Renvarin smiled at the thought, then reached out to touch the false scroll in the iron lockbox. It was ready for his successor, and for the important meeting to come.

			At that moment, there was a knock on the door of his bedchambers.

			‘Enter,’ he called, keeping his voice low to avoid setting off another fit of coughing.

			The door opened and a short, balding man entered the room, wearing robes which were expensively tailored. Archprime Criggius Matrinn was twenty years younger than Renvarin, and he was in much better health. He was the second most senior member of the High Council, and he was the Archlaw’s handpicked successor.

			Criggius moved across the room to approach the hearth, then stopped and bowed his head when he reached Renvarin.

			‘Your Eminence, you called for me?’ he said.

			‘Take a seat, my son,’ said Renvarin, again struggling to resist the cough which threatened. After Criggius was seated, he stated, ‘I’m afraid that my days are numbered, my friend.’

			The Archprime grimaced, and he looked genuinely upset as he said, ‘I know you, Your Eminence. Your willpower and your prayers will overcome this, as you’ve overcome so much else. Before we know it, you’ll be back to full health and leading us with your usual vigour.’

			Renvarin released a barking cough, raising the handkerchief to his mouth to capture any blood, then shook his head before smiling and saying, ‘Alas, we both know that’s not true this time, though I appreciate your kind attempt to cheer an old man up. However, if we might, I want to get straight on to important business, my son.’

			‘Of course, Your Eminence. How can I help?’

			Renvarin gestured towards the table and the open iron box, then said, ‘There’s something which I need to discuss with you, Archprime Criggius, as my chosen successor. Something of the greatest importance, relating to the contents of this box. It’s a secret which I’ve maintained as Archlaw for the many decades of my leadership, a burden which I’ve carried to shield others. But now that the end is near for me, that secret and burden will soon pass to you, as will the contents of this box. That’s why I’ve summoned you here today.’

			Criggius leaned forwards, appearing intrigued. ‘What secret, Your Eminence?’

			‘It relates to The Lord Aiduel, my son. And the words in His private final letter, written by His own hand, which only I have seen. But today, I’ll share those words with you, so that you may be prepared for what you’ll need to do when I’m gone.’

			After finishing saying this, Renvarin reached for the scroll in the box, but his gaze was fixed upon the eyes of the younger man.

			All I need to do is to convince him, and then my legacy will be secure.

			

			‘The first act which I want you to undertake when you become Archlaw,’ stated Renvarin, his tone solemn, ‘will be to copy this document in your own hand. And the first act of your successor will be to do the same. The words in this letter must be passed down across the years, the decades, and even the centuries, if necessary. We must be ready. You will soon understand why.’

			–

			After Criggius had later departed, Renvarin returned the scroll to the iron lockbox, and he locked the container.

			He then sat back in his rocking chair, feeling satisfied. His performance in front of his successor had been flawless, even whilst coping with a further awkward bout of coughing. Vitally, Archprime Criggius had seemed to fully believe him, and Renvarin felt confident that the younger man would undertake the necessary actions once he took charge of the Holy Church.

			And now there was one final act required, a last deed to ensure that Renvarin’s version of the truth was the one which endured. He wiped his mouth again, then reached into a deep pocket inside his robes and extracted a second scroll. This document was genuinely old, and indeed was the original letter as delivered by the unfortunate Archlaw Bahone, almost four decades earlier. It had remained in Renvarin’s possession for all that time, stored within his personal vault, and he had never made a genuine copy.

			Aiduel’s last words, but no one else will ever see them.

			There was no need for him to read them again. He took a deep breath then reached out, pausing for only a moment before dropping the document into the blazing fire. His gaze then remained upon the burning parchment as the flames seized hold, and he did not look away until everything had turned to ash. The physical evidence of The Lord’s true last words had finally been erased from the world, and the knowledge of that message would be completely gone once Renvarin had passed on.

			Henceforth, the truth would become that which was written in the fake letter to be inherited by Archprime Criggius, who would unwittingly act to protect Renvarin’s great legacy. As would every subsequent successor to the role of Archlaw, if Criggius played his part properly.

			Renvarin recognised that Aiduel and these others might never return, and The Lord’s prophecy might ultimately prove to be false. Indeed, given that so many years had passed since the Ascension, that possibility had to be given increasingly greater credence, and it seemed highly unlikely that Renvarin would ever witness the return within his own lifetime.

			However, if The Lord one day did return, and these others with Him, Renvarin’s actions would ensure that they would be unlikely to reach the Gate, and the grand legacy of Archlaw Renvarin dei Onere would therefore never be sullied by something as inconvenient and dirty as the truth.

			I’ve achieved so much, and I’m a magnificent man who’s destined for sainthood. And I swear, before I die, I’ll do everything that I can to make sure that I’ll always be remembered that way.

			And if there were other future consequences of his actions and choices, they would no longer be his problem.
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			Leanna peered out over the baked mud walls of the Addui settlement, keeping her head low whilst watching the sun disappearing over the Holy Mountains range to the west.

			Those mountains were far closer than they had ever seemed whilst she had been staying in Fort Upholder, and she estimated that the nearest foothills were now less than twenty-five miles away, with Aiduel’s Gate thought to be twice that distance to the south-west. With the greater proximity of the mountains, the disappearance of the sun behind the loftiest peaks was occurring earlier in the day, delivering welcome shade and heralding the lower temperatures of evening.

			‘Be careful, Leanna,’ stated Caddin from his position alongside. The outer walls of the Addui settlement were six feet high, and they were both standing on a mud and stone platform of less than half that height which extended around the interior. ‘Keep your head down.’

			‘I am doing,’ she said. ‘Though we both know that it’s flat ground this way, with nowhere for an Addui archer to be hiding.’

			‘That’s no excuse not to be careful,’ said the older man, his voice gruff, and Leanna felt a moment of affection towards him.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for his protection and guidance.

			To either side of Leanna and Caddin, commencing several paces away, warriors of the Chosen warband were also on the platform behind the russet-coloured wall, and this watch extended around the entire perimeter of the Addui settlement. Further along, a solitary felrin was also peering outwards.

			Leanna recognised that she now derived a sense of security from the proximity of these foreign soldiers, and even from the presence of the monstrous beast. After just a few weeks of travelling with the Bergen warband, she was surprised by how quickly she had grown comfortable in their company, although a large part of that comfort came from her growing trust in Corin of the Karn, and in the moral leadership which he provided to his people. That trust was making it easier for her to choose to remain with the other Illborn.

			The Addui settlement in which they were camped was called Fen’Arrak, and its key feature was the deep well which had been dug near to its centre. Leanna estimated that perhaps five hundred people would have lived here at its zenith, although many of the menfolk and a sizeable proportion of its women were currently away, part of an army which she understood had departed to invade the Enclave. As a result, less than two hundred residents had been here when Corin had decided to take control to replenish water and food supplies, and to allow his people to rest.

			The Chosen warband had been in Fen’Arrak for four days now. Leanna knew that Corin had not intended to stay for so long, but it had soon become clear that his exhausted followers needed an extended break before commencing the last stages of their journey to the Holy City.

			Lord Aiduel, please help us all to recover from our trials and tribulations.

			In the past few weeks, Leanna had learned much about her new allies, and had heard the tale of how Corin had formed the Chosen Alliance, which had recently survived a war with an evil clan in their homeland. That conflict had apparently lasted for months before victory had been secured, following which Corin had decided almost immediately to lead his warband to this scorching foreign land. Since arriving, they had been regularly harassed and endangered during skirmishes with the trailing Byn’Addui raiders.

			Leanna could therefore understand why so many of the Chosen warriors were physically and mentally drained, and why they were desperately in need of this rest. She now expected that they would be staying in Fen’Arrak for a handful of days more, particularly given that Corin’s wife Agbeth was amongst those who were struggling.

			However, the hostile warriors of the Byn’Addui were still out in the surrounding deserts. They continued to represent a threat, though the walls and mud-brick buildings of this settlement offered far greater protection from their raiding, and the presence of resident elderly, women and children had temporarily quelled their aggression.

			The Chosen warband had conquered Fen’Arrak at night-time, without bloodshed. The monstrous felrin had scaled the low walls in darkness, and the streets had been brought under Chosen control before the residents had even known what was happening. Leanna understood that a handful of elderly males had attempted to fight back, but they had been subdued without serious injury. Subsequently, the Addui residents had been disarmed and restricted to one half of the settlement, and there had been no further incidents of violence.

			Leanna believed this to be a result of the discipline which Corin had instilled in his people, and the values with which he was leading them. Indeed, during their short time of travelling together, she had been impressed by the warband’s apparent respect and reverence for their Chosen of the Gods.

			She could clearly remember one of her earliest conversations with Corin. It had been at the end of their first night of travel together, after they had become more confident that the massive Addui army was not pursuing them, but was instead moving eastwards towards the Enclave. The Byn’Addui had also not engaged the Chosen warband directly as they had moved on from the Three Spears, allowing the warband to escape to the north-west, travelling away from Aiduel’s Gate.

			Leanna and Corin had been sitting together within the Chosen’s circular encampment, with Caddin, Amyss and Agbeth all nearby, the latter pair looking wearied by the night’s arduous travel. Leanna had initiated the subsequent conversation, to try to further gauge the character of her fellow Illborn.

			–

			‘I’ve watched your actions over the course of the last night, Corin,’ Leanna had said, ‘ever since we left the Three Spears. It’s been interesting.’

			‘Oh?’ Corin had replied. ‘How so?’

			‘When we departed, you seemed to make every effort to avoid fighting the Byn’Addui. And you also moved your people directly away from the other army which we saw. You have a large warband, including a pack of felrin creatures which must be deadly in battle, and yet you seem reluctant to use them. And I also understand that you have a power to control your enemies, which I think I witnessed during the battle with Arion Sepian. So why, when you have so many weapons, do you choose not to fight?’

			‘Because I don’t like killing without reason, Leanna. I grew up in a clan where we raided and killed the neighbouring clans without any purpose, and they did the same to us. As a result, people died unnecessarily, and that only encouraged more hatred where there was no need for such hate. I tried to bring an end to that senseless slaughter when I created the Chosen Alliance. But please do not think me weak, for if I see evil, as was the case with the Kurakee clan in my homeland, I’ll be ruthless. I won’t hesitate to kill such wrongdoers, and to destroy them, if necessary, as I did to the Kurakee. However, I’m not a warmonger, and I don’t intend to become one.’

			Agbeth had been nodding with approval, before she had reached out to place a hand onto her husband’s arm and had said, ‘It would help Leanna to understand you better if you explain why we came here, Corin.’

			Corin had nodded, then had said, ‘I came to this land for a reason… to either stop you and the other… Illborn from reaching Aiduel’s Gate, or to get there before you. I did that because I was, and I still am, worried if the wrong person claims the power. My purpose was not to attack the people I now know are called the Addui, or to invade and take their land. I knew little about them before coming here, though I can fully understand now why they’re opposed to having my warband in their country. In answer to your question, I know that it’s my duty to protect my people, and I’ll do what I have to if we’re attacked, but I’ll not set out to destroy our Byn’Addui pursuers unless it’s absolutely required. I don’t intend to carve an unnecessary trail of blood and death across this land, in the pursuit of my own goals.’

			Leanna had listened carefully, impressed by the earnest passion in the red-haired man’s voice as he had spoken. She had previously known little about the land of Bergen, other than that it was said to be populated by heathen barbarians. However, the considered and articulate responses of the Chosen leader seemed at odds with that pejorative description.

			‘And what about Aiduel’s Gate?’ Caddin had asked. ‘What if you have to fight and kill to reach it?’

			‘I will do what needs to be done to take my people to Aiduel’s Gate. However, I’ll not seek out fights if there’s a way for them to be avoided, and that includes taking diversions away from the most direct route, if necessary, as we’re doing at present. And I’d hope that if Leanna and I can… work together, using our respective powers, that we might find other ways to reach our goal, and to get past the Addui, without leaving a trail of death.’

			Leanna had nodded with approval, and the conversation had progressed from there into a discussion where she and Corin had disclosed more about their respective abilities, and had shared their recollections of the dream. By the time that they had finished talking whilst the sun had risen, Leanna had felt that another vital stone had been laid on the bridge of trust that was being gradually built between them.

			–

			‘Leanna, I have need of your help.’

			Leanna was disturbed from her reverie when she heard Corin’s voice. She turned away from the outer wall of Fen’Arrak, to see that the wiry leader was standing a handful of paces away from her.

			‘What help would you like, Corin?’

			‘It’s Agbeth. I’d hoped that the rest here would help her to recover from her exhaustion and thirst, but if anything, she’s gotten worse in the last day. Please… will you have a look at her?’

			Leanna was not entirely surprised to receive the request. She had first noticed that Agbeth was struggling as they had crossed the desert away from the Three Spears. The slender woman’s limp had made it harder for her to match the brisk marching pace of the surrounding warband, and the extreme desert conditions had recently seemed to have had a more pronounced, detrimental impact on her.

			‘Of course,’ said Leanna. ‘I’ll be happy to.’

			‘Thank you,’ replied Corin. ‘Please, will you come with me?’

			Leanna and Caddin were soon following the red-haired Illborn through the settlement, heading towards the mud-brick home which he had claimed for himself and Agbeth. When they arrived at the commandeered single-storey building, Leanna asked Caddin to wait outside as she and Corin then entered.

			Inside, Agbeth was lying on her back on a thin bed, with her eyes closed. Leanna noted immediately that the brown-haired woman’s face was flushed, and her lips were cracked and dry. It also appeared that she was feverish, and Leanna wondered whether she could be suffering from the condition known as heatstroke.

			Corin moved to the bedside and knelt, before placing his hand tenderly onto his wife’s cheek, then raising a cup to her mouth. Now that Leanna was out of reach of Caddin’s medallions, she could again perceive the pulsing aura which surrounded the other Illborn, although its inconstant, shifting nature meant that Corin’s emotions were difficult to define. However, the expression on his face was sufficient to convey his worry.

			‘Agbeth, I’ve brought Leanna as you requested,’ he said.

			Agbeth’s eyes opened, and for a moment she looked dazed. However, she quickly smiled at Corin with a now familiar lopsided grin, and Leanna could once again sense the love that was pouring from the woman towards her husband.

			Lord Aiduel, with every passing day, I’m more convinced that these are good people, and that they’re worthy of my trust and friendship.

			From the outset, Leanna had been able to observe the tender relationship between Corin of the Karn and his wife, and how the barbarian leader was so solicitous of his spouse’s wellbeing. It was another reason why she was feeling increasingly at ease in his company.

			Corin turned to face Leanna, and said, ‘Agbeth’s fever seems to be getting worse. She had symptoms like these a few years ago, and it worries me a lot. It can lead to… fits of shaking, which could hurt her.’

			‘Shush, Corin, please don’t worry,’ said Agbeth, then she looked towards Leanna and added, ‘I must be quite a sight, and my husband is very concerned. But I’ve come to a decision.’

			‘And what decision is that?’ asked Leanna.

			‘I would like your help, Leanna, if you’re willing to use your powers on me. Corin is right, I have a fever, and I’ve had fits of shaking before at different times in my life, when my whole body convulses and it feels like I pass out. On the last occasion, a fever somewhat like this led to them. And those fits… they’re connected to the way my leg is, and the way my face is. A fit when I was young led to my face becoming… a little slack, on one side, and it gave me my silly limp.’

			Leanna nodded, but did not immediately respond. She had of course noticed Agbeth’s disability, though the woman’s physical impairments seemed like a minor fragment of who she was, mere details when considered alongside her apparent decency, courage and warmth.

			‘If by help, you mean that you’d like me to heal you, Agbeth, then of course I’d be happy to,’ she said, after a moment. ‘But what would you like me to heal?’

			‘Ha, that’s the very question which I’ve been struggling with,’ replied Agbeth, following which she shivered. ‘Part of me says… please just get rid of this fever and exhaustion. But after seeing what you did in the desert, another part asks… what else could you heal?’

			‘Go on.’

			‘By that, I mean… could you also… heal my limp, and whatever… did this to my face?’

			EMBARASSMENT. FEAR. HOPE.

			Leanna could feel a pulsing of these contrasting emotions as this question was asked, and it offered her a sense of Agbeth’s inner conflict.

			‘I think I could. But are you sure that you would want me to?’

			‘I… I’ve been lying here, with this fever and shivering getting worse, and thinking about that. If I… lost my limp, and this… thing inside me, which causes my fits, would it change who I am? Would I lose something essential about who I am?’

			‘You’re not who you are because of your limp, Agbeth,’ said Corin, who was still kneeling beside his wife. ‘It’s the person inside that is you, who I’m in love with. Whatever Leanna can do, and whatever you choose, I don’t believe it will change that person at all.’

			Agbeth stared into her husband’s eyes and said, ‘Promise me that’s what you truly believe?’

			He reached out to take hold of her hand. ‘By the Gods, Agbeth, it is, I promise. But I don’t need or want you to change. Only do this if you want to.’

			Lord Aiduel, there’s so much love between these two people.

			Agbeth then turned to Leanna, and said, ‘In that case, please will you heal me, Leanna. And by that, I mean, heal everything.’

			‘You’re sure of this?’ said Leanna, already feeling herself sliding into her healing trance, and seeing the colours of Agbeth’s body coming into focus.

			The darkness of the fever was visible inside, swirling across Agbeth’s form. However, beneath that, and less prominent, there was a vein of black running from the woman’s mind, across her face, and down the left side of her body to her leg. A malignant vein which Leanna sensed had been fixed there for a very long time. There was also a dark mass on the side of Agbeth’s head, an apparent aftermath of some other old wound.

			‘I’m sure,’ stated Agbeth.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			Leanna nodded after hearing this confirmation. Following which, with the world slowed down around her, and as her body glowed, she began her healing.

			

			–

			Hours later, long after the sun had set, Corin and his wife approached Leanna. The couple were walking hand in hand, and it was immediately noticeable that Agbeth’s lopsided gait was gone. Leanna had left the other woman to rest after the healing had been completed, also leaving Corin by his wife’s side, and this was the first time that she had seen them since.

			‘Thank you, Leanna,’ said Agbeth, beaming. ‘For this… miracle. My fever’s gone and, amazingly, so has my limp. I realise now that a part of me had still remembered what it had been like to walk in my childhood, before my… injury. But I never believed that I would feel like this again.’

			‘You are very welcome,’ said Leanna, once more sensing the warmth of emotion which was radiating from the other woman.

			‘Thank you. I’m even further in your debt, Leanna,’ stated Corin. ‘The Chosen people and I will never forget your actions, no matter what may await us in future.’

			‘I didn’t do it to put you in my debt, Corin,’ replied Leanna. ‘Although, if my healing of Agbeth builds more trust between us, then that’s a good thing.’

			‘It most certainly is, and it does. But thank you anyway.’ After Corin said this, there were a few seconds of comfortable silence, before he added, ‘Now that Agbeth has recovered, I’m inclined to stay here for two more nights, and then to move on again.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Yes. Our water’s replenished, and we’ve collected as many food provisions for the journey as I’m comfortable to take from these people. If we stay here for too long, we’ll leave them with nothing.’

			‘In which direction are we intending to travel?’

			‘Directly west, I’m thinking, towards the foothills of the mountains. I’ve sent Blackpaw and a handful of other felrin that way, to scout for another town or village which might have a well, ideally somewhere much nearer to the mountains and to Aiduel’s Gate. From there, we’ll have a closer base from which to scout the desert approaches to the city, or to try to find a mountain pass through to it, although the latter feels unlikely.’

			‘That all makes sense.’

			‘Once we get closer, I’ll also send Blackpaw to approach Aiduel’s Gate, so I can see it myself. But before I do that, please will you tell me again about the great ramp which you saw?’

			‘Yes, of course. As I mentioned, I saw it through the eyes of an Addui when I touched their mind. The city is on a clifftop which is far above the desert surface, with mountains to either side. A massive ramp was being constructed towards that clifftop, built out of earth and stone, but it wasn’t finished.’

			‘And there were also man-made walls built atop those cliffs?’

			‘Yes. I saw a vast stone wall there which spanned the entire width of the clifftop, towering even higher above the cliffs, with enormous metal gates.’

			Agbeth sighed after hearing this, before saying, ‘I’m sure I’ll be wasting my time again if I challenge you both whether you really want to go that place, given what you know?’

			There was silence in response from Leanna and Corin, which was answer enough.

			‘In which case,’ added Agbeth, ‘if we’re to go there, Corin, we need to ensure that you have a plan to keep our people safe. All of our people need to get into that city.’

			‘I know,’ said Corin. ‘I believe that Leanna and I will need to use our powers to find a way to reach that clifftop, and to open those gates. But I feel confident that I’ll be able to come up with a plan to get everyone in, once I have better information.’

			‘Before we go there, however,’ said Agbeth, her brow furrowing, ‘I’ll need more than vague assurances from you. And there will need to be a fuller, more open… discussion.’

			Leanna watched as Corin nodded carefully in response, and she sensed that there was some unspoken message being exchanged between the married couple, some secret agreement which they were not yet ready to disclose to her. She was intrigued, but decided against prying further at that moment, given that she was still holding secrets of her own.

			‘There will be, Agbeth,’ said Corin. ‘Before the Gods, I promise.’ He then turned back to Leanna and said, ‘But before then, I would ask for your help again, Leanna, if you’re willing to grant me one more favour.’

			‘Help with what?’

			‘I’d like you to try to find out more from the inhabitants of Fen’Arrak about what might await us outside Aiduel’s Gate. They’ve refused to talk to me.’

			Leanna frowned. ‘I… do not want to repeat what I did to obtain that first vision of Aiduel’s Gate. It felt wrong. In fact, I won’t do it.’

			Lord Aiduel, please forgive me for what I did to that man in Fort Upholder.

			‘I don’t think Corin or I would ask you to, Leanna,’ said Agbeth. ‘However, you do have another incredible power, one which you used on me today. I wonder… in return for the good deed of healing the people of this place, will you be able to find out more information to help us during the last stages of our journey?’

			–

			The next day, Leanna, Amyss and Caddin walked to the central square of Fen’Arrak. The small settlement’s well was in the middle of this open area, which had been selected as the boundary between the half of the town to which the Addui residents had been confined, and that area where most of the Chosen warband were staying.

			This demarcation was evident from the Chosen warriors who were lined up across the square, dispersed at regular intervals. Leanna was aware that Corin had ordered his people to control and to guard the well, though they were allowing the Addui residents to also use it under supervision. Corin had notified these guards about what Leanna was intending to do, and they moved aside as she approached them. She could see several bronze-skinned Addui women on the far side of the square, who were watching her as she lowered her hood.

			‘My name is Leanna of Arlais,’ she announced, addressing them, ‘and I am a healer, as are my colleagues. I recognise that we have taken over your town, and that we are using your provisions. We thank you for this, we do not wish you any harm, and we want to give something back to you in return. If any of your people have sicknesses, or injuries, or other ailments, then please bring them forward to me. I will try to heal them, to offer some kind of payment for what we have taken from you.’

			

			It was immediately clear that there was wariness in reaction to this offer, and a couple of Addui women moved away without speaking.

			‘Please,’ added Amyss. ‘Leanna is a great healer. A worker of miracles. Please, spread the word amongst your people. We will wait here for the next few hours, to see if anyone comes.’

			After that, Leanna and her two companions found a spot to sit in the shade, and they waited. For most of the hour which followed, to Leanna’s disappointment, no Addui came forth. However, just when she was becoming resigned to having no response to her offer, she noticed the cautious approach of a middle-aged Addui woman, who was leading a much older male forward by the hand. As this pair drew closer to the well, Leanna could see that the latter’s eyes were milky and glazed.

			‘Are you the healer?’ asked the dark-haired Addui woman.

			‘I am, yes. My name is Leanna.’

			‘I am Melliki, and this is my father, Herreth. He was once a great man, a wiseman of our people, but now he’s going blind, and it’s stealing his spirit. Our healers don’t have any means to cure this, and I have doubts that any cure exists, but I wanted to ask anyway.’

			Leanna looked at the man and said, ‘I think I can help. I believe that I’ll be able to heal you, Herreth.’

			Lord Aiduel, please let me serve you by bringing healing to these people.

			In the minutes which followed, Leanna slipped into her healing trance and employed her powers, soon removing the milky glaze from the elderly man’s eyes and restoring his vision. By the time that she had finished, with her body bathed in a golden glow, there were gasps of wonder from Melliki and from the handful of other Addui who had been watching.

			‘This is a miracle,’ said Melliki, before reaching out to grasp Leanna’s hands between her own, then bowing her head low.

			The elderly Herreth was blinking in the sunlight, seemingly astonished by the restoration of his sight, and his eyes and wits appeared sharp as he said, ‘Thank you, healer.’

			‘It is some small measure of payment from us to you,’ said Leanna, ‘for coming into your settlement, uninvited.’

			The man fixed his gaze upon her, his expression thoughtful, then he asked, ‘Can we bring more of our people to receive your healing?’

			‘Of course,’ said Leanna. ‘Although… there’s something which I’d like to ask of you… and perhaps your daughter, in return.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘I would like to talk with you, and hopefully to ask you some questions. As you’ll be able to tell from my accent, I’m not from these lands, or from the Enclave. All I know of your people is what was told to me in the Enclave, when I passed through it… and much of that, I’m sad to say, was coloured by hate. Whilst I’m here, I’d like to speak properly with someone of the Addui.’

			She did not have to wait long for the man’s response.

			‘If you heal all those who are in need of healing, then we’ll speak to you, Leanna, and we may also answer your questions.’

			–

			In the hour which followed, Leanna healed a succession of Addui, and she was relishing being able to overtly use her powers again. Amidst the upheaval and secrecy of the preceding months, she had begun to forget the purifying satisfaction which she could gain from doing good for others.

			In the aftermath, Herreth and his daughter were true to their word, and they came to talk, sitting with Leanna and her companions in the shade near the well.

			Early in the conversation, the elderly man said, ‘You people, who call yourselves the Chosen… you and your beasts have taken over our homes, and you’re keeping us prisoners in our own town. And for that, you are not our friends. However, we also recognise that you’re not like the invaders of the Enclave. If they had come here whilst our warriors are away, they would have killed us and destroyed our homes. But you have… chosen to heal us, by some miracle, and your warriors seek to keep the peace between us.’

			‘They are not my warriors, I simply travel with them,’ said Leanna. ‘But you are right, they do not wish to hurt any of your people. We merely hope to recover our strength here, and then to travel on to our destination.’

			‘And what is your destination?’ asked the woman Melliki.

			‘We’re not seeking war with the Addui, but we hope to travel to Aiduel’s Gate,’ Leanna replied. She had earlier concluded that she would need to disclose this to obtain the information which she desired.

			‘Hmmm,’ said Herreth, ‘then I advise you and your people to turn back, Healer Leanna, for your destination will bring you disaster. Even after our invasion of the Enclave, which has stripped us of so many warriors, there will still be a mighty army of our people in the fortress town of Addubar, below Aiduel’s Gate. The Warlord Baladris would never leave it unguarded.’

			‘How many in that army?’ asked Caddin.

			‘Not for me to say, but far more than your warband. However, even if you managed to get past that army, the gates of the Holy City are closed, and have been sealed to the Addui for hundreds of years. Our armies have attempted to scale the cliffs many times over many generations, but the protectors of Aiduel’s Gate have long-ago destroyed all the staircases, lifts and natural approaches to the clifftop, and have repulsed them every time. No one has ever come close to breaching the city’s great wall.’

			‘There’s a ramp being built towards the clifftop, though?’ asked Leanna.

			The man raised his eyebrows in response to this. ‘I don’t know how you know that, but the ramp isn’t finished yet, and the city’s wall still towers over the clifftop. No one can enter Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘Is there any contact at all with the people of the Holy City?’ asked Caddin.

			‘None, and there’s been no contact for hundreds of years. The citizens of the Holy City shut their gates to the world many lifetimes ago, and they’ve not re-opened them since. It seems that they’re perfectly capable of living and surviving without trade and contact with the Addui.’

			‘Why did they close themselves off from the world?’ asked Amyss.

			‘It happened many centuries ago, too long in the past for us to know for certain. But we do know that there was great upheaval and war in your homelands, both during and after the collapse of the Angallic Republic. The armies of Angall disappeared almost overnight from these lands, leaving chaos behind, with many decades of conflict between rival warlords. There was strife and much death here, and at some point Aiduel’s Gate sealed itself off from that war and from the world. And its people never re-emerged, even after there was finally order amongst the Addui.’

			‘And there’s no contact at all?’ asked Leanna.

			‘None.’

			‘Is there anything else which you can tell us, Herreth?’

			‘Not much else that I would choose to tell. Only, I want you to know that I do not wish ill on you, Healer Leanna. If my people knew you, I don’t believe that they would either. There are many in the Enclave who would describe the Addui as bloodthirsty infidel savages, who would say that we know nothing and cherish nothing other than killing and war. We know that we are not like that in our hearts, but we’ve been forced to become warlike and ruthless again by the invasion of our lands, and so many of our people have now suffered from and have committed far too many grim acts of savagery.’

			‘Even speaking for a short time with you and your daughter is sufficient for me to know that your people are not savages,’ said Leanna.

			‘And speaking to you tells me that you’re not a vicious fanatic like those of your Order of Saint Amena. But you must understand, Healer Leanna, that the Addui people have been beleaguered for the three generations of my lifetime, and I think it is changing our nature for the worse. The Holy City rejects us, and has defeated our every attempt to force it to open to us. And your Holy Church wants to conquer us and slaughter us and take possession of our land, land which we have lived in for hundreds of years, but which they now tell us has always been theirs. These are bitter days to be an Addui, which is why we can only now hope that our invasion of the Enclave, uniting under the spear of the Warlord Baladris, will finally drive the invaders from our shores.’

			Leanna nodded, noting the sorrow in the man’s voice.

			Lord Aiduel, please find a way to bring peace to these people and to this land.

			But once again, she found herself asking the question; if she claimed the power, could she be the person to bring about that peace?

			–

			The following day, Leanna and her companions were amidst the Chosen warband as they departed from Fen’Arrak at sunset. Once again, the warband had adopted the familiar marching formation of a column surrounded by an outlying encirclement of felrin. Even within this ring of beasts, Leanna felt more exposed now that she was leaving the relative sanctuary of the Addui settlement.

			Their destination was a small Addui village which the felrin beasts had discovered in the foothills of the Holy Mountains. It was a place which was much smaller than Fen’Arrak, at the end of a defensible winding pass. Most crucially, there was another source of water there.

			They were therefore going to cross the remaining stretch of desert towards those mountains, to establish what was likely to be their last encampment before they made the final push towards Aiduel’s Gate itself. Leanna had described Herreth’s words to Corin, who still hoped to discover a pass through the mountains, to avoid ever having to travel towards the army and fortress town which apparently awaited them in the desert below the Holy City. Both he and Leanna were sceptical of finding such a mountain route, but they agreed it would be worth the effort of using the felrin to search before being forced to confront the army, walls and ramp beneath Aiduel’s Gate.

			Once again, the desert was being quickly transformed as the sun disappeared further beneath the looming peaks, and Leanna took one last look behind her as they departed. The citizens of Fen’Arrak had approached the town walls after their occupiers had left, and many were now watching the departure of the Chosen warband.

			Leanna felt satisfied that she had interacted positively with several of the settlement’s residents, and that her healing meant that more good than harm had been done during her time there. She then peered forward to where Corin of the Karn was walking alongside his wife, the latter jauntily swinging her arms as she marched without any trace of a limp.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for what you have allowed me to do here.

			They had conquered and departed from Fen’Arrak without any shedding of blood or loss of life, for which she was grateful. However, she still felt uneasy about what now lay ahead; from everything she knew, the last stages of their journey were unlikely to remain quite so bloodless.
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			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana was sitting in her chambers within the Andarron Royal Palace, savouring the sensation of her child moving inside her, when Jarrett came bustling in. He was brandishing a letter, and he was obviously excited by its contents.

			‘I have news, Lana!’ he said. ‘Important news!’

			Allana felt annoyed by the disturbance. In the weeks which had passed since the day of the coronation, her pregnancy had become more of a physical burden, and these rest periods were increasingly important. Attached to her fatigue, she was more self-conscious of the swelling of her belly, and had suffered occasional recent worries that she was becoming less desirable. However, she could take solace that her olive skin was more radiant and her hair more lustrous than ever, and she was carrying little excess fat aside from her neat, growing bump.

			You’ll always be the most beautiful woman in any room that you enter, Lana.

			‘What is it, Jarrett?’ she asked after a moment.

			‘Archprime Kohn just hand-delivered this to me, Lana,’ he said. ‘It’s a letter from the Archlaw. He’s called for a Grand Council!’

			‘He has?’

			‘Yes. We’re being summoned to his palace, and we’re to get there within the next three weeks.’

			

			Allana’s expression masked her rush of emotion as she asked, ‘Oh? Does it say what for?’

			‘Yes, it’s in relation to the crisis in the Holy Land. The Archlaw has clearly received the same news that we have, that it’s all-out war there now.’

			‘You said we’re being summoned. Both of us?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I thought only kings attended a Grand Council? Not their wives?’

			‘Well, that’s been the case in the past, yes. But the letter states that he wants you there, too. Look, read it, please.’

			He offered the document to Allana, which she read quickly:

			 

			To His Majesty, King Jarrett the First of Andar

			Under my authority as Archlaw, and as Head of the Holy Church, I write to summon you to my palace in Sen Aiduel for a Grand Council. I have written a similar letter to the heads of state of every other nation of Angall, to the collected members of the High Council, and to the leaders of the key religious orders. I expect and demand that all parties so summoned shall be in attendance.

			The purpose of this urgent Grand Council will be to consider the current escalation of conflict in the Holy Land, and to determine our united response. I warn you now that this decision might include a proclamation for a Third Crusade, and I request that you instruct your advisers and ministers to commence the necessary logistical preparations for such a great undertaking.

			

			Given the urgency of this matter, and the fundamental risk to the survival of the Enclave under the current resurgence of infidel aggression, I am insisting that all parties must have reached my palace by no later than the 6th Day of Eventide. I must remind you that it is your sworn duty as an upholder of the faith to attend this Grand Council, and I must impress upon you the urgency of the requested date of arrival.

			You may bring one adviser with you to attend the Grand Council sessions, and your total retinue (including soldiers and any other attendees) must be no greater than fifty.

			I also insist that you bring your wife, Queen Allana, to my palace with you. I am aware that I have never had the opportunity to meet either of you in person. I feel uncomfortable, particularly in these difficult times when the faith and the Holy Church are being sorely tested, to not have a personal relationship with the monarchs of every kingdom under The Lord’s domain. I would also like to personally bless the two of you and your marriage. Please therefore ensure that your wife attends.

			Please note that I have written an equivalent letter to summon Archprime Runus Kohn. I have also requested the presence at the Grand Council of Prince Markon El’Augustus, given that he is the greatest military commander on the continent of Angall, and is the prime candidate to lead any crusade. I have suggested to them both that it would be sensible for the four of you to travel to Dei Magnus together, using a vessel from the Dei Magnun fleet.

			

			Whether or not you choose to do that, I await your punctual arrival and attendance, and I look forward to meeting you.

			May The Lord Aiduel forever walk with you in the light, and keep you from the all-consuming darkness.

			And may you go in the Grace of Aiduel.

			Yours sincerely,

			His Eminence Archlaw Paulius the Fourth, Head of the Holy Church, Aiduel’s Mortal Voice on Angall

			 

			Allana’s mind was racing as she read the letter.

			Can this possibly be a coincidence, Lana? That he would insist on your attendance, when you already believe that you might be his target?

			After she had finished reading the document, Jarrett announced, ‘It seems like he’s finally ready to call for a Third Crusade, Lana!’

			‘Is that all you’re concerned about?’ she snapped. ‘What about your wife’s wellbeing? He’s ordering me to travel to Sen Aiduel! Doesn’t he realise that I’m pregnant?’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking, my love.’ He knelt down beside her, and placed his hand gently onto the curve of her stomach, his manner solicitous. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to come? The Archlaw used the word… insist.’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It seems an awfully long way to travel just so the Archlaw can meet me, and give me his blessing.’

			‘Yes, I suppose so. But I wouldn’t want to… offend him.’

			‘Look, I’m not saying “no”. Just leave it with me, Jarrett, please. Let me think about it.’

			‘Yes, please think about it,’ he said, before grimacing. ‘Only… please don’t think for too long. We’ll need to leave within days.’

			–

			Later that day, Allana was deep in thought, evaluating the implications of the invitation. It seemed as if her suspicions might have been correct all along, and that the Archlaw’s Palace had identified her as one of the Illborn whom they were searching for. Viewed in that context, the invitation’s purpose seemed to be to lure her to a place where she would be vulnerable.

			It doesn’t feel right, Lana. It must be a trap.

			In the weeks since the coronation, despite facing no overt attempts on her life, or direct challenges by Runus Kohn and his Aiduel’s Guards, she had never escaped the sense that she was under threat.

			On numerous occasions, she had asked Jarrett to increase the number of guards within the palace and surrounding grounds, and she had also arranged for trusted food tasters to sample her every meal. With each new security measure, she had felt safer for a fleeting period, but soon after she had again become unsettled. She had grown particularly uneasy about leaving the palace complex, and had used her pregnancy as an excuse to avoid accompanying Jarrett on any formal excursions into the city.

			However, despite her concerns, she also cherished the sense of security derived from being in a country where the monarch and the army would protect her. If she went to Sen Aiduel, particularly if she travelled there on a Dei Magnun ship, then she would lose that protection.

			

			But think about what you might gain from going there, Lana!

			The flipside of her disquiet was that a meeting with the Archlaw was the only means which she could perceive to discover why she was being hunted, and what her dream meant. Most importantly, Archlaw Paulius might be the only person who could tell her where the Gate could be found.

			In such a risky encounter, she believed that her ability to seduce and dominate should give her a critical advantage. She had once compelled dei Corbiere to reveal every secret which he knew, and to serve her, and she felt confident that she would be able to do the same thing to the Archlaw.

			If she were to meet with the Head of the Holy Church, he would undoubtedly commence that meeting believing that he was in charge, and that he would be able to dictate everything which happened afterwards. However, if Allana could arrange to see him in relative privacy, then she would soon disabuse him of that notion.

			If the Archlaw found her sexually desirable, she would be able to take control of the man who had initiated the hunt for her kind, and would be able to find out everything that he knew. In addition to that, she would then have another of the most powerful men in Angall under her control. Possibly, the most powerful man.

			If his preference is for women, Lana, then he’ll desire your flawless beauty, regardless of this pregnancy.

			If she wanted to find the Gate and to claim the almighty power promised within, as her dream was repeatedly telling her to do, then she would need be bold. She would have to take risks. A journey to Sen Aiduel would represent a significant risk, both for herself and her growing baby, but she was anyway being ordered to attend, and the potential benefit was enormous.

			If you don’t do this now, Lana, then the opportunity may not come again. And you might never find the Gate or claim the power.

			She knew then what her decision was going to be.

			–

			Two days later, Allana and her husband were departing Andarron by sea, leaving the city under the stewardship of Prince Lorrius. Jarrett had commandeered one of the few surviving galleons of the Andar navy for the journey, after Allana had insisted upon sailing on a different ship to Runus Kohn and his accompanying Aiduel’s Guards. The galleon, named Western Warrior, was crewed by an assortment of Andarron sailors, but Jarrett had replaced the vessel’s usual complement of marines with sixty of his most loyal Berun soldiers.

			Jarrett’s plan was for the ship to take six days to travel to Septholme, where they would dock for a night to allow him to meet with the Berun commander who had been appointed governor of the town. After that, the galleon would sail through the Straits of Canasar and onto Sen Aiduel, which was expected to take another week.

			

			The first few days of the journey were uneventful, although the weather soon turned poor. Allana and Jarrett had taken over the more spacious captain’s cabin, but Allana still had a rough time on her uncomfortable bunk. She was relieved to enjoy the improved comfort of a single night’s stay in Septholme Castle, although she could not help but contrast the austere rooms there to the comparative luxury of the Royal Palace. Whilst in the town, she sent a messenger to attempt to arrange a meeting with High Commander dei Corbiere, to gather more information, but the red-cloak was away from his garrison.

			During the second week of the journey, the weather improved. Allana enjoyed the impressive views of vertiginous, rocky cliffs as they sailed through the Straits of Canasar, but after that her thoughts turned increasingly to what would await her in the Archlaw’s Palace. Again, she knew that she would need to be bold, and to dominate the Archlaw as soon as an opportunity presented itself. Once she controlled him, she felt confident that she would be safe there.

			You will force him to give you what you want, Lana.

			However, as she drew closer to her homeland, she found herself beset by other unexpected emotions. One day out from Sen Aiduel, she was standing near to the prow of the ship when Jarrett approached her. As she turned to greet her husband, she realised that her vision was blurred, and that she had been crying.

			‘What is it, Lana?’ asked Jarrett. He reached out a hand to hold her arm.

			‘Oh, I’m being silly,’ she said. ‘I was just thinking… it was over three years ago that I left Dei Magnus. I spent my whole life in Sen Aiduel, until I was eighteen years old, and the way I left… well, it wasn’t very nice. And I was just thinking about my mum. About how I never got to say goodbye to her properly, and about how horrible it was before and after she died…’

			She started to sob, and she felt grateful as Jarrett moved closer and enveloped her in a warm embrace.

			‘I’m sorry, Jarrett,’ she said, burying her head into his chest. ‘It’s silly, I know. And it’s been over three years. But, knowing that I’m returning to my home city, it’s bringing up a lot of memories.’

			‘That’s not silly at all,’ he said. ‘I still feel sad about my father, and his accident, and sometimes I mourn for him when I’m alone. And Mother… well, you helped me to get through that, Lana. I don’t know what I would have done without you, my love.’

			‘Thank you. It’s just… now that I’m going to have a baby, I’m wishing that Mum could be alive to see it. And to hold it, just once. And I wish that she could see me now, and could see how my life has changed.’

			Is the baby making you act like this, Lana? Is it your pregnancy which is making you so weepy and weak and nostalgic?

			‘And if she could see that,’ said Jarrett, his hand rubbing her back, ‘think how proud she’d be. Her daughter is a queen, Lana! A beautiful, intelligent woman, and a devoted wife, who’s carrying the king’s child!’

			Allana felt a moment of guilt as he said that – it’s not your child, Jarrett – but she brushed the thought away and said, ‘I’ve been thinking. I’d like to go back to see the building where I grew up, if that’s alright with you?’

			

			‘Yes, of course. We’ll arrive in Sen Aiduel several days before the Archlaw’s deadline. We can spare a day to visit your home.’

			‘Thank you. And… there’s something else. My mother’s family comes from Monis, which is a two-day journey to the south of Sen Aiduel. As you know, my grandparents cast Mum out after she became pregnant with me, and I’ve never met any of my wider family. You managed to get me reinstated to my family title, Jarrett, and I’m very grateful for that. But now that I’ll be so physically close to them, I think I want to try to make contact. To see if any of them would like to meet with me while I’m in Dei Magnus.’

			He was silent for a moment, appearing to consider, then said, ‘I’m sure we can arrange that, though we won’t be able to wait too long for a response before heading to the Archlaw’s Palace.’

			‘Can we then? I think that I want to do it. Perhaps, now I’m a queen, they might finally deign to meet with me, after choosing to spurn me and Mum for so many years.’

			‘Very well. If that’s what you want, Lana, we’ll try to arrange it.’

			–

			As a result of Allana’s requests, they did not head directly to the Archlaw’s Palace after their galleon had docked in the harbour of Sen Aiduel. Instead, for the first evening they remained on the vessel, Allana feeling secure under the protection of her Berun soldiers, whilst transport was being arranged.

			On the last day of the voyage, she had written a letter to the senior member of her family in Monis:

			 

			Dear Baron dei Monis

			My name is Queen Allana Berun, recently ascended to the monarchy of Andar as the wife of His Majesty King Jarrett Berun the First.

			My birth name, however, was Allana dei Monis, and my mother’s name was Seilana dei Monis. I was born in 749AA, and I was raised by my mother in Sen Aiduel, living under her care until 767AA, when she died of the Wasting Sickness. I had no other brothers or sisters.

			I left Sen Aiduel and Dei Magnus three years ago, and have lived since then in Andar. As a result of the communications early this year to grant me legitimacy, and a position in the Dei Magnun nobility, you will already be aware that I have risen far during my time in Andar.

			Since then, I have ascended even further. My husband was crowned King of Andar following the war, and I have been crowned Queen. I believe that my actions and achievements therefore bring honour to the dei Monis family name.

			I am currently in Sen Aiduel, staying for a handful of days on the galleon Western Warrior, which is docked in the harbour. Soon, I will be leaving here to attend the Archlaw’s Palace. Before I depart, I would very much like to meet with a relative of my mother, which is the reason for this letter. I do not wish to turn up unannounced to your estates, but I extend an invitation to meet with you, or with another dei Monis family member, if you or they wish to travel to Sen Aiduel in the next few days.

			Please note that I have no desire to seek or to talk about claims of inheritance or property. I am currently pregnant with child, and merely hope to meet with my extended family, and perhaps to understand more about my mother, before my baby arrives.

			Yours sincerely

			Queen Allana Berun (formerly dei Monis)

			–

			As soon as horses had been hired, four Berun soldiers set off to ride south from the city, to deliver the letter to the dei Monis estates. Allana did not feel hopeful of receiving a response, but she was satisfied to have written the message.

			The next day, she and Jarrett headed out towards her old home in Sen Aiduel. They were transported in an unmarked carriage driven by a local coachman, and were accompanied by a dozen soldiers who had removed their Berun livery.

			As she passed through terraced streets packed with four storey townhouses, there was a growing sense of familiarity. She began to recognise more places as the distance closed to the prominent landmark of the Cathedral of Sen Aiduel, so near to where her mother’s apartment had been.

			Then the carriage drew to a halt, and Allana realised that she had arrived at her destination.

			‘This is it, Lana?’ asked Jarrett, struggling to conceal his distaste.

			‘Yes.’

			She climbed from the carriage with Jarrett’s assistance, then stared in silence at the sprawling townhouse of her childhood, a building which contained multiple apartments across several storeys. With fresh eyes, she noted clear evidence of dilapidation, with cracks running across the front wall which merged into numerous patches of crumbling stonework, and it was much grottier than she had remembered.

			‘This is where you lived, Lana?’

			‘Yes.’ She pointed to an unglazed opening on the second storey. ‘In a two-room apartment, just there.’

			She then remained silent for a further extended period, staring up at the building, and contemplating the dramatic changes in her life since she had last seen this place. That had been on the night of Ronis dei Maranar’s murder, when she had fled in terror through the rear exit. How much had happened to her since then? How different had she become in the intervening years?

			You were still weak then, Lana, and a victim. But you’re no longer either of those things.

			‘Do you want to go in?’ Jarrett asked, eventually. ‘To see if you can take a look inside your home?’

			‘No,’ she replied, feeling little desire to return to the room where she had first killed. After a few moments, she added, ‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’

			‘It just makes me admire you even more, Lana,’ he replied, taking hold of her hand, ‘that your determination and character has seen you rise so far.’

			‘Thank you, Jarrett.’

			She was beset with conflicting emotions as she looked at the run-down townhouse, feeling both pity and admiration for her mother. Pity that this was the life which Seilana had been forced to endure after her family had cast her out, until she had ultimately died in misery in this squalid place. But admiration that Allana had not recognised the poverty of these surroundings during her youth, and that her mother had managed to shield her for so long from the grim reality of the life which they had been living.

			As she continued to stare at her old home, Allana reached a hand down and caressed the curve of her swollen stomach.

			You had a good mother, Lana, who always protected you. And you’ll try to do the same for your own child. Whatever the cost.

			–

			At Allana’s request, they remained aboard Western Warrior for a handful of days more, since she wanted to allow sufficient time for a response from the dei Monis family. Despite the relative discomfort of her cabin, she was relieved to experience a few days without enduring the rolling of the ship, and she preferred the security of the vessel over the uncertainty of taking lodgings in the city.

			When the soldiers who had delivered the letter returned, Allana was disappointed to hear that they had been sent away from the dei Monis estates by the elderly baron, without any return message. After she relayed this to Jarrett, they decided that they would prepare to make the journey to the Archlaw’s Palace, twenty miles to the north, within a couple of days.

			During the following afternoon, Allana was therefore surprised to be notified that a visitor had arrived at their ship. After being told the name of this person, she requested that they be brought to her. She then took a moment to brush her hair, before sitting in the comfiest chair in her cabin beneath the quarterdeck, and adopting a dignified expression.

			Within a couple of minutes, the cabin door opened and a buxom grey-haired woman entered with an accompanying Berun guardsman, who announced, ‘Your Highness, this is the Baroness Reiyana dei Monis.’

			Allana signalled for the soldier to leave, her eyes widening as she looked upon her grandmother. Despite the woman’s advanced years, she was very similar in looks to Seilana.

			‘By the Lord,’ said the baroness in a drawling voice, curtseying as she did so. ‘Your Highness, you are extremely beautiful, and extremely pregnant.’

			She sounds like Mum too, Lana.

			Allana reached a hand down to touch her bump. ‘Your… great grandchild.’

			The older woman came closer and said, ‘Shall I call you Your Highness, or Queen Allana?’

			‘Actually, please call me Lana. And… I’m sorry if I’m staring, but you look so much like… Mum.’

			‘I know. We were always told that.’ A brief expression of sorrow appeared on Reiyana’s face. ‘And I see her in you, too.’

			Allana gestured for the woman to sit down, then said, ‘Thank you for coming. If I’m being honest, I hadn’t expected to receive a response.’

			‘If my husband had his way, I wouldn’t be here. He’s determined to carry his anger and bitterness to the grave. However, I meekly complied with his wish to cast our daughter out from our family, and to never speak to her again, and what good has that done me? I was still battling with my conscience twenty years later, deciding whether I should contact my Seil again, when I found out that she was dead and you were gone. I wept that day, and for many days after, and since then I’ve known that I made the most terrible mistake. And then, when I read the letter you sent, and realised that you were waiting here, I knew I had to come.’

			‘Thank you for coming so quickly. We were planning to leave tomorrow, so we almost missed each other.’

			‘Don’t thank me… Lana. After how my husband treated your mother, and after how we neglected you both, please don’t ever feel the need to thank me. I don’t deserve it. I should be throwing myself down on my knees and begging for your forgiveness.’

			‘Please don’t do that. It’s not necessary.’

			This woman is your blood relative, Lana. Though… you mustn’t forget what she did to your mother, and it’s only right that she should feel regret.

			‘You are too kind,’ said Reiyana. ‘But just look at you… how far you’ve risen, how much you’ve achieved, and all of it without any of our help. And truly, you’re so stunningly beautiful.’

			‘Thank you.’

			They talked for a while after that. The baroness asked questions about Allana’s childhood, and the events of Allana’s and Seilana’s lives. Allana did not try to disguise the truth of her mother’s profession, and Reiyana’s discomfort with this subject was evident.

			‘She was always protecting me, I realise now,’ said Allana. ‘Despite what she’d lost, she did everything she possibly could to provide for me, and to educate me, and to give me a happy childhood. She sold herself to men to protect me.’

			After she finished saying this, the baroness started to weep.

			‘I’m happy that what she did worked for you, Lana,’ the woman said. ‘That you’ve gone on to… far greater things.’

			‘It hasn’t been easy,’ replied Allana, recognising the understatement in those words. ‘But I’ve learned a lot about my own resilience and fortitude in the last three years.’

			‘I just wish… I wish that I’d chosen to know you both, when you were a child and Seilana was still healthy, and a young mother. She and I were so close, once, with our books and our clothes-making, until…’

			‘What happened?’ asked Allana. ‘Mum told me part of the story, that you cast her out and wanted nothing to do with her. But she never shared any details. What actually happened?’

			The older woman clasped her hands together, before saying, ‘Lord forgive me for what I’ve done. But she betrayed us, three times. The first time, when she became pregnant, we couldn’t believe it. She’d always been such an innocent girl, so pure and devout. We’d even talked about a life in the Holy Church for her. And then, one day, just a few weeks after the Great Darkening, she came to me, hand-in-hand with her old nanny, and she told me that she thought she was pregnant. She was just seventeen years old!’

			‘She didn’t ever tell me who my father was,’ said Allana. ‘She wouldn’t talk of it. Did she tell you?’

			‘No, and that was the second betrayal. We would have forgiven her, sent her away to have the…’ The baroness paused, before continuing, ‘Sent her away to have you, and to have you adopted in secret. But Ullren was insistent that she tell us whom she’d slept with, whom she’d conceived you with, so he could punish them. But she never would.’

			‘She wouldn’t tell you who the father was?’

			

			‘No, not even that. She wouldn’t even admit that she’d ever had sex with anyone. She claimed that you were a miraculous conception. That there was no father. And her nanny supported her in that, insisting that Seil had never had any opportunity to… to have sexual intercourse.’

			‘She said I didn’t have a father?’

			‘We told her… all she had to do was confess to us who the father was, and eventually everything would be alright. But she never wavered from her story that you were to be a virgin birth.’

			A virgin birth, Lana. If that’s true, then your conception and birth were both miracles. You are a miracle.

			She felt goosebumps along her neck and spine, and she suddenly remembered her last ever conversation with her mother, when a dying Seilana had fallen in and out of lucidity, and had been lost in recollections.

			Allana’s mother had said, ‘They told me I had to say who the father was. Daddy and Mummy were so angry with me. But I couldn’t. Couldn’t tell them. So they cast me out.’

			Allana had always assumed that her mother had meant that she had been unable to tell, because she had felt compelled to keep the father’s identity secret.

			But what if she couldn’t tell them, Lana, because she didn’t know? Because there wasn’t a father?

			She could feel a conflict of emotions stirring in response to this realisation. There was an element of excitement, but also the first traces of potential outrage on her mother’s behalf.

			‘We argued with her again after that,’ continued Reiyana. ‘We made her spend time with the local Senior Priest, in order to confess the truth, but even then she refused.’

			‘She told me that you cast her out? Disowned her?’

			

			‘To our shame, we did. But when we did it, we only ever imagined that it would be a lesson to her, to force her to tell us the truth of what she’d done. That she would come back, days later, and beg for forgiveness for her sin. But then… she was gone, disappeared, and we didn’t know where she’d gone, until…’

			‘Until what?’

			‘Until we found out, two years later, that she was in Sen Aiduel, and that you had been born. But not only that, but that she’d set herself up as a… prostitute. That she was letting men… sleep with her, for money. And that final betrayal confirmed to us that she’d lied about how you’d been conceived. Your grandfather… he truly disowned her after that. He disinherited her, and forbade us all from ever contacting her again. Oh Lord, what a mess we made of everything!’

			By the time that she had finished, the older woman was crying once more. Allana watched her in silence, feeling much less compassion than when the baroness’s story had commenced. Indeed, she could feel her anger mounting as she considered anew what this woman and her husband had done to her mother. Had done to her.

			Mum didn’t lie to them, Lana. This woman and her husband cheated you out of the life which you should have had.

			‘It was dei Maranar,’ she said, eventually.

			‘What?’

			‘The Senior Priest. It was Ronis dei Maranar, wasn’t it? He was the one who took my mother away. He was the one who forced her into the life that she lived, into prostitution, after you abandoned her.’

			

			‘What? No, he was a righteous man, a devoted servant of The Lord! What would make you think that? And how could you possibly know that?’

			‘Because he told me he did, when he tried to rape me after Mum died, and…’

			She paused, not voicing her next thought.

			And before you murdered him, Lana.

			She took a deep breath, and continued, ‘You know, I’m glad you’ve come here today, because I’ve learned something important. Would you like to know what I’ve learned?’

			‘What?’

			‘I believe that Mum was telling the truth. I think that I was what she said I was, and that my conception was a miracle. I’ve many good reasons to believe that to be true, which I’ve no intention of sharing with you. But she was telling the truth. She was completely innocent. And when she needed you, you weren’t there for her. Which makes you a truly evil bitch for what you did to her, disowning her when she was desperate, and leaving her to be exploited and abused by that vile priest. And your husband is a cold-hearted monster. Now get out of my sight, you disgusting old crone.’

			‘What, no, please-’

			‘I said, get out of my sight! This visit has made me realise that I’ve no need for you or for your family. Guards!’

			In response to Allana’s shrill call, a pair of Berun guardsmen bustled into the room. Allana pointed towards her grandmother and said, ‘Escort her off the ship. I’ve spent more than enough time with her. I never want to see her again.’

			Allana turned her face away as Reiyana dei Monis rose to her feet, the woman sobbing and begging for forgiveness as she did so.

			

			Allana ignored her, recognising that she needed to take control of her own anger. She could feel the darkness within, coursing rampant across her entire body, but she managed to resist the urge to turn around and to plant both of her hands around her grandmother’s throat.

			–

			The next morning, Allana and Jarrett set off on the twenty-mile journey to the Archlaw’s Palace, to the north of Sen Aiduel. Their fifty-strong retinue, including thirty armed soldiers, was accompanying them.

			Jarrett was riding in the hired carriage alongside Allana, and she was grateful for his company. Early in the journey, as they headed towards the northern gates of Sen Aiduel, her hand reached out to hold his, and they travelled in silence like that, with fingers entwined.

			Allana was feeling thankful for the cathartic nature of the visit on the prior day, and for the information which she had received. She now believed that she had a greater understanding of who she was.

			She was a miracle. She had been conceived and born as a miracle, and she now possessed miraculous powers.

			Learning that had convinced her even more that she must be the one to claim the power of the Gate. Why else would she have been conceived in such a way, if she was not meant for greatness? The power and protection which she sought must be her innate destiny, enshrined within her from the moment that she had come into life.

			You are a living miracle, Lana, and that is why the power must be yours. You are destined to become something more than everybody else. You are destined to become a goddess.

			And now, the Archlaw’s Palace beckoned on the road ahead, containing all the danger and opportunity which might result from the impending visit. Allana knew that if she could navigate the perils and threats which she was likely to face there, she might find out what she needed to know to locate the Gate. She might also fortify her power and security by taking control of the leader of the Holy Church.

			The coming days would therefore be momentous for Allana, and for the people around her. And for the world?

			She shivered at this thought, her expression fixed with a look of steely resolve as she prepared herself for what lay ahead.
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			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Arion watched from the battlements of Sen Josias as hundreds of Addui warriors retreated from the town’s walls, fleeing back across the cleared area of land outside of the settlement’s perimeter. Dozens of bowmen from the Order of Saint Amena were releasing arrows from atop the wall towards the retreating enemy, and Arion was satisfied to observe that several of these shafts impaled moving targets. However, he was feeling less than enamoured with his own role in the brief engagement.

			By the Lord, this was little more than a token attack to keep us honest. I hardly had a chance to fight!

			It had been the first Addui assault for over a week, and it had lasted for less time than any previous attack by the infidels against the walls. Arion had barely joined the battle before the attackers had started to flee, and his sword had been bloodied only once in the brief ensuing melee. Indeed, the Addui assailants had clearly recognised him, and had sought to avoid him given his lethal notoriety.

			‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking, brother?’

			Arion looked up to see that Delrin was approaching along the battlements, the older sibling’s chest heaving from his recent exertions. The last few weeks of defensive warfare had added a battle-hardened edge to Delrin’s appearance, and his armour was scuffed and dented in several places.

			‘If what you’re thinking is that we need to stop cowering behind these walls,’ replied Arion, flexing his injured shoulder, ‘and take the fight back to the Addui out there, then yes.’

			Delrin grimaced and said, ‘Something like that. With every day that passes, I’m becoming more convinced that the infidels are no longer committed to taking the town by force. This has become an extended siege, though it makes no sense that they’re waiting to starve us into surrendering. They must know that we can be resupplied by sea, so what are they hoping to achieve by penning us in here?’

			‘Other than controlling the surrounding areas of the Enclave, and executing any of our people whom they find there?’

			After making that comment, Arion looked towards the shallow hills to the west of the town, beyond the lines of the besieging Addui army. The invaders had erected an extended row of dozens of x-shaped crosses along the profile of those hills, each of them holding the strung-up corpse of a captured soldier or citizen of the Enclave.

			Delrin grimaced again and said, ‘I just know that we can’t stay holed up here forever, merely waiting for these occasional attacks.’

			Arion flexed his shoulder a second time, feeling pleased to note that the pain from his injury seemed to be reducing with every passing week, then said, ‘I agree. The question is; what are our leaders going to do about it?’

			‘As I’ve said, if it were up to Cendorn, I believe we’d be ordered to sortie out as soon as possible, with you at the fore.’

			‘But it’s not. Lord Jurron is all too happy to continue to hide behind these walls.’

			By the Lord, we could charge their siege lines and rout them, if we’d only dare to be bold!

			Several bloody weeks had now passed since Arion and the garrison from Fort Upholder had retreated to Sen Josias, to join the town’s military force in their defence against the Addui invasion. Throughout that time, Arion had remained stationed in the fortified coastal settlement, fighting alongside the Order of Saint Amena to keep the besieging infidel army at bay.

			Sen Josias had been surrounded by the Addui for the entirety of that time, with the brunt of assaults directed towards the western and northern walls, and against the squat fortress which buttressed the northern wall beside the harbour. Despite the slowly recovering injury to his shoulder, Arion had been at the forefront of the defence throughout.

			In almost every major battle on the walls, he had been at the heart of the most brutal fighting, and he had once again been a relentless deliverer of death, his abilities also driving his allies to unnatural levels of ferocity and agility. Across a period of weeks, his lethal achievements had been garnering increasing attention from the defenders and citizens of the besieged town, who now regarded Arion the Invincible as a hero.

			Gradually, the Addui assaults had become less frequent and committed, which contributed to Arion’s frustration over today’s battle. He had not been on duty when the attack had started, and had instead been resting in the fortress barracks. By the time that the alarm had been raised and he had sprinted to the wall, he had barely managed to catch the end of the fighting. Several days might now pass before the next assault, during which time the defenders would continue to be fed on three-quarter rations.

			Lord preserve me, I need a good meal!

			He now noticed Castigan approaching from the opposite direction along the ramparts. The knight was limping, still displaying the after-effects of an awkward fall during a previous battle. A bandage was also wrapped around his upper arm, a reminder of a knife wound suffered in the same incident.

			‘We need to speak to Commander Cendorn again, Sir Delrin,’ announced the dark-haired soldier as he drew close, causing Arion to suppress a grim smile. ‘The Addui numbers are depleting with every fight, and their siege lines look even thinner than their losses would suggest, as if some of their troops have been moved away at night-time, or maybe have drifted away and deserted? We’ve withstood the worst that they can throw at us, and it’s beyond time to take the fight back to them. They still probably outnumber us by two-to-one, but I believe that we can rout them with a surprise sortie and cavalry charge.’

			‘That’s exactly what Arion and I were just discussing,’ said Delrin, ‘and I think you’re right. We should bring this up at tomorrow morning’s officer briefing, and hope that Cendorn can persuade Lord Jurron.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Castigan.

			‘But before then, let’s try to clean ourselves up, and get something to eat. I’m hungry, and I’m sure that my hefty little brother is famished. And after that, I intend to visit my family.’

			‘Yes, I’m very hungry,’ said Arion. ‘And thirsty too. Very thirsty.’

			But now that the battle was finished, it was not water that he was craving to quench his thirst.

			–

			Later, after the sun had set, Arion was sitting alone in the small backstreet tavern which had become his refuge in recent weeks. He knew that he was far more drunk than he rightly should be.

			He had slipped into the habit of coming to this place in the evenings after an assault, when he felt confident that the Addui would not be attacking again. Delrin had left the barracks to visit Shalina and Conran, who were being housed in a crowded home in the south-east of town, so he would not be around to admonish Arion for indulging too much.

			And this evening, Arion was truly indulging.

			One supply which was still not depleted in the coastal town was alcohol, and recently Arion had been drinking significantly more red wine than was sensible. Delrin had previously challenged him about this, the older sibling’s tone disapproving, but Arion had argued passionately in response that his martial feats earned him the right to a few celebratory drinks after a battle. Or indeed, more than a few.

			‘Do you think you’ve had enough yet, lad?’

			The question was asked in a soft tone by the ageing innkeeper, a scrawny man with greased-back hair and an equally greasy apron.

			Arion looked up, frowning as the man’s face came partially into focus, and he slurred, ‘I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough.’

			He then lifted his goblet and downed the contents, before gesturing to the innkeeper for a refill. The man did so, looking nervous. Arion had never caused any trouble, but the staff and other patrons were anyway careful not to aggravate him. Most of them were aware of who he was, and he knew that they would also be aware of his lethal reputation.

			During his earliest visits to this tavern, some of the patrons had tried to engage him in conversation, but Arion had been quick to rebuff them. He did not come here to socialise. Instead, he came to escape from his martial existence, and to get sufficiently drunk to try to suppress the conflicted, guilty thoughts which were increasingly crowding his conscience as the war dragged on.

			Those thoughts were threatening to run rampant tonight, even though he had killed just a single foe in the earlier battle. He took another long swallow, trying to ignore the remembered image of the Addui youth whom he had earlier disembowelled, and attempting to subdue the other dark memories which were churning through his mind.

			By the Lord, must I bring death wherever I go?

			He knew that he was fighting for a cause, to ensure victory for the Enclave and for the Order of Saint Amena. He also knew that he did not understand, nor was he particularly interested in, the history and merits of that cause, or the perceived grievances and rights and wrongs of the adversaries.

			He was contracted to fight for the Enclave, but in truth he fought for his fellow soldiers, and for his surviving family members. That was all the justification which he had deemed necessary to oppose the Addui and to slaughter them. However, with more frequency recently, and particularly after he had killed again, he was experiencing regular flashbacks of the many deaths which he had personally inflicted.

			Hundreds of those deaths had charted his course to this foreign shore; the Battle of Moss Ford, the Battle of Condarr, and then the massacre at the fortress of Aiduel’s Guards. The memories of these were companions to the latest trail of butchery which he had cut through the Holy Land, as swathes of men, women and sometimes even children had been slaughtered by his unmatched strength and aggression. Until, most recently, he must have killed hundreds more whilst defending the walls of Sen Josias.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			And just one more victim today.

			Lord preserve me, I’ve ended so many lives!

			Was he a hero or a butcher? A saviour or a murderer? More and more, these conflicts were tormenting him. In his rational and sober moments, he knew that he desperately wanted to be a good person, a glorious hero who was seen to be the saviour of his people. However, his version of heroism always seemed to involve the delivery of death. His deeds had once earned him the title Butcher of Moss Ford, and now he was becoming the Butcher of the Holy Land.

			With increasing recent regularity when he closed his eyes, the anguished faces of those who had died might await him, captured in memory from the moment when he had ended their lives. Hundreds or even thousands of victims.

			And other recognisable faces also lingered within these dark thoughts, of those who had died because of his flawed actions and choices, including his brother Gerrion, whose throat and life had bled out within a grim fortress cell. But worst of all, the most frequent visitor to Arion’s tormented mind was still Kalyane. He could close his eyes and see his wife, staring towards him with desperation and terror as she was gripped in the clutches of a monster, her legs dangling helplessly. Then she was dead, the light extinguished from her eyes as that monster twisted its wrist and broke her neck.

			Arion had still not told Delrin about the ghastly specifics of Gerrion and Kalyane’s deaths. Indeed, he had not truly disclosed the horror of those events to anyone other than Leanna, but on nights like these they seemed so vividly fresh in his mind that they might have been just hours old. He shuddered, then took another long swig from his goblet, trying to blot out the image of his wife’s final moment, trying to shut out every other flashing memory of the deaths which he was responsible for.

			But death stalked his footsteps, his relentless and hungry shadow, and he knew that the alcohol would only offer a temporary respite from the conflict within. He fought for Delrin and for his fellow soldiers, but was he slowly destroying the person whom he might once have been with each life that he took? He did not know, though he feared that was the case.

			However, despite that fear, despite all the death which he had witnessed and caused, he recognised the inherent contradiction that he continued to embrace war and combat, and even relished it. Why else would he have been so annoyed to have missed the earlier battle? And why else did he so badly want to sortie forth to attack the Addui?

			In battle, he excelled, and the world was simple. In mortal combat, he was supreme and unmatched, compelling him to seek out melee and to deliver victory, again and again and again, and to savour the subsequent acclaim which resulted from his lethal deeds. That need for renown and recognition was as seemingly addictive as the drink in his goblet.

			By the Lord, I can’t pretend that I dislike it when they call me Arion the Invincible.

			But nor could he forget the words which Leanna had said to him during their last encounter, before she had abandoned him to head off into the desert with an Illborn stranger.

			‘You were the monster, Arion.’

			That was what she had said. What someone who was a good person thought of him. He was a monster. A butcher and a monster who had slaughtered countless victims but had still managed to fail his people, his family and his wife. And no amount of killing in the Holy Land seemed capable of rectifying those misdeeds, no matter what renown it gained him.

			But for tonight, for a short time at least, the drinking might offer a numbing respite, and might help him to escape his memories. Eventually.

			He took another long gulp.

			–

			The next morning, Arion entered the main hall of the town’s squat, box-like fortress, for the daily meeting of officers and knights. Delrin and Castigan were already there, and Arion knew that they were both determined to challenge the strategy of the senior commanders. As he took his place, he was trying to ignore the ache in his skull, and he hoped that Delrin and others would not be able to smell the lingering alcohol on his breath.

			Over twenty attendees were gathered. Commander Cendorn from Fort Upholder was one of those present, although he had been relegated to second-in-command of the combined forces defending Sen Josias. The overall leader was Lord Jurron, a senior and elderly member of the Order of Saint Amena who had previously governed the town.

			Jurron was a stout man with a martial bearing, but Arion had started to question the lord’s ability to lead. He had tolerated Jurron’s conservative approach during the frantic early days of the war, given that the Addui’s northern army had enjoyed a significant advantage of numbers. However, the prohibition on sorties and counterattacks had become increasingly frustrating as the siege had extended.

			Arion could see Delrin and Castigan conferring beside him as Jurron moved to the front of the room.

			‘We repelled the infidels again yesterday,’ stated the elderly leader, his voice gravelly. ‘And for that, I congratulate those soldiers and officers of the Order who fought on the walls. May The Lord and Saint Amena praise your bravery and your service.’

			There was a murmur of acknowledgement from those gathered in the room, before Jurron continued.

			‘Over the course of the last month, I’ve been satisfied with the outcome of the fighting here. The enemy must have lost three fighters for each casualty which we’ve suffered, and every single infidel death makes the world a better place. You will no doubt have noticed that the enemy lines outside this town have been thinning, and at a rate greater than their estimated level of casualties. At first, we were unsure if those losses could be explained as desertions, but we’re now certain that they were troop movements. Addui forces from here have been travelling southwards through the Enclave. Towards Arron.’

			After hearing this, Arion glanced across at Delrin, who frowned.

			Jurron continued, ‘I know that quite a few of you have been champing at the bit to take the fight out to the Addui, and have been frustrated by my reticence to do so, and I can understand that sentiment. Before The Lord, every time that I look at those poor bodies on the hills outside of town, I wish for nothing more than to lead a charge to wipe out every last one of these infidel bastards. However, I’ve refused to do so, because Lord Commander Andross had ordered me to minimise our losses.’

			‘But we’re at war, sir,’ said Delrin, his voice respectful. ‘We won’t win this war without taking risks and suffering casualties.’

			‘Please be patient, Sir Delrin, and let Lord Jurron finish,’ responded Commander Cendorn.

			‘The reason Lord Commander Andross had asked me to minimise our casualties,’ said Jurron, ‘and not to sortie forth, is because he’s requested significant aid and extra armies from Angall. The Third Crusade. The intention has always been that we’ll hold what we have, for as long as we need to, and we’ll take the fight to the enemy after those new forces arrive. However, our plans are now being forced to change. Any such relief army will still be weeks or months away, at best, and the Lord Commander is becoming increasingly alarmed about the status of the defence of Arron.

			‘We’ve experienced some tough battles here in Sen Josias, but my understanding is that it doesn’t compare to the ferocious scale of the fighting which has taken place around the capital. Tens of thousands of Addui have attacked the walls of Arron, and the casualty rate within our Order has been much greater there than we’ve suffered here. In his last missive to me, received yesterday, Lord Commander Andross indicated that the situation could soon become critical, as his troop numbers have been depleted to such an extent that all or part of the capital might fall within the next week.’

			There were gasps amongst the gathered soldiers after hearing this news.

			Lord preserve me, I had no idea that the situation was so desperate there.

			‘But the city has not yet fallen,’ continued Jurron, ‘and we can still save it. Lord Andross has always viewed the garrisons here and at Sen Rellinas as a strategic reserve, and he’s now ordered me to transfer any surplus soldiers which we can spare. I’ve discussed this at length with Commander Cendorn, and we’ve concluded that we’re going to transfer eight hundred men to join the battle in Arron, under Cendorn’s command. It will make the defence of Sen Josias less robust, and we’ll lose any capacity to take the fight out to the enemy, but we think we can withstand such a transfer whilst still holding this town for months to come. Three troop transports are currently travelling here from Arron, and are due to arrive tomorrow. The selected forces will board and those vessels will start the return journey to Arron within hours of arriving.’

			‘Which men, sir?’ asked Castigan.

			‘Commander Cendorn has the full list of companies and men, which he’ll announce shortly, but his entire complement of soldiers from Fort Upholder, including the mercenaries, will be transferring to the south. That includes Lord Sepian, whom I’ve specifically recommended to the Lord Commander.’

			Arion nodded his head in acknowledgement after hearing his name spoken, feeling a sudden thrill of anticipation.

			‘That’s as much as I want to say for now,’ concluded Jurron. ‘Commander Cendorn will run through the details next, and then we’ll take questions at the end. But if your name is on the list, please have your men at the docks, and ready to board a vessel, before eighth hour tomorrow morning. And may The Lord be with you all on this great endeavour to save our capital.’

			Arion looked across at Delrin and Castigan, who each looked determined and excited, mirroring his own immediate reaction. The dark thoughts which had clouded his mind on the previous evening were momentarily forgotten.

			Lord preserve me, if I’m going to kill, then what greater cause and glory might there be than to fight to save Arron?

			–

			The next day, Arion was amongst hundreds of troops from Fort Upholder, including the soldiers from Western Canasar, who were boarding a great war galleon named Amena’s Sceptre. The quayside area was relatively safe; the Addui besieging the town had limited siege equipment, and none of their weaponry could imperil the ships docked here.

			Arion was walking near to Delrin and Castigan. The former seemed subdued and solemn, which Arion ascribed to him having said his farewells to his wife and son on the prior evening. By contrast, Castigan was ebullient, the usually formal and stoic knight exhorting the soldiers around them.

			‘This is why we train, and this is why we fight, men!’ shouted the dark-haired warrior as they crossed the gangplank. ‘Soon, we’ll fight for Arron, and we’ll save the city by killing more of the fucking infidels! This is why we fight!’

			Another soldier called back, ‘The only good infidel is a dead infidel!’

			‘Let’s kill those bastards!’ yelled another.

			The new orders had also revitalised Arion, and the torments which he had been suffering were now being suppressed by the temptation of possible victory and glory in the capital. He would use the three days of travel at sea to rest, and to regain his full strength.

			Soon, he would be putting that strength to the test, when he joined the defenders in what might prove to be the critical battle for the very survival of the Enclave.
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Corin was in the centre of the Chosen encampment within the foothills of the Holy Mountains, and he was sitting completely still with his eyelids closed. His mind was connected to Blackpaw’s, and he was peering through the distant felrin’s eyes towards Aiduel’s Gate.

			Blackpaw was crouching in the lower desert, over twenty-five miles away from Corin, but less than half a mile from the Holy City. The beast had stalked to that location as the sun had begun to set, and was now concealed amidst a cluster of tall rocks. Despite the risk of the felrin being seen in daylight, Corin had wanted to observe the area outside of Aiduel’s Gate before full darkness descended.

			This was the second time in the last week that Blackpaw had stealthily approached the surrounds of the Holy City. On the first occasion, Corin had been in awe of what he was witnessing through the beast’s eyes, but he had realised afterwards that he might have failed to remember important details. During this second visit, he was deliberately focused upon retaining everything that he was seeing.

			Much of what Blackpaw was currently observing matched Leanna’s description, based upon what she had gleaned in Fen’Arrak, and what she had witnessed when she had somehow reached into the mind of an Addui prisoner. However, Corin still wanted to arm himself with as much knowledge as possible, to best prepare for what he and his people would soon have to face.

			At the top of almost vertical cliffs set within the Holy Mountains range, at an estimated two hundred metres above the desert floor, he could observe a prominent, wide and jutting clifftop. Set back a short distance from the edge of this clifftop, a mighty wall ascended even further into the sky, a stone barrier which was perhaps twenty metres high, and which spanned the entire extended width between vertiginous mountains on either side. An enormous metal gate in the centre was the only apparent entrance through this vast wall.

			This imposing view seemed to confirm what had become increasingly apparent in the preceding days, after Corin’s felrin pack had tried and failed to find an alternative route through the nearby mountains; there was no way into the Holy City other than via that towering clifftop and either through that great gate or over that mighty wall.

			As Blackpaw’s sharp eyes continued to peer towards that clifftop, Corin was again disturbed by a question which had troubled him during the felrin’s first scouting visit. Could this be the same location which Corin had witnessed whilst touching the archway in the far north, during the vision when he had been sitting amidst a group of children, one of whom had resembled a younger Leanna? In that vision, there had been no great wall, and no constructions on the desert floor below, but some aspect of the setting and the surrounding mountains told him that it was the same place. Certainly, he had been thinking about that vision a lot in the last few days since Blackpaw had first beheld that distant clifftop.

			Blackpaw’s gaze now moved away from the great wall and the mountains to encompass the gargantuan ramp, constructed of earth and stone, which was being built up from the desert floor towards the edge of the clifftop. This ramp was staggering in scale, seemingly the work of many years or even decades of hard labour, and it was four times as long as it was high, stretching up from the arid desert terrain towards the Holy City. A flattened pathway, a few metres across, was visible along its entire length, at the top of which were a number of wagons.

			However, Corin could perceive that this colossal sloping structure was clearly not yet complete, and there was a gap from its highest point to the edge of the clifftop which was perhaps forty metres in width and over five in height. Corin knew little about such constructions, but it seemed that there might be months or years of additional labour required before that gulf could be bridged. If the Addui had built this ramp to assist them in conquering the Holy City, it was apparent that their goal was not yet attainable.

			

			Despite this, Corin knew that he and Leanna would need to ascend the pathway on the ramp; it was the only route along which he could lead his Chosen warband to Aiduel’s Gate.

			Blackpaw’s gaze now descended to the foot of the giant slope, towards the town of Addubar. This fortress settlement at the ramp’s base was identifiably of Addui origin, with red-stone walls, and buildings composed of stone and mud. The town was buttressed on one edge against the cliffs, before the tall external walls extended outwards around the perimeter, encircling the ramp. There was also a north-easterly facing gate set within these walls, from which a road trailed away broadly eastwards.

			Corin recognised that the town was of a size in which many thousands might live. Indeed, Leanna had been told in Fen’Arrak that Addubar’s garrison of soldiers would far outnumber the Chosen warband, even after the Addui invasion of the Enclave, and Blackpaw could see several figures patrolling on the battlements.

			Corin was taking note of each of these details, understanding the scale and severity of the obstacles which he and his people – and Leanna of Arlais – would need to overcome to enter Aiduel’s Gate. They would first be required to cross the desert to this fortress town of Addubar at the base of the cliffs, then they would have to breach its walls and overcome its army. Following that, they would need to ascend the sloping ramp, before finding a way to cross the abyss between the end of the unfinished slope and the clifftop.

			If they managed to achieve all of that, they would next be required to open the great gates of the Holy City, or to scale its walls. And then, finally, they might need to face whatever defending forces awaited them within. Forces which had managed to repulse every potential invader for hundreds of years.

			It was a formidable and daunting challenge, but Corin knew that he had been able to overcome other great challenges in the past. This second scouting visit by Blackpaw was providing him with additional information which he could now use to finalise his plans. And this time, of course, he would not be the only one with powers and abilities to employ in the pursuit of his goals.

			The Illborn Leanna would be alongside him every step of the way.

			Leave. Return. Careful.

			Corin transmitted this message to Blackpaw, and he knew that it had been understood. The felrin would soon stalk away from that place and would return in darkness to the Chosen camp.

			Corin opened his eyes to see Agbeth sitting in front of him, watching him. They were under their lean-to, with no one else near them.

			‘Is Blackpaw safe?’ she asked in a low voice. There was no longer any lopsided cast to Agbeth’s features as she spoke, something which still seemed peculiar, but which Corin was gradually becoming accustomed to.

			‘Yes,’ he said, also speaking quietly.

			‘And did you see everything which you needed to see?’

			‘Yes, I think so. I want some more time to think tonight, to finalise my plans. But we’ll need to convene a council for first thing tomorrow morning. We’ve waited long enough, and I feel that I’ve gathered as much information as I can. We’re ready, the Byn’Addui have gone, and it’s time to leave here.’

			Agbeth nodded. ‘Then… at this council, we must tell Leanna everything we know, Corin. And she must tell us everything that she knows. After we leave here, we may never be safe again. We might never have time to talk again, and to resolve things with her. We trust her, and there must be no more secrets between us. Not if… not if we’re to try to avoid… an awful outcome.’

			Corin and Agbeth had discussed this several times over the preceding days, as part of their deliberations and preparations. Leanna had healed dozens of Corin’s people, including Agbeth, and Corin now believed wholeheartedly that she was a good person who was more than worthy of his trust.

			‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘and I agree. Tomorrow, we’ll tell her everything.’

			‘Do you promise?’

			‘Yes, I promise.’

			–

			The next morning, shortly before dawn, Corin was sitting under a larger canvas lean-to beside Agbeth, and they were facing Leanna and her two companions. The lean-to was in the centre of the latest Chosen encampment, which had been established at the edge of a small Addui village in the mountain foothills.

			After the warband had crossed the desert from Fen’Arrak, then had reached this settlement through a narrow winding pass discovered by Blackpaw, Corin had deemed this to be the best place to prepare for their concluding push towards Aiduel’s Gate. It was a good location; the village had water, and the pass had been easily defended against raiding Byn’Addui until the latter had withdrawn eastwards, just a handful of days earlier. The desert to the immediate east now appeared to be free of hostile Addui warriors.

			In the time since the Chosen warband had arrived, Corin had sent several felrin into the steeply sloping mountains to the west, hoping to find an alternative trail through the range of peaks towards Aiduel’s Gate. That effort had confirmed that no such mountain route existed, even for the agile beasts, and the terrain had quickly become impassable for any human traveller. The only way to approach Aiduel’s Gate therefore seemed to be through Addubar.

			‘I looked at the town and ramp outside Aiduel’s Gate again yesterday, through Blackpaw’s eyes,’ stated Corin, initiating the discussion. ‘Nothing I saw has fundamentally changed my view about the plans which we’ve discussed, and I don’t believe that there’s anything more that we can learn now. I think that it’s time for us to leave here, and to press on until we’re inside Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘Very well,’ said Leanna. ‘In which case, when do you want to leave?’

			‘My people can be ready to leave tonight, if you’re in agreement. Aiduel’s Gate is at least a night and a day of marching from here, and we’ve less than a week of food provisions left. I suggest that we should break camp tonight, and head directly there. Do you agree?’

			‘We’ve always known that Aiduel’s Gate is our final destination,’ said Leanna, ‘and that this is just a temporary – if safe – camp. I’m ready to leave if you are. But as we’ve discussed, I’m determined that we must try to get to the Holy City with a minimum of bloodshed. No bloodshed, if possible.’

			

			‘That’s going to be extremely difficult. Just getting there will be challenging enough. But I’ve given you my word that I shall at least try.’

			Leanna tilted her head in acknowledgement, before the burly Caddin, who was sitting further back to keep his medallions away from Corin, said, ‘Is there anything new which you saw last night? Anything which might alter our planned approach?’

			After hearing this question, Corin glanced towards Agbeth, who nodded, and he resolved to initiate the conversation which the two of them had been discussing and preparing for.

			‘Nothing new, or which changes our plans, though I’d anyway like to talk about those plans again,’ he said. ‘However, before we do that, there’s something else that I’d like to discuss with you, Leanna. Something which Agbeth and I think we need to discuss, before it’s too late.’

			Leanna’s nose wrinkled as she said, ‘Oh? What would you like to discuss?’

			‘You and I have come to know each other much better in these recent weeks,’ said Corin, choosing his words carefully. ‘And I think that a lot of trust has been built between us. Certainly, though I can’t speak for what you think about me, I can say that Agbeth and I trust you, and we believe that we have a clear understanding of what kind of a person you are. A good person.’

			‘And I trust you, Corin, and I also believe that you’re a good person,’ replied Leanna, beaming with a radiant smile after hearing his words, before looking around at her two companions for affirmation. ‘The way that you lead your people, and behave towards others with decency and fairness, has shown that to me. I trust you. We trust you. Even Caddin, I think.’

			‘I appreciate you saying that,’ said Corin, ‘which gives me even more reassurance that it’s right to hold this conversation now. If we move tonight, we’re setting ourselves on the final path to Aiduel’s Gate. As a result of the scouting by Blackpaw and my felrin, we have some idea of what we’re going to face outside of the Holy City. We’re aware of the fortress, the ramp, the abyss and the wall, and we’ve made plans, which we can discuss again before we leave here. However, we have no idea of what we’re going to encounter if we get inside Aiduel’s Gate, and we may also be harassed and in danger from the moment that we leave this camp. We may therefore never have this opportunity again, whilst our minds are clear and we are at peace, to have an open talk.’

			‘Very well,’ said Leanna. ‘As it happens, this sounds a lot like a conversation which Caddin, Amyss and I were having last night. I also wanted to talk openly with you before we left here. What would you like to talk about?’

			‘About everything, Leanna,’ answered Agbeth. ‘The time for us to keep secrets from each other is over. I believe – no, I’m certain – that there are things which you know, and your friends know, that you’re not telling Corin and me. And there are things that we know – that Corin has seen, and heard – that we’ve not shared with you. Not completely, anyway. If we’re all aiming to end this journey together, then you and Corin must know everything which is known to the other. That way… if there’s something which you both must overcome when you get to Aiduel’s Gate, you’ll be best prepared to overcome it.’

			Corin listened to Agbeth’s words intently, admiring her passion. He was aware that Leanna was able to read Agbeth’s emotions when away from Caddin Sendromm’s medallions, and he knew that his wife had done much to build the trust between him and the other Illborn. He hoped that Leanna would recognise that Agbeth spoke with sincerity.

			‘You’re correct, Agbeth,’ said Leanna. ‘There are things I know, which I’ve learnt from Caddin, that I haven’t shared with you and Corin. And I agree, the time has come for that to end. Would you believe me if I told you that this was the exact conversation which I had with Caddin and Amyss, last night?’

			‘I would,’ said Agbeth, smiling.

			Leanna also smiled in response, but her expression then grew serious and she said, ‘Corin and I have both heard the words of our recurring dream. According to that dream, only one can claim the power which we believe is waiting for us in Aiduel’s Gate. And we both know that the words which follow… might encourage one of us to try to kill the other, if the events of the dream are repeated. Therefore, I believe that the less we try to keep secrets from each other, the better chance we’ll have of avoiding conflict between us in future. I hope.’

			‘Then it seems that we share the same thoughts, Leanna,’ said Corin.

			‘It does. So… if we both have secrets… which one of us is to speak first?’

			‘Your choice,’ he said. ‘I’m happy to go first, but if you’d prefer to speak before me, that’s also fine.’

			‘In that case, I’m willing to disclose my secrets first.’ She then paused, appearing to consider her words, before saying, ‘I’ve already told you much about what we know, Corin, though most of my knowledge has been learnt from Caddin. But I’ve not told you… everything.’ She looked towards the grey-bearded man after saying this, and added, ‘Help me to explain this, Caddin.’

			Sendromm nodded, his voice deep and rumbling as he proceeded to speak. ‘It’s a long story, but I’ll try to set out the most important points. To do that, let me go way back in time, to describe where this all started for me. I was once a priest, and whilst living in the city of Sen Aiduel, over twenty years ago, I was summoned to a meeting with the Archlaw.’

			‘The Archlaw is the head of our Holy Church,’ stated Amyss.

			‘It was at that meeting that I was given a holy quest,’ continued Caddin. ‘A quest to find, and to kill, five people who would be born with the potential for almighty powers. The Illborn, as the Archlaw called them, and as you’re now known.’

			‘And how did he know about us?’ asked Corin.

			‘He said that your coming had been prophesied a long time ago, linked to a daytime darkening of the sun which we now know happened nine months before your birth, an event which we call the Great Darkening. He also described that you would possess unnatural powers and abilities and, more specifically, he described in detail the recurring dream of the Gate which you both still experience.’

			‘He talked about our dream, before we could ever have dreamed it?’

			‘Yes, it was in the prophecy which he referred to. Through your powers, and particularly through your dreams, he said that I’d be able to identify you. That was how I was later able to identify… and, to my everlasting regret, murder… the boy Cillian. We now know that those five people are the two of you, Arion Sepian, the woman Allana, and the boy. At that time, however, neither the Archlaw nor I knew who these Illborn were.’

			‘And he wanted you to find us and to kill us?’ asked Corin. ‘Why?’

			‘He believes that we’re a threat to the world, Corin,’ answered Leanna. ‘He said to Caddin that if we reach the Gate, it will allow us to… come into our full powers, and we’ll then trigger the destruction of the holy faith and will drown the world in blood and war. The Archlaw, and his military order Aiduel’s Guards, were determined to stop us from ever reaching the Gate… the very action which you and I are now set upon doing.’

			‘Why did he believe all of that?’ asked Agbeth.

			‘Because… he possessed a letter which he stated to Caddin had been written by The Lord Aiduel, which said all of these things. A letter written hundreds of years ago, before The Lord Ascended.’

			‘Your man Aiduel wrote a letter, warning about us?’ queried Corin. ‘Saying that we shouldn’t go to the Gate?’

			‘Yes, he did.’

			‘And he stated that it’s in the city of Aiduel’s Gate?’

			Corin had slipped into his trance state a few nights earlier, which had again confirmed to him that the Gate was in the mountains near the Holy City, but he was intrigued whether this was also supported by the letter.

			‘No,’ said Leanna, ‘but-’

			‘The Archlaw didn’t say where the Gate was, but Corin needs to know that Caddin never actually read the letter,’ interrupted Amyss. She then stared at Corin. ‘We’ve only the Archlaw’s word for what was written in that letter. And if it suggested that Leanna could be capable of doing evil if she reaches the Gate and claims the power, then I know it’s wrong. It must be.’

			‘Thank you, Amyss,’ said Leanna. ‘You’re right to make that clear. When I first understood what the Archlaw had said to Caddin, and realised just how much about my powers and dream he’d described to be true, I was shaken by it. My faith was shaken by it. However, just because some of it’s true, doesn’t mean everything’s true. And I swear that I will never do evil. I will never take actions to drown the world in blood and war. In fact, I’ll do anything I can to prevent that.’

			‘Corin would do the same,’ stated Agbeth with passion. ‘I know his heart, and he will never be an evil person.’

			Corin glanced at his wife, grateful for her support, then nodded and said, ‘You’ve seen what I’ve been through to try to avoid killing people, Leanna, during these last few weeks. I hope you can trust in that as confirmation of what’s in my heart?’

			‘If I’d not grown to trust who you are, Corin,’ replied Leanna, ‘I doubt that we’d be having this conversation.’

			‘Thank you. And I have observed your actions too, Leanna. As I’ve said before, I owe you a debt of gratitude, and I also find it hard to believe that you would ever knowingly do evil… if you were to claim this power, instead of me. However, the other two, the man Arion and the woman Allana, I’m much less convinced about them. He’s a brutal murderer, and she’s a creator of felrin out of people.’

			‘I share that view,’ stated Caddin, his tone solemn. ‘They’re both unfit and dangerous.’

			‘Do either of them know about these things that you’re telling me?’ asked Corin. ‘About the letter, and the prophecy?’

			‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Leanna. ‘Arion… I once thought that he was a good person, but… he’s changed for the worse, and he’s not become the man I wish he could have been. He’s immature, and he kills too casually and too recklessly. If there’s a power to be claimed in Aiduel’s Gate, I also don’t believe that he’s fit to claim it, and I’ve never shared with him what I just told you. Before our last parting, I did everything I could do dissuade him from travelling to the Holy City, including making him promise not to follow us into the desert. I don’t think that we’ll need to worry about him if and when we get to Aiduel’s Gate. Just… each other.’

			‘I think you’re right,’ said Corin. ‘As I told you, I can find our kind when I’m in my trance state. When I last slipped into that trance, a few days ago, Arion was further away from here. He was somewhere to the east of these lands, which suggests that he’s not followed us. And the woman Allana was much further away than that.’

			‘Allana’s alive?’ asked Caddin, looking suddenly uneasy.

			‘Yes,’ replied Corin, noting the burly man’s reaction. ‘It seems that she’s far away, across your great ocean, but she’s definitely alive. Why? Didn’t you expect her to be?’

			Caddin folded his arms, not answering immediately, and instead Leanna said, ‘Before we left Arron, Caddin took actions – without my instruction – to report Allana to the Holy Church. We thought it was possible that she might have been killed.’

			‘You tried to kill another Illborn?’ asked Corin, addressing his question to Sendromm.

			‘I did it without Leanna’s agreement, after the woman had tried to harm her,’ replied Caddin. ‘Although… Leanna had not forbidden me from doing it, either. She has forbidden me from trying to harm you, or any of your people.’

			

			‘That’s the truth, Corin,’ said Leanna, and she sounded sincere. ‘Before The Lord, I promise you that. Caddin has sworn it, and he’s never broken his word to me.’

			‘And I did it because the woman Allana is not fit to claim this power,’ stated Caddin. ‘And she tried to kill Leanna. You’ll understand by now that I’ll do whatever is necessary to keep Leanna from harm.’

			‘I understand,’ said Corin, choosing to ignore the casual threat in those words. ‘So, with the other three either dead or nowhere near Aiduel’s Gate, that leaves just the two of us, soon on our way to the Gate to claim the power. And, if our dream is true, to potentially try to kill the other as we attempt to claim it.’

			‘If the dream is true,’ said Leanna, ‘and if we don’t choose to avoid that outcome.’

			‘And somehow, if the letter is true, even in part, all of this appears to be connected to your Lord Aiduel?’

			‘Possibly,’ said Leanna. ‘At the very least, it seems possible that He was the author of the letter, and your trance seems to confirm that the Gate is in the Holy City where He Ascended.’

			‘Hellin has told me about this event, the Ascension. How the man Aiduel passed into his Holy Cathedral in Aiduel’s Gate, and then Ascended to your heaven. How he disappeared from the world.’

			‘That’s correct, to an extent,’ said Amyss. ‘He Ascended. But he didn’t simply disappear. He became Our Lord, all-seeing and all-knowing, watching over us and guiding us and protecting us.’

			Corin chose not to debate this statement, and instead said, ‘And Aiduel’s Gate was also the place which he emerged from after originally coming into his powers. The connection to your man Aiduel starts to feel like much more than a coincidence, doesn’t it?’

			‘To the Lord Aiduel?’ said Leanna. ‘Yes, it does.’

			‘And do you think that it might be your Aiduel whom we see in the Gate, in our dream?’

			Leanna shook her head emphatically. ‘No, I don’t. Not with that terrible voice, shouting orders to do evil. That is not The Lord Aiduel.’

			‘Who do you think it is, then?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Neither do I,’ said Corin, then barked a laugh. ‘But whoever it is, he troubles me. A lot.’

			‘Me too.’

			There was a moment of uneasy silence, before Corin asked, ‘Is there anything else which you haven’t told me, about what the Archlaw described to you?’

			‘No, I think those are the main points,’ stated Leanna, and Caddin and Amyss both nodded in confirmation.

			‘In which case, thank you for how open you’ve been, and now it’s my turn to share what I know with you. I’ve already told you about my powers, and how I first experienced them. And how, when Agbeth and I were living in exile in the far north, we encountered Blackpaw. However, I haven’t told you much about the most difficult period in my life, when Agbeth was injured. Nor have I talked about the… ghost who was in Agbeth’s soul after that injury, or who that person was, or what they told me to do. I think it’s important that I share, and that you understand, these matters.’

			‘Please go on,’ said Leanna, sounding intrigued.

			Corin paused, his expression grim, then he said, ‘Shortly after I became the chief of my clan, Agbeth was struck in the head during an attack on our village. I thought that she was going to die, that I was going to lose her, but I used my powers… to bring her soul back from the brink of death.’

			He felt a welling of emotion as he started to describe this, and he looked towards Agbeth, who mouthed the words, ‘Go on.’

			‘She came back,’ continued Corin, ‘but she came back changed. Alive, but not in her mind for long periods. And she also brought with her… an unwanted passenger in her mind, someone who sounded like a boy. This boy had died, and could not remember who he was. I called him the ghost. Before this ghost arrived, I heard a statement, one which he later repeated. Listen carefully to this. It said, “Gather them. Open the Gate. And claim the power”.’

			‘Gather them, open the Gate, and claim the power,’ Leanna repeated. ‘Somewhat different to only one can claim the power. What do you think it means?’

			‘For a long time, I thought them referred to my people,’ replied Corin. ‘Gather the clans, and deliver peace between them. But more recently, Agbeth and I have increasingly been questioning whether them refers to the Illborn, as you call us. To you, me, the man Arion, and the woman Allana. Whether it refers to gathering the four of us, though I’ve no intention of trying to do that given my concerns about the other two. However, the rest of what was said seems consistent with our dream of the Gate. It’s calling me to open the Gate, and then to claim the power.’

			‘As we’ve said, we also have no intention of going anywhere near the others again,’ stated Leanna. ‘And I agree about the words “claim the power”. But what does “open the Gate” mean? In our dream, the Gate is there, and it’s open to the one who walks through.’

			‘I don’t know. But I wanted to tell you about it. And there’s more, if I can continue?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Back then, I believed that the Gate was in the far north, and I thought that reaching it was the only way I’d be able to save Agbeth’s life, so I travelled there with her. Before and during that journey, the ghost continued to speak with me. It had forgotten much of its life, but I began to believe that it was someone who had once lived, and whom I’d brought back… from death, with Agbeth. I later found out that this belief was correct.’

			‘Who was the boy, the ghost?’ asked Caddin, and Corin noted that he was displaying a rare hint of emotion.

			Corin stared intently at the burly man, and said, ‘Before I finally cast him out of Agbeth’s soul, to heal her, he remembered more of his life, and who he was. And he remembered how he was killed, and who killed him. His name was Cillian, and he’d been murdered by you, Caddin Sendromm. Him, and his parents too.’

			‘I thought you were going to say that,’ said Caddin, a tremor in his voice. ‘What did… what did he say about me? Did he hate me?’

			‘He said little about you. But he showed me the moments before his death, in a vision. You were there, that’s how I recognised you when we first met. But… for now, that’s less important than the other things which I want to tell Leanna. The words, “Gather them. Open the Gate. And claim the power”, I now wonder if these words were originally meant for the boy Cillian, who we both now think was an Illborn too… and that he repeated them to me, after his death. If they had been said to him, perhaps he was the one who was meant to gather us, before he was killed. He said that he thought he was meant to find me, and to make it right, but he was murdered.’

			‘Who would have told him to do that?’ asked Leanna. ‘Who would have spoken those words to the boy Cillian?’

			‘I don’t know. But there’s more that I must tell you. When I went to the far north, I didn’t find the Gate as I’d expected, but I did find something else. In the remote mountain wilderness, I discovered a great archway, a structure which had been protected for thousands of years by the felrin. Although its power had faded, I believe that it had once been a place of great power, many thousands of years ago. A place which I believe also once offered a great power.’

			‘Like another Gate?’

			‘Yes, I think so, and that power was claimed by one called Mella, a man of evil who became a god to the people of my homeland, who created the felrin, and who thankfully has now been dead for a very long time. I had many visions whilst I was touching that archway, and I’ve been witness to many of the horrors inflicted by this Mella. I knew then that I could never allow someone with such evil in their heart to again possess such a power.’

			Corin could see Leanna nodding in agreement as he described this, whilst both of her companions were grim-faced.

			‘While I was touching this arch, the ghost Cillian also showed me the vision of himself and Caddin, before his death,’ Corin continued. ‘And he showed me other visions; of you standing on stone alongside water, of the man Arion amongst a mass of butchered corpses, and of the woman Allana about to create two felrin. That’s how I recognised you, Leanna, as soon as I saw you. But more recently, those visions are not the ones which I think about the most.’

			‘What do you think about the most?’ she asked.

			‘I think about another vision which Cillian shared, one which I believe was from much longer ago. In this vision, I was sitting amidst a group of children near the edge of a cliff, on a clifftop which was high above a lifeless desert of sand and rocks. I now believe that the desert was this desert, and that the clifftop was the entrance to Aiduel’s Gate. Long ago, perhaps even before the city was built. Having seen the clifftop and surrounding mountains through Blackpaw’s eyes, I now feel even more certain about this.’

			‘Please go on,’ said Leanna, and she sounded intrigued.

			‘But it’s the children themselves that confuse me, Leanna. The ghost, the boy Cillian, was there. His skin was darker, more tanned, than when I’d seen him in the room with Caddin, but I’m certain that it was him. How the same boy could have been on your distant continent to be murdered by Caddin, and also here, I’ve no idea. But even more confusing were the three people I could see beside him. The girl next to him, she had golden-blonde hair, and blue eyes. It was a younger version, but… I’m sure now, it was you.’

			‘Me?’

			

			‘Yes.’

			‘How can you be certain?’

			‘It was you. And I’m certain because the others with you were the boy Cillian, and a younger version of the man Arion. And the other, she was a young, dark-haired girl, who fits the description which you gave me of the woman Allana. In the vision, you were all together. Four people whom we now call Illborn, all in the same place as children.’

			‘But… it’s impossible, I was never there as a child,’ said Leanna. ‘I can remember my entire childhood, which I spent in Arlais. I’ve never been in the Holy Land before this year, and I’ve certainly never been anywhere near Aiduel’s Gate. And neither had Arion.’

			‘I know, I didn’t think you had ever been here. But I saw this anyway, and I believe it happened.’

			‘But when? And if all the Illborn were there, where were you?’

			‘I don’t know when, exactly, but if it happened then it must have been before the great wall on the clifftop was constructed. Perhaps, before the city of Aiduel’s Gate even existed? And I think… maybe… I was seeing it through my own eyes. That I was there too, but I couldn’t see myself because I was with you, watching you all. We were all laughing, and for that moment at least, I believe that we were happy. But I truly think that I was there, with you, and the boy Cillian, and Arion and Allana, on that clifftop.’

			‘But you couldn’t have been. We weren’t there, the vision doesn’t make any sense.’

			‘I can understand your doubt. Agbeth and I have discussed this at length since meeting you, and again this week, and we’ve asked ourselves these same questions. Indeed, it was Agbeth who came up with the answer which I’ve now started to believe. What if what I saw wasn’t a vision, Leanna? What if it was a… memory?’

			‘A memory?’

			‘From a past life.’

			‘A past life?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’re serious?’

			‘Yes. What if the five of us had been here before, together? But not in this life. What if we died, and someone, or something, brought us back?’

			‘Brought us back for what?’

			Agbeth answered, ‘Gather them. Open the Gate. And claim the power. Perhaps you were brought back so that the boy Cillian could gather you?’

			‘But how can this possibly be true?’ challenged Leanna, and Corin noted that she sounded shaken. ‘Those who die join The Lord Aiduel in heaven. We do not… return.’

			‘I brought the boy Cillian back, from wherever he had gone after Caddin killed him,’ said Corin. ‘And I brought… Agbeth back, too. My Gods do not follow the rules of your Holy Church, Leanna, and I think our world is far more complicated than your Holy Book would have us believe.’

			‘But even if that’s true,’ said Leanna, frowning, ‘and we were there, together, in another life. What does it mean, that you saw us all on a clifftop which you now think is Aiduel’s Gate? And that we’re all now… Illborn, with powers?’

			‘Again, Agbeth had the idea which I’m going to share next, Leanna, and I think it could be very important. For a long time, I wasn’t sure what the dream meant, and I could only remember parts of it, never the whole. Then, like you, one day I was finally able to remember the entire dream. I saw myself dying in it, and I heard the words telling us to kill the others, to claim the power. And part of me assumed and feared that what I was seeing was a prophecy, of something terrible which might come to pass. More recently, however, since we first discussed our dreams together, it’s confused me that our recollections at the end are slightly different. Tell me, in what order do you die in your dream?’

			‘I am the third to die,’ said Leanna.

			‘Exactly. In my dream, I’m the second to die,’ stated Corin. ‘In yours, you’re the third. Agbeth and I have talked about this, and it’s led us to what we now believe.’

			‘And what do you believe?’

			‘We believe that what you and I are experiencing in the dream is also not a prophecy or a vision. We believe that it may instead be a memory. What if we’re seeing a memory of the event of our deaths, in a prior life?’

			Corin could see that Leanna’s forehead and nose were wrinkled as she considered the implications of this.

			‘A memory?’ she repeated. ‘So you think… we might have died at the Gate? Together?’

			‘Possibly.’

			‘When?’

			‘I don’t know, but if the dream of the Gate is connected to my vision of the children on the clifftop, then I think it was a very long time ago. Before the city of Aiduel’s Gate even existed.’

			‘But… the dream… I see beings of light beside me. Not children.’

			‘As do I. Like I said, I’m guessing at things here. But think about it; what if those children from the clifftop once truly lived and, after leaving that clifftop, they later found the Gate? And what if they subsequently died at the Gate, an event which we’re seeing over and over in our dreams? And finally, the most significant points of all, Leanna; what if they were us? And if they were, then why have we come back?’

			–

			In the hour which followed these shared revelations, Corin and his wife continued their conversation with Leanna and her companions.

			During that discussion, Agbeth again challenged both Corin and Leanna about whether, given what they both now knew, they were determined to complete their journeys to the Gate. They both responded that they were.

			‘But if you reach the Gate, what’s going to happen there?’ asked Agbeth. ‘Even if we get that far, how can you be sure that something won’t make you turn against each other?’

			‘We can’t be sure,’ responded Corin. ‘But I believe that I’ll do the right thing, and I have trust in Leanna to do the right thing, too.’

			‘I feel the same,’ added Leanna.

			Agbeth appeared to accept this, but then looked directly at Leanna and asked, ‘But if only one of you can ultimately claim the power at the Gate, how are you going to decide who? You’ve said that you would never do evil if you claim the power, Leanna, and I believe you. But beyond that, you’ve never stated clearly what you intend to do with it. Nor has Corin shared his intentions with you. Isn’t it time for you both to have that conversation, if you’re to face a decision?’

			Leanna smiled and said, ‘You’re correct, Agbeth. And I’m happy to talk about that. I will always use my powers to do good. If I were to claim a greater power, I would use it to try to end war, and suffering, and to bring my healing to countless others. To follow in the footsteps of The Lord Aiduel, who brought peace to the world.’

			Corin frowned. ‘That’s a noble ambition, Leanna, but how will you do it?’

			‘How? I would use my powers to stop evildoers, whenever and wherever I come across them. And if I find people suffering, I will heal them, and try to make their lives better. If I claim the power at the Gate, I will no longer need to hide my abilities from the world. I will do good, wherever I go.’

			‘I commend your desire to do good,’ said Corin, ‘but it still doesn’t answer how you intend to do it. And it raises lots of questions for me.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘For instance, would you be prepared to kill these evildoers you mention, to bring about peace?’

			Leanna grimaced. ‘I would seek to stop them through other means. Killing would always be my last resort.’

			‘But how would you stop them? Doing the right thing sometimes requires you to make awful choices, and to make others fear you. I know that, because I’ve experienced it as leader of the Chosen Alliance. But you’ve never been a leader, Leanna. You’ve never led people, never been required to make difficult decisions on their behalf, and you’ve never been forced to kill to protect what’s right.’

			Her nose wrinkled. ‘For a while, I led the College of Aiduel in Arlais, and the militia there followed me. And I have killed, when I absolutely needed to. But I take your point, I’m not a killer, though I see that as a good thing.’

			

			‘As do I. But if you obtain greater powers, do you have the stomach to use them to do what’s required to end war and to bring about peace? Warmongers and tyrants will not merely kneel before you. Opposing factions who are acting in their own interests will not simply yield to your wishes. Are you ready to be ruthless, and to seize power and control like your man Aiduel did? Are you prepared to go to war, and to kill, to achieve and maintain order and peace?’

			‘I don’t accept what you’re saying, Corin. If I take possession of the power at the Gate, I believe there will be other ways of using my abilities to deliver peace, other than through more killing and war.’

			‘I’ve experienced tyranny in my homeland, Leanna, of the worst kind, and I destroyed it. And I believe that without fear of the consequences of wrongdoing, war will not end, and suffering will continue. If you were to claim the power, are you prepared for people to fear you, as they once feared Aiduel? Are you prepared to do what must be done to bring about order? I respect you, Leanna, but I question whether that necessary ruthlessness is in you.’

			Leanna appeared disconcerted by his words, but she said, ‘And I respect you, Corin, though I don’t agree with everything that you’re saying.’

			‘Nor do I,’ said Amyss, shaking her head in emphasis.

			‘Neither do I,’ said Caddin, his voice cold. ‘Leanna’s personal qualities, her inherent decency, will make her the greatest leader this world has ever seen. There is no one I would trust more to claim this power, and to do the right thing with it. No one. But while we’re discussing this, Corin of the Karn, what would you do with the power?’

			Corin had been anticipating the question. ‘I will return to my homeland, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to bring about peace and order there, forever, and I’ll ensure that no tyrant or evil clan will ever again terrorise my people. The Chosen Alliance has already done so much there to end war and suffering, and we will continue and complete that work. My powers will ensure that we will unite all of the clans of my homeland in peace, and I will make the land of Bergen a great place once again.’

			‘I believe that you can achieve great things in your homeland,’ said Leanna, nodding. ‘But what about the rest of the world?’

			‘What about it?’

			‘What about the war and suffering here, in the Holy Land?’ she asked. ‘What about the wars, and illness, and injustice in Angall? Have you no interest in them?’

			‘I’ve never thought about those other places. They are not my home, they are not my concern or responsibility, and they didn’t bring me here. I’ve promised Agbeth that we’ll return to our home.’

			Leanna looked at Corin, then at Agbeth. ‘If you intend to claim the power at the Gate, Corin, then perhaps they should be your concern and responsibility. The world is a much bigger place than your homeland, and countless millions live in it. I recognise the great responsibility that I will take on if I claim the power at the Gate, and the sacrifice that it will require to do The Lord’s work, and to bring salvation to the world. In my mind, my life will be changed forever, and I will have a responsibility to everyone, across all nations. To Angall, to the Holy Land, and to your homeland. But if you don’t share that view, and don’t want that responsibility, and if you want to spend the remainder of your life with Agbeth and your people in Bergen, then I ask you this; should you truly be the one to claim the almighty power at the Gate, and to take it away from the rest of the world?’

			Corin frowned, finding this difficult to answer immediately, and he was still thinking about Leanna’s challenging words as the conversation moved on. It was a question which he would need to discuss later with Agbeth, in private.

			–

			Shortly after, Corin invited Kernon and Rennik to join their meeting, and the enlarged group recounted in detail what their plans were for the approach to the fortress town of Addubar and its colossal ramp, and for the wall of Aiduel’s Gate. They knew that what they were intending to do would be impossible but for the powers of Corin and Leanna, and the support of the felrin. Nonetheless, each of them recognised and acknowledged the immense challenge ahead.

			At the conclusion of the meeting, Corin looked around the group and said, ‘We’ll break camp and leave tonight. Pass the word that everyone should sleep for the remainder of today, to be roused two hours before dusk, and they need to refill their waterskins. Tonight, we’ll commence the last stage of our journey to Aiduel’s Gate.’

			Corin was pleased with how the meeting had proceeded, and he knew that Leanna’s revelations and questions would require further consideration. However, he also recognised that the time for planning and preparation was coming to an end.

			Before the day was over, they would be setting off for the Holy City.

		

	
		
			26

			Allana

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			‘It’s up ahead, Your Majesty!’ shouted the driver of Allana and Jarrett’s carriage. ‘Just a few hundred metres away.’

			‘Stop the carriage,’ replied Jarrett, ‘I want to see it.’

			Allana had been dozing lightly, aware of her baby kicking as she leaned against her husband’s shoulder, but she stirred upon hearing the exchange. Their party had been following a highway north from Sen Aiduel for almost twenty miles, travelling through verdant countryside, during which time the carriage had been slowly baked under the heat of the afternoon sun. Allana was suddenly relishing the thought of some respite from the sweltering interior.

			After the vehicle had stopped, she climbed out with Jarrett’s assistance, and her gaze was drawn to the breathtaking view of the immaculate complex of the Archlaw’s Palace. It was located to either side of a meandering river within a picturesque valley, comprising over fifty magnificent marble and granite buildings which were surrounded by an extended perimeter of ornately carved white walls. Beyond that perimeter was a lush paradise, the sides of the valley covered in groves of lemons and olives on one side, and vineyards on the other.

			Inside the complex, two enormous edifices towered over the other structures. The first of these was a white-stone cathedral with a spectacular tower and a pointed spire. The second, which was even grander, featured a colonnade of pillars along its entire imposing facade. This building gleamed a brilliant white in the sun, appearing to be constructed of marble, and Allana recognised that it had to be the eponymous central palace of the Archlaw.

			‘It’s incredible, isn’t it, Lana?’ said Jarrett. ‘I’ve seen it on paintings, but nothing can compare to this sight. It’s one of the wonders of the world, without any doubt.’

			‘Yes,’ she replied, her eyes focused upon the palace building. She understood that this was the residence of the Archlaw, and it was also where the Grand Council would take place. If she was going to be granted an audience with the head of the Holy Church, it would likely happen in there. ‘Spectacular.’

			That’s where you’ll find out the truth of who and what you are, Lana. And where you’ll take control of one of the most powerful men in the world.

			–

			Ten minutes later, their party arrived at gold-plated gates which marked the entrance to the palace complex.

			Allana’s carriage stopped, and once more she and Jarrett climbed out of the vehicle. A dozen Aiduel’s Guards were standing before the open gates, all of them carrying weapons, and Allana could see that one of Jarrett’s captains was already engaged in a tense discussion with a red-cloaked officer.

			You knew that Aiduel’s Guards would be here in numbers, Lana. Don’t show any fear.

			Jarrett approached the two conversing officers, and asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

			The Berun captain answered, ‘Your Majesty, they’re insisting that we hand over our weapons, and that everyone’s to be searched for any concealed weaponry. Despite my objections, they’re saying that’s to include you… and Queen Allana.’

			The Aiduel’s Guards officer bowed to Jarrett and Allana in turn. ‘Your Majesty, Your Highness,’ he said. ‘Please excuse the intrusion, and no disrespect is intended, but the Archlaw demands that every visitor to the Palace must comply with this rule, without exception. Only Aiduel’s Guards are permitted to carry weaponry within these walls. No one else is to enter these sacred grounds, or to come into the presence of His Holy Eminence, bearing anything which can be used as a weapon. Please rest assured that your items will be stored safely, and will be returned to you upon your departure.’

			‘And everyone complies with this?’ asked Jarrett. ‘Including royals?’

			‘Everyone, Your Majesty. Indeed, His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Jarrius El’Augustus, arrived just two days ago, and he also submitted himself to these rules.’

			‘And how is my wife to be treated in such a personal search? I wouldn’t want her royal person to be… interfered with, by another man.’

			The officer gestured to a female red-cloak, and said, ‘We will treat Her Highness Queen Allana with courtesy and respect, and my colleague will perform the… search in private, in that building just there.’

			Jarrett appeared ready to complain, but Allana said, ‘It’s fine, Jarrett, really. Just agree to it.’

			Her husband frowned, but then nodded. He then faced towards the rest of their retinue, and shouted, ‘Hand over your weapons, and allow them to search you.’

			Allana was outwardly calm as she followed the red-cloaked female into the private building. However, she knew that she would be containing her agitation as the woman searched her, and she would be poised to react against any suggestion of threat.

			Indeed, from the moment that she entered this complex, given her concern that the Archlaw might intend to do her harm, she would need to be constantly on alert.

			–

			Shortly afterwards, Allana, Jarrett and their fifty-strong retinue were being led through the pristine grounds, heading to the residence which would accommodate them all during the Grand Council visit. They were being escorted by a polite palace official who had introduced himself as High Priest Vars Enblim.

			Enblim was ancient, with sagging skin, a balding pate, and a crooked back. When he had first introduced himself, Allana had detected no traces of desire from the elderly priest, but she had noted that the clarity of his speech seemed to belie his advanced years. He was now walking ahead of her using a sturdy cane for balance, moving at a carefully sedate pace.

			Thankfully, it was only a short distance to the residence, which was a large two-storey mansion. Allana noted with unease that a quartet of armed red-cloaks were stationed at the building’s entrance, to add to the dozens more whom she had spotted whilst crossing the palace grounds.

			There are hundreds of them here, Lana. You’re surrounded by possible enemies.

			Once he had shown them into the residence, Vars Enblim said, ‘Please, take the rest of this day to relax, Your Highnesses. I trust that you’ll find this accommodation to be suitably comfortable, and it’s fully provisioned. However, if you need anything, then please speak to the Aiduel’s Guards officer outside, or ask him to summon me.’

			‘What’s the process for the commencement of the Grand Council?’ asked Jarrett.

			‘It will start the day after tomorrow, at morning eleventh hour. I’ll come here to collect you at tenth hour that day. I’ll escort you to the Palace entrance, from where you’ll be led by someone else to the High Council Chambers.’

			‘And will there be any gatherings of the attendees prior to that?’ asked Allana.

			‘Not to my knowledge, Your Highness,’ said the bald man. ‘I understand that there will be a dinner on the evening of the first day of the Grand Council, and that prior to then, the Archlaw might be intending to grant certain… private audiences by invitation, although I do not know to whom. Until then, you are free to spend time in here, and in your private courtyard outside, or to walk with an escort around the formal palace gardens.’

			After Enblim then departed, Allana said to Jarrett, ‘I’m happy just to spend time inside this building and to rest. And… I know that our men no longer have weapons, but please will you station people at every entrance and around the outside, and order someone to thoroughly search every room. I’ll feel more comfortable if I’m certain that the only people inside this residence are our loyal Berun retainers.’

			Later, their accompanying cooks prepared dinner for them. Following that, although it was still early evening and was light outside, Allana walked to the first-floor bedroom which had been allocated to her and Jarrett. She had been pleased to see that she would finally return to soft luxury for a night, after the relative discomfort of her cabin on the galleon.

			She changed out of the clothing which she had worn for the journey, then washed off the dust from the road with a bowl of hot water, feeling an ache in her back as she did so. After she had finished putting on her nightwear, she was grateful to sink down onto the comfortable mattress, wearily aware that her baby was stirring again as she lay down on her side.

			She fell asleep almost immediately.

			–

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			She was awoken from her recurring dream by a hand shaking her shoulder.

			‘What-’

			‘Lana, wake up!’

			She opened her eyes to see that Jarrett was leaning over her, his expression serious. The nature of the surrounding light had changed, and it took Allana a few moments to comprehend that it was morning.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, yawning.

			‘We’ve both been invited to a personal audience with the Archlaw. This morning. You need to wake up and get ready.’

			Allana stretched, still feeling weary. She realised that she had slept through the night, exhausted after the long journey in the baking carriage.

			‘What time is it, Jarrett?’

			‘Just after seventh hour,’ he replied. ‘Please, we need to hurry. We’re to get to his palace at ninth hour. You must get up and get yourself ready.’

			Allana yawned again, although she could feel some of the fog clearing from her mind.

			‘A personal audience?’ she asked.

			‘Yes, High Priest Enblim arrived earlier, and announced that the Archlaw would like to meet us both. The priest will be coming back before ninth hour to collect us. Please hurry.’

			Allana rose and started to dress, her mind awhirl as she did so.

			Is this the moment, Lana? The moment when you find out whether you’re his target, and when you act to take control of him?

			Jarrett was changing into formal military attire more befitting of a king, while Allana selected a voluminous red velvet dress which displayed her full bosom and cleavage, and helped to divert the eye away from her bump. She took the time to apply fifty brush strokes to her long black hair, which was looking glossier than ever, then she draped it over her shoulder.

			Once she was satisfied with her appearance, she and Jarrett headed downstairs, still having time to eat some prepared breakfast.

			Soon after, High Priest Enblim and eight accompanying red-cloaks arrived at the front entrance. Again, Allana noted the presence of the armed soldiers with wariness, and she embraced her inner core of darkness, readying herself to react to any hostile action.

			But what exactly are you going to do, Lana, if it comes to that? Make them all scream in terror and agony? Turn them into monsters? Or try to dominate all of them at once? Can you possibly do those things here, without revealing to everyone what you are?

			She could not answer those questions, but it was reassuring to know that she was able to do something to protect herself.

			As they readied to leave, Jarrett gestured for his captain to follow them with a handful of loyal Berun soldiers, but Enblim said, ‘That won’t be necessary, Your Majesty. You are under the Archlaw’s protection, and your men won’t be allowed inside the palace building anyway.’

			After a glance towards Allana, Jarrett appeared to accept this, and the two of them left the building, escorted by the stooped Enblim and by the group of Aiduel’s Guards. They then proceeded along immaculate pathways through the complex, heading towards the towering marble edifice which was the palace itself.

			Within minutes, their party had turned onto the wide granite walkway, flanked by pristine lawns and flowerbeds, which led up to the palace entrance. As they approached the grand building, the ten enormous marble pillars which ran from the ground to the sloping roof were on magnificent display, as were the tall coloured glass windows and intricate carvings on the face of the building.

			Allana’s heart was beating fast as they reached the palace’s towering open doors. Another six Aiduel’s Guards were on duty there, each of these holding a halberd upright. Enblim was nodded through without question, but Jarrett and Allana were again subjected to a brief search for weapons.

			The Archlaw takes his personal safety very seriously, Lana. But these precautions won’t protect him from you.

			With this search complete, they were then led into the palace by Enblim, the group of eight guards shadowing them throughout. The palace’s long entrance hall was as impressive as its exterior, with high, vaulted ceilings and shining marble floors. The interior walls displayed artwork which seemed ancient, with some individual canvases spanning over ten metres across. Alcoves also dotted the perimeter of the hall, containing statues of The Lord Aiduel and His Disciples, and a very prominent statue of Saint Renvarin, amidst other religious symbols. However, the centrepiece of the room was an enormous marble sculpture of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree.

			As Allana crossed the hall, she was aware of the reflection of her bump in the floor below, and she was feeling tense. She had been imagining the coming encounter for several months, ever since she had interrogated and dominated High Commander dei Corbiere, and she had planned for what she would do when this opportunity presented itself. But now that the moment was imminent, she was nervous.

			She had taken a risk when she had acted to dominate the two Elannis princes in the Andarron Royal Palace. However, it was a different order of magnitude to attempt to do this to the Head of the Holy Church, in his own palace, surrounded by hundreds of Aiduel’s Guards. Even more so, if he was anticipating that she might also be a threat to him.

			You just need to get him alone, Lana. Or just you and Jarrett, with him.

			After they had passed through the hall, Enblim led them along an adjoining main corridor, his cane clacking against the stone floor with every second step, until they reached what appeared to be a waiting room. Another four red-cloaks were on guard duty in this room, standing to either side of a closed, tall wooden door which was decorated with an elaborate carving of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree.

			Again, Enblim appeared known to these guards, and he nodded to them casually as he entered this antechamber. The elderly priest then turned towards Jarrett and said, ‘The Archlaw’s personal audience room is on the other side of this door, Your Majesty. Please take a seat whilst I go in to inform His Eminence of your arrival. I’ll come back out to collect you once he’s ready to see you. Both of you, please remember to bow or curtsey when you first meet him, and address him as “Your Eminence” throughout.’

			Enblim then knocked on the grand wooden door. After a moment, he opened it just enough for him to slip through, before closing it again. Allana tried to peek into the room beyond while the door was open, but her view was blocked by the priest’s body. She then waited in silence, conscious of the presence of the eight guards who had escorted them, and feeling too uncomfortable to speak.

			Jarrett also remained silent for the couple of minutes which passed, other than a whispered, ‘This is it, Lana. I’ll finally get to meet the Head of the Holy Church. And to ask for a blessing.’

			While they waited, Allana took a few moments to readjust her appearance, smoothing her dress around her bosom, and placing her hair back into the desired position. Her face was a serene mask, concealing any hint of her concern.

			Be calm, Lana. Don’t show weakness. Be prepared to act. Be prepared to be ruthless.

			She was satisfied that the darkness was stirring within her, and was hers to use if required to protect herself. She allowed her soul to touch it, savouring the potential power which it offered, though she hoped that there would be no need to employ it during the coming meeting.

			She was still embracing this inner pool when the door to the audience room was again partially opened, and Enblim’s upper body appeared.

			‘Your Highnesses, please come in,’ the priest requested. ‘His Eminence is ready to see you.’

			–

			As Allana passed into the Archlaw’s audience chamber, following in measured footsteps behind Jarrett, her senses were alert to what might be awaiting her. Indeed, she was continuing to embrace the blackness within, and was poised to react to any hostile action.

			The room which she entered was lavish, broadly square, and perhaps eight metres across. The floor was polished marble, and the walls displayed further examples of expensive canvas oil paintings in gilded frames. Allana noted with unease that six male Aiduel’s Guards were stationed around those walls, and all of them were armed, with swords at their hips.

			Are there too many witnesses, Lana, for what you want to do?

			Despite this concern, her gaze was drawn to the ornate desk placed in the centre of the room, seated behind which was their eminent host Archlaw Paulius the Fourth, the Head of the Holy Church. The ageing Archlaw was recognisable from the many portraits which Allana had seen displayed on church walls, although his hair was greyer and his face more wrinkled than on those images, and he was wearing plain holy vestments.

			Paulius now rose from his seat and gestured to the two chairs on the opposite side of the desk, saying, ‘Your Majesty, Your Highness, welcome to my palace. Please, be seated.’

			As Allana curtseyed in response, Jarrett bowed and said, ‘Your Eminence, we are most honoured to be here.’

			Allana then followed her husband towards the desk, poised for the coming challenge, and still feeling secure as she held onto her power…

			But then it was gone.

			She exhaled, realising that the reservoir of darkness within herself, that ominous source of energy which had been an ever-present companion for such an extended time, had diminished almost to nothing. There was a barely perceptible trace of… vaporous wisps… which still lingered. However, in an instant, it had become… intangible, untouchable.

			Accompanying this, she felt fatigued, as if she had been drained of vitality. She lowered herself onto the chair opposite the Archlaw, attempting to maintain a regal pose and serene expression despite her abrupt weariness. She looked up at the facing religious leader, desperately hoping to detect the telltale pulse of desire. But again, there was nothing.

			What’s happening to you, Lana? What has happened to your powers?

			Then she sensed it; an aura, emanating from the Archlaw. Something which was acting to subdue her abilities. Something which was making her weak. Something which might be a weapon which was being used against her?

			She understood then that she was in danger. Mortal danger. Her carefully laid plans for this encounter were in tatters, almost before it had begun. Without her powers, she was defenceless and vulnerable. And if she was truly a target of the Archlaw, then she had delivered herself willingly into this room. And into his trap?

			What can you do, Lana? What can you possibly do?

			Her panicked thoughts were interrupted by Paulius saying, ‘King Jarrett the First. Queen Allana. Welcome to this sacred palace, to the beating heart of the Holy Church.’

			‘Thank you, Your Eminence,’ said Jarrett. ‘We’re deeply grateful to be here, and to be granted an audience with you.’

			‘And I’m grateful for your visit, and for your service to the one true Holy Church,’ replied the Archlaw. ‘We meet during truly momentous times, King Jarrett. We’ve taken significant strides towards eradicating heresy on this continent, and your righteous decision to join the crusade against the Imposter King played a vital role in that, for which I thank you.’

			‘A true servant of the Church could have made no other decision, Your Eminence,’ said Jarrett.

			

			‘And in the coming week,’ Paulius continued, ‘at the Grand Council, I hope to secure unanimous agreement to those further actions which are necessary to both protect and shape the future of the Church and the Holy Land.’

			While this exchange was taking place, Allana had adopted an expression of calm attentiveness, her hands resting on her lap. She could see that the elderly Enblim was watching her from where he was seated against the far wall, and she was determined to conceal any sign of agitation or distress. However, inside she was frantically fighting; grasping at the vapours of darkness at her core, and straining to take hold of them. She was also striving to release tendrils from her mind, anything to somehow restore the powers which were lost. But nothing was working.

			You must try harder, Lana!

			‘And now, to answer the question of why I invited you here this morning,’ said the Archlaw, leaning forward with his elbows on the desk, his hands steepled together. ‘It’s not to discuss the purpose of the Grand Council, in case you were wondering. There will be plenty of time for that in the days ahead. No, this visit is purely a social invite, to get to know each other a little better. As I’d mentioned in my letter, I believe that it’s important for me to have a strong personal relationship with the rulers of every kingdom under The Lord’s domain. Indeed, just look at what happened after my relationship with that fool Inneos soured. So, King Jarrett, Queen Allana, I would like us to talk together this morning, not as eminent Archlaw and illustrious royalty, but as simple, honest people trying to get to know one another.’

			‘That would be our honour,’ said Jarrett.

			‘Yes, our honour, Your Eminence,’ agreed Allana, flashing her teeth in what she hoped was a dazzling smile.

			The Archlaw then proceeded to engage with Jarrett, steering the conversation with a succession of questions. Jarrett was first asked to talk about his childhood, then was questioned about his parents, followed by a discussion about his faith and beliefs.

			Paulius was charming throughout this, but Allana could perceive that the man was always in control. If Jarrett took the conversation in a direction which held no apparent interest, the Archlaw swiftly returned it to topics which he seemed to care about.

			As Allana listened, she was aware of the Aiduel’s Guards in her field of vision. She had sight of five of them, but the other was directly behind her, which was unsettling. At one point, she noticed that the surrounding red-cloaks had moved subtly closer, each now standing a pace away from the edge of the room.

			They’re too close, Lana!

			In response to this realisation, she strained again to access her powers, trying to grasp hold of what remained of her inner darkness. But it was to no avail.

			After the conversation had extended to cover Jarrett’s role in the war, the Archlaw asked, ‘And now you are monarch, King Jarrett, what are your intentions for Andar?’

			‘I have numerous intentions, Your Eminence,’ replied Jarrett. ‘As priorities, I want to continue to subdue any further rebellions and resistance, and unite the country again. And I intend to complete the purging of any parties who cling to the idea of the Imposter Church.’

			‘Very good,’ said Paulius. ‘Then what?’

			‘After that, we need to rebuild again, and we can only do that by overcoming the long-term hostility which certain Andarrons have held towards Elannis and Dei Magnus. I am a vassal of Emperor Jarrius and a loyal servant of the Holy Church. We must therefore co-operate to our mutual benefit, rather than act as enemies.’

			‘Yes, and I therefore trust that there will be no more objections to my Aiduel’s Guards arriving in greater numbers, and building further garrisons across the country?’

			Jarrett hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Of course not.’

			The Archlaw nodded in approval, and the conversation continued from there. As the two men talked, Allana was beginning to hope that she had been incorrect; that she was not a specific target of Paulius the Fourth, and that his true purpose for inviting them was this discussion with Jarrett. In which case, she needed to get out of this room, consider what had happened to her powers, and plan for what she might do next.

			However, the Archlaw diminished this faint hope, when he said, ‘Thank you for your patience in answering my questions, King Jarrett, and please forgive me. As The Lord says, no sin shall ever arise from the honest endeavour of an inquisitive mind. And now, the only matter which I haven’t asked about is your marriage to the… most beautiful… Queen Allana.’ The older man’s eyes focused upon Allana as he said this, before he continued, ‘Perhaps, I might address those questions to the queen herself?’

			‘Please do, Your Eminence,’ said Allana, confident that her expression was still serene.

			‘Maybe you could also start by telling me a little more about your childhood, Queen Allana,’ said Paulius. ‘You bore the dei Monis name, but I understand that you were raised in Sen Aiduel, and had no contact with that noble family?’

			Allana blushed, wondering how much the man knew about her actual background.

			‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I was raised by my mother, and lived near the Cathedral of Sen Aiduel. My mother was a… seamstress, a very devout and faithful woman, and she passed her love of the Holy Church down to me.’

			Say what he wants to hear, Lana. Just find a way to get out of this room.

			‘Yes, I suppose you could say that,’ said the Archlaw. ‘And you lived in Sen Aiduel until you were eighteen years old, but left our country in 767AA to go to Andar, following the murder of High Priest Ronis dei Maranar. Is that correct?’

			Allana paused, formulating her answer, but Jarrett interjected with the words, ‘You’ll hopefully be aware, Your Eminence, that Allana received full absolution and pardon from Archprime Runus Kohn, on behalf of the High Council, for any… involvement which she might have had with that crime, which was anyway committed by her mother as an act of self-defence.’

			‘I am aware of that,’ said the Archlaw. ‘And I’m also aware that Queen Allana later became involved in… another unfortunate incident, after she had been imprisoned in my fortress near Septholme. That she escaped, that there were several deaths involved, and that… Allana dei Monis, as your wife was known then, was reported dead.’

			‘I was unjustly imprisoned, Your Eminence,’ said Allana calmly, ‘for a crime which I had not committed. And I did escape, that’s true, but I swear to The Lord that I harmed no one as I fled.’

			Tell the story which suits your purpose, Lana, and which gets you out of here. That’s the only truth that matters.

			‘And again, Your Eminence,’ stated Jarrett, ‘Allana was absolved of any crime, including anything which may or may not have happened in Western Canasar.’

			‘As I said, I’m aware of that, King Jarrett,’ said the Archlaw. ‘And as to what happened next, I understand that from great adversity arose even greater opportunity. For you travelled to Berun, Queen Allana, and it was there that you met your future husband?’

			‘Yes, Your Eminence,’ said Allana. ‘I was fleeing the war in Western Canasar. I crossed the border into Berun, and King Jarrett found me as a refugee. And we fell in love.’

			She glanced towards Jarrett as she said this, then reached out a hand to touch his arm.

			‘A beautiful story,’ said Paulius. ‘And I understand that you were invited to accompany your future husband to Berun Castle. Where, following Dowager Duchess Berun’s tragic descent into illness, you became Duke Berun’s closest confidante, and later his wife-to-be?’

			‘That’s correct,’ said Allana.

			‘And what exactly happened to your mother?’ asked Paulius, addressing his question to Jarrett.

			Jarrett’s cheeks were flushed, and he appeared uncomfortable as he answered, ‘She was stricken with a terrible ailment, Your Eminence. A madness of the mind.’

			‘Yes, that’s what Archprime Kohn told me, too. An awful tragedy, don’t you agree, Queen Allana?’

			‘Yes, truly awful,’ she said, feeling unsettled by the questions, and still watching the surrounding red-cloaks from the corner of her eye. Was it possible that they had moved another half-pace closer?

			

			You must find a way to access your powers, Lana!

			‘And then we all know what happened next,’ said the Archlaw, addressing Jarrett. ‘Your deal with Prince Lorrius and Archprime Kohn, the war, your marriage, and then your glorious coronation. And not only that, King Jarrett, but you’ve been blessed with a fertile wife who’s with child. A most favourable series of events, which have ultimately led you here to my palace today.’

			Jarrett replied, ‘With every step, I’ve only sought to do the right thing for my country and the Holy Church, Your Eminence. What happened to my mother grieves me, though it must have been The Lord’s will. But I’m otherwise deeply thankful for the bountiful rewards which The Lord Aiduel has chosen to grant to me.’

			‘And what about you, Queen Allana?’ asked the Archlaw. ‘Are you thankful?’

			‘Yes, I am, Your Eminence,’ she replied. ‘Very thankful.’

			‘And can I ask you another question please, Queen Allana?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Where were you on the day of the conquest of Septholme?’

			She maintained eye contact, her voice steady as she said, ‘I was in the Berun army camp, with Jarrett.’

			‘Ah, yes, of course you were. You were nowhere near my fortress that day, of that I’m certain.’

			The Archlaw rose from his chair after saying this, then leaned forward with his hands placed onto the desk. As he did so, his robes billowed out from his chest, and Allana caught a first glimpse of the chain worn around his neck, and the silver medallion which hung from it. Something about this latter object called to her, instantly drawing her attention, although there was nothing about its plain appearance which seemed to merit such notice.

			What is that, Lana?

			She focused her mind upon the medallion, conscious of the subduing aura which was surrounding her and somehow stifling her powers, and she was suddenly certain that this was no mere trinket. This was the source of her weakness. It was her proximity to this silver object that was leeching her energy, enfeebling her unnatural abilities, and rendering her defenceless. Therefore, if she could distance herself from this item, perhaps…

			‘My entire garrison of Aiduel’s Guards was murdered that day,’ said the Archlaw, interrupting her thought. ‘And please excuse me for saying this, Queen Allana, but death and bloodshed seem to trail close behind you, wherever you go.’

			‘I… have suffered in wars, Your Eminence,’ she said, trying to conceal her interest in the medallion. ‘I’ve been unfortunate to live in such bloody times.’

			Now that she had a focus which she could direct her struggle against, she was again straining with every sinew of her will. Within moments, she was finally able to access a weak fragment of her powers, and to sense the faintest pulse of dormant physical attraction within the Archlaw.

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			She could feel fragile, invisible tendrils snaking outwards, carrying only a strangled whisper of the dark strength which she usually possessed. But still, they reached the holy leader, and she attempted to speak directly into his mind, striving to overcome the medallion’s resistance.

			You want me. You need me. And you can have me. But only if you do what I want. What I need. And what I need you to do is to remove your medallion, and to have it taken far away.

			For moments, those tendrils were swirling around the Archlaw, teasing for an entrance, and Paulius’s confident expression slipped. Allana re-exerted her will; if she could force her way into his soul, she would regain control of this encounter.

			Remove the medallion, and take it far away from-

			Her efforts were interrupted when Paulius slammed his fist down onto the desk and shouted, ‘Lord Aiduel, let me forever walk with you in the light, and keep me from the all-consuming darkness!’

			With that statement, Allana understood that her feeble attempt to take control had failed. She gasped as the tendrils dissipated, and she realised then that she would not have the strength to dominate the religious leader whilst he remained in possession of the medallion.

			Paulius turned to High Priest Enblim and said, ‘I felt her power, Vars, just then. Felt her, trying to get into my mind, and she tasted of evil. This confirms our suspicions; I wanted to be certain before taking direct, personal action against a queen, but I’ve no doubt now. She’s one of them. Thank The Lord that His medallion is here to protect us.’

			Then there can be no doubt, Lana. He knows who you are. He knows what you are.

			

			‘What are you talking about, Your Eminence?’ asked Jarrett.

			The Archlaw’s piercing gaze focused upon Allana’s husband, and there was apparent pity in his tone as he said, ‘You truly have no idea what you’re married to, do you?’

			‘I don’t understand,’ said Jarrett.

			‘Then let me explain,’ said Paulius, now staring at Allana. ‘I know what you are, Allana Berun. Illborn queen.’

			‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, Your Eminence,’ she replied, trying to still the tremor in her voice. ‘I don’t know what this… Illborn is.’

			‘I think you do, Queen Allana. We’ve been searching for your kind for a very long time, but we were only able to finally identify you after High Priest Enblim received a credible, anonymous letter. There was an accusation in that letter about a woman named Allana. Telling us that she was an Illborn.’

			‘So what?’ challenged Allana. ‘I’m sure that there are many women in the world who share my name.’

			‘True. But the letter placed this particular Allana in the army camp outside of Septholme. You’ve already admitted that you were there. And the physical description it offered seems to match you perfectly. More than a coincidence, it would seem.’

			‘Then it’s been written by someone who holds a grudge against me or my husband. That could be anyone in the conquered population of Western Canasar. Such an accusation means nothing.’

			‘A fair challenge, although there are very few people who would have had the knowledge to write the letter, and to address it to Vars,’ said the Archlaw, again leaning forward over the desk. ‘Therefore, after we received this warning, we wrote to the High Commander of the Septholme garrison, asking him to direct Aiduel’s Guards to search for this Allana. And his eventual response, after an apparently detailed search, was that he could find no such person in Western Canasar.’

			While he spoke, Allana was trying to avoid staring directly at the medallion, which once again was dangling from the Archlaw’s neck.

			That’s the only thing that is weakening your powers, Lana. The only thing that’s stopping you from protecting yourself.

			‘We might have left things there,’ continued Paulius. ‘However, both Vars and I were dissatisfied by this confusing response, particularly after we became aware that the Duke of Berun and Western Canasar was married to a woman bearing the very name we sought. I therefore asked Vars to investigate you further, which resulted in him uncovering your… eventful history, and finding a witness whom we now hold in the cells beneath this palace. Queen Allana, you were once familiar with a Nionia dei Pallere?’

			‘No,’ said Allana, attempting to mask her concern upon hearing the name of the lanky female red-cloak.

			‘I think that’s untrue,’ answered Paulius. ‘We tracked her down and brought her here, after realising that she’d falsely reported your death following your escape from our fortress. And quite quickly, under only a modicum of duress, former Guardswoman dei Pallere told us everything about what really happened. About how you somehow coerced her companions into killing each other, about how you murdered High Commander Evelyn dei Laramin, and about how you intimidated her into covering for you so that you could escape.’

			

			‘Then this Nionia is a liar,’ said Allana, aware that Jarrett was staring at her, an expression of bewilderment on his face. ‘I’ve no idea who the woman is. I’ve never met her.’

			‘Perhaps, or perhaps not. But we have another prisoner in the cells below. Former High Commander Parel dei Corbiere. We summoned him here after his failed investigation. I suppose you’re also going to tell me that you’ve no idea who he is?’

			‘Yes, I do know him. He visited me in Septholme Castle. We had a pleasant conversation, and then he left.’

			The Archlaw frowned in response to this and said, ‘We’ve no idea what happened to dei Corbiere, but it seems clear that he’s stopped acting in the interests of Aiduel’s Guards and the Holy Church. What did you do to him, Queen Allana?’

			‘What’s going on, Lana?’ interrupted Jarrett. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’

			‘Nor do I,’ said Allana. ‘It’s complete nonsense.’

			‘Is it?’ challenged Paulius. ‘Even now, under significant duress, dei Corbiere won’t say a word against you. He won’t tell us what you said to him, or what you did to him, or why he withheld information from us. I’ve always known that we should fear your kind, but it still appals me that you could corrupt a man in such a way.’

			He knows everything, Lana. But what can you do?

			She straightened her back, appearing indignant, and said, ‘Jarrett, this is unacceptable. Please escort me away from these ridiculous accusations.’

			‘You’re not going anywhere,’ said the Archlaw, his tone firm. After he made this statement, the Aiduel’s Guards in the room took another step forward, and those whom Allana could see each placed a hand onto the hilt of their sword. They were close enough to strike now. ‘We couldn’t get near to you in Andarron, but you’re here now, in my domain. Now confess, Illborn.’

			‘How can I confess to being something that I’m not?’ asked Allana. A hint of pleading then entered her voice. ‘Please don’t do this, Your Eminence. This is all a misunderstanding. Look at me. Do I look at all dangerous? I’m heavy with child. The King’s child.’

			‘Do what, Lana?’ asked Jarrett, looking annoyed. ‘What’s he going to do?’

			‘He’s mistaken me for someone else, Jarrett. And I think that he intends to harm me, unless you find a way to protect me. I think he’s going to harm our child.’

			‘I won’t allow this!’ snapped Jarrett. He started to rise from his chair, but the motion was halted as a red-cloak moved from the side and placed a gauntleted hand onto his shoulder. ‘I am the king of Andar! Allana is my queen. These accusations are unacceptable, Your Eminence, and you will grievously insult me if you dare to lay a finger on my wife!’

			‘I apologise for the discourtesy, King Jarrett,’ said the Archlaw, again leaning forward, and once more revealing the medallion. ‘But given that this woman was your wife and was pregnant, I was cautious about taking further action against her without knowing for certain that she was one of them. Particularly so, once she became queen. And in Andarron, it would have been near impossible to act, given Kohn’s reports that you’d placed a wall of security around her. Which is why I wanted her to come here. But after feeling what she just tried to do to me, I’ve no doubt at all now that she’s one of the Illborn whom I seek, and she’s a threat to us all. Including to you.’

			

			‘She’s no threat to anyone!’ shouted Jarrett, glancing with annoyance at the hand which remained fixed upon his shoulder. ‘She’s not one of these… Illborn! She’s carrying my child! She’s my loving wife!’

			‘And I fear that she’s done the same thing to you which she did to dei Corbiere,’ replied Paulius. ‘Though I believe that you’re a good man of true faith, King Jarrett, and I hope that it’s not too late for you if we can separate you from her influence.’

			‘Separate me? I won’t allow you to separate me,’ said Jarrett, his face reddening with apparent rage as he looked again at the gauntleted hand on his shoulder. ‘I will not allow you to harm my wife or my child.’

			You’re running out of time, Lana! You must do something if you want to survive this!

			‘I beg you, Your Eminence,’ she pleaded, whilst evaluating how close she was to the medallion, ‘I’m an innocent, devout woman and a devoted wife. Please, in your wisdom, show me mercy. Please don’t harm me or my unborn child.’

			‘I felt your powers, woman,’ said the Archlaw, coldly. ‘I felt you trying to control me. And I know what you are. There can be no mercy for you.’

			Allana recognised that she was on the precipice of death. Her great gamble in coming here was about to fail, and the price she would pay would be her life.

			Think, Lana! You must find a way to survive!

			‘I know who all the others are!’ she shouted, desperately reaching for any means to delay her death. ‘I know where they are!’

			‘What?’ asked the Archlaw, showing uncertainty for the first time since he had overcome Allana’s powers. Against the far wall behind him, the elderly Vars Enblim shifted in his chair.

			‘The other Illborn,’ Allana said, ‘I know who they are and where they are. I can lead you to them all. Spare me, and I’ll tell you everything that I-’

			She was still finishing the sentence when Jarrett’s simmering rage suddenly boiled over, and he bellowed, ‘Get your fucking hand off me!’

			In a rapid motion, he raised himself from his chair whilst twisting the arm of the guard who had been gripping his shoulder. He then shoved this man into a second red-cloak, who had been standing closest to Allana. In the moment of confusion which ensued, Paulius stood frozen, and Allana could again see the medallion hanging from the man’s neck.

			This is your chance, Lana!

			She lunged for the silver object, grasping hold of it, and she managed to maintain her grip as the startled Archlaw reacted by smacking his open palm hard against the side of her face.

			‘Don’t hit her!’ roared an enraged Jarrett, launching his body towards Paulius in response, and catching the older man’s cheek with his flailing fist. Allana yanked on the medallion as the Archlaw collapsed backwards, causing the chain to break, and she took possession of the vital object.

			There was sudden bedlam in the room, with two other Aiduel’s Guards rushing forward to grapple with and strike Jarrett, attempting to separate him from the stricken Archlaw. Allana witnessed the shocking sight of a gauntleted fist hammering into her husband’s nose, causing blood to splatter, but she knew that she could still regain control of this desperate situation, even now. She just needed to get the medallion as far away from herself as possible.

			She raised her arm, preparing to throw it.

			You will survive this, Lana. You will-

			But then something solid slammed against the side of her head, and darkness claimed her.

		

	
		
			27

			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Arion was standing near the prow of Amena’s Sceptre as the ship sailed beneath the midday sun into the harbour of Arron. Alongside him were Delrin and Castigan, all three of them gazing towards the besieged capital city of the Enclave. The journey from Sen Josias to Arron as part of the eight hundred strong reserve force had taken three days, during which time they had been worrying about what they would find when they arrived. It was therefore a relief to see the flags of the Order of Saint Amena flying over the quayside, though that emotion was tempered by the apparent battered condition of the ancient city.

			

			By the Lord, this place has taken a hammering.

			Arron had been transformed for the worse since Arion had first visited it several months earlier. A pall of smoke now hung above the ancient city, drifting towards the harbour from where fires were blazing to the north-west. Numerous buildings had been reduced to rubble, and the once-stunning skyline of churches had also been disfigured, the dome of one such structure collapsed inwards, and others showing the wear and tear of a prolonged siege.

			There was also none of the exotic bustle which had greeted Arion’s arrival in the Holy Land. Instead, wooden barricades had been erected in the quayside areas where merchant stalls had once stood, and the only people visible in the harbour were now soldiers of the Order of Saint Amena. Arion could also hear what he believed to be the distant sound of fighting.

			‘Fucking infidels,’ cursed Castigan, his voice sombre. ‘It looks bad. Much worse than Sen Josias.’

			‘We knew to expect this,’ replied Delrin. ‘And we can be thankful to The Lord that we seem to have arrived in time, and that the city’s still standing.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Castigan. ‘And thankful also that you’ll be fighting alongside us again, Lord Arion. These Addui bastards don’t know what’s about to hit them.’

			Arion nodded in acknowledgement of the comment, his gaze still focused upon the city’s skyline.

			Lord preserve me, there’s going to be a lot of killing before I’m done here. To add to all those others who’ve already fallen to my sword.

			Amena’s Sceptre was starting to dock at the quayside, and Arion now turned away from the prow, ready to collect his gear. He and his companions would soon be disembarking, following which they would join the conflict which was critical to the Enclave’s survival.

			–

			Shortly afterwards, Arion and the other soldiers from Amena’s Sceptre were ashore, and were winding in an extended column through Arron’s rabbit-warren of streets. They were being led by an officer of the Order who had met them at the quayside.

			They were heading towards The Lord’s Plaza, and specifically to the Order’s fortress beside the city’s western walls. Arion’s harbourside perception of the capital’s battered condition was being confirmed as he walked through it. The ruins of collapsed buildings were scattered across several streets which they carefully traversed, and the once-busy thoroughfares were largely deserted but for soldiers at key intersections.

			However, his view of the city was largely limited to the white-rendered walls of surrounding buildings, until his column finally reached the more open expanse of The Lord’s Plaza. He then gasped as he absorbed the devastation before him, and he was not the only one amongst the emerging column of soldiers to do so.

			‘By the Lord,’ muttered Castigan. ‘Fucking infidel bastards. Look at the damage they’ve done.’

			When Arion had last come to this place, after his arrival in the Holy Land, he had admired its pristine appearance. The polished stone tiles on the plaza floor had been without blemish, the surrounding white-rendered holy structures had shone in the sun, and the immaculate Lord’s Cathedral had dominated every other building.

			

			Now, the plaza was pockmarked by impact craters from boulders which must have arced from outside the city, with scattered rubble evident all the way from Arion’s position to the city’s western defensive wall. Four trebuchets had been installed within the area of the plaza, facing westwards, though one of them was now a smashed wreck of timber.

			The front of The Lord’s Cathedral had also suffered damage, its once-perfect facade of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree now blemished by blotches of cracked stone and rubble. However, its golden dome still stood proudly at the building’s peak, and the structure otherwise appeared sturdy and sound.

			In contrast, there was a far more damaged marble building on the plaza’s north-western edge, the dome of which had been demolished. Arion could see that much of the western wall of this structure had also suffered impact damage, and the whole construction appeared to be in danger of collapse.

			‘The Lord Aiduel still stands,’ announced Delrin, pointing. ‘That must be a sign that the city’s not going to fall.’

			Arion peered in the indicated direction. Somehow, the immense statue of The Lord Aiduel which was in front of the cathedral, facing towards Aiduel’s Gate, remained unscathed. A small crater and a boulder nearby indicated a close miss, but the monument was undamaged.

			‘This city will never fall,’ said Castigan. ‘Not while we still breathe, and have our faith.’

			Arion’s gaze then moved past the statue, to focus upon the towering western wall on the far side of the plaza, and the adjoining fortress of the Order of Saint Amena. He could see hundreds of soldiers manning the western wall and battlements, whilst many others were visible on the ramparts of the fortress.

			

			The green and white flag of the Order still flew proudly above the latter building, although the fortress itself was also displaying the consequences of bombardment; one of its towers had collapsed, and an area of upper wall looked like it had been hastily repaired.

			Similar makeshift repairs seemed to have been undertaken on the main western wall. In several places, the crenelated edges of battlements appeared to have been smashed away, and large cracks were evident in the stonework. The worst area of damage however was located a hundred metres to the left of the fortress, where the upper ten metres of wall had collapsed, leaving a defensive barrier of stone and piled rubble, perhaps fifteen metres across, which was less than five metres high.

			A replacement wooden platform and barricade had been constructed above this, which was crammed full of soldiers of the Order, their raised spear-tips glinting in the sun. It was not possible from Arion’s perspective to see how many of the enemy were on the lands to the immediate west of this barricade, but he pointed towards the wooden platform and said, ‘Looks like it might get interesting there.’

			Castigan smiled. ‘And I wonder where you’re going to be when it gets interesting, Lord Arion?’

			‘Not for us to decide,’ stated Delrin, his tone serious. ‘We’ll go where they tell us to go, and defend whichever piece of wall they tell us to defend. Come on, we need to report to Lord Commander Andross.’

			–

			‘Thank the Lord that you’re here,’ stated Dennor Andross, addressing the senior officers who had arrived from Sen Josias. They were meeting within the Order’s fortress, in the Lord Commander’s austere chambers. It was the same room where Arion had been introduced to the stern older man several months earlier, although the circumstances then had been very different.

			‘We withstood the last massed assault, two days ago,’ continued Andross, who was pacing in front of an iron lattice window which offered a view of the plaza below. ‘However, our forces are spread so thinly that we’d been fearing that we might not withstand the next. Your arrival allows us to bolster the defences around the western breach in the wall, and to almost double the number of soldiers on the northern and southern walls.’

			‘Have they been attacking the city from all sides, Lord Commander?’ asked Castigan.

			‘Yes, but only sufficient to ensure that we’ve had to spread our forces out to man every front. However, though their siege line extends around the three landward sides of the city, their offensive efforts have been predominantly concentrated on the western wall and this fortress. Certainly, all of their major siege equipment has been positioned facing this wall, and we’ve received most of the trebuchet and ballista fire.’

			‘Where are my men going to be placed, Lord Commander?’ asked Commander Cendorn.

			‘Your force will be responsible for defending a four hundred metre stretch of wall south of this fortress, directly to the south of the breach. My men there have been fighting for weeks, and some of them are close to exhausted. It will do them some good to rotate out to the less active northern and southern sectors. Get your men oriented and rested today, then this evening I’ll expect them to take over duty on the wall, and to be there for at least a week.’

			‘Will our defensive position include the breach itself?’ asked Delrin.

			‘No, I have a company of my most trusted veterans defending that breach. Men whom I’ve fought alongside many times before, led by a brilliant young commander who arrived recently, and who’s been inspiring them to ever greater deeds of courage and fortitude. Not to say that I don’t trust your capabilities, given what you’ve achieved in Sen Josias, but the men I have in that breach right now are my very best, and I have the utmost faith in their new leader.’

			‘We’ll be honoured to man the walls beside them then, sir,’ stated Cendorn. ‘And if the men in the breach need to be relieved, we’ll be honoured to take their place there too, if called upon.’

			‘And I know that I can trust you and your men to defend your stretch of wall, Commander. I can only express again how relieved we all are that you’ve arrived today, perhaps just in time to enable us to hold out until help arrives from Angall.’

			‘Has there been any response from Angall yet?’ asked Cendorn.

			‘Yes. His Eminence the Archlaw has written back to me to announce that a Grand Council has been summoned, and that he’s seeking agreement to call for a Third Crusade to save the Enclave and to conquer the Holy Land. We only received that message days ago, so the Grand Council may have already taken place by now, though we can’t be certain. But even if it has, aid will still be weeks away from arriving. We must make our stand here with the resources we have, though with your arrival those resources feel that much greater.’

			‘Thank you, sir,’ said Cendorn.

			‘And Lord Arion,’ added Andross, ‘before you leave, I wanted to thank you personally for what you did in Sen Josias. Lord Jurron and Commander Cendorn have both told me of your… achievements. Killing the Scorpion, and personally turning the tide in several battles on the walls. They’ve started calling you Arion the Invincible, I’m told?’

			‘I’ve heard that name mentioned, yes,’ replied Arion.

			‘Does The Lord and the faith lend strength to your sword and shield, Lord Arion?’

			‘I believe so, yes.’

			‘Then we’re all blessed to have you fighting alongside us. Defend our walls, Lord Arion, and fight like you did in Sen Josias, and you’ll earn the deepest gratitude and respect from the Order of Saint Amena and from the Holy Church, and the blessing of The Lord. I’ve had the word spread amongst the defenders of Arron about your arrival; it does them good to have figures of inspiration, courage and hope, in dark times like these.’

			Arion was nodding his head in acknowledgement, unsure how else to respond, when Castigan said, ‘You mentioned a young leader who’s been defending the breach, Lord Commander. Out of interest, may I ask who it is? Is it someone I’ve served with before?’

			‘No, you haven’t served with him, Sir Castigan. As to who it is? The soldiers in the breach are led by a brilliant young man. A man who was once a prince and a king, but who’s now sworn himself to our order and our cause, and has vowed to one-day lead our armies to reclaim Aiduel’s Gate. You’ll possibly know him, Sir Delrin and Lord Arion. His name is Sendar Pavil.’

			–

			Before sunset, Cendorn led the force from Sen Josias up onto the western wall. Arion was close to the front as they ascended a stone stairway to the high battlements, their arrival being met with utterances of relief from the soldiers who had been stationed there. These men were as bruised and battered as the city which they had been defending, and their fatigue was obvious as they tramped past in the opposite direction.

			Arion then crossed to the front edge of the battlements, and he looked out over the ramparts towards the lands beyond the city.

			‘By the Lord,’ he whispered, and seconds later this exclamation was repeated by Castigan, who had moved alongside him.

			Immediately outside the wall, there was a two hundred metre band of ground, cleared of buildings and vegetation, which stretched around the city’s perimeter. This area was littered with evidence of the brutal struggle of the preceding weeks, with many corpses left rotting where they had fallen, and various pieces of burned and broken siege equipment scattered amidst the dead.

			At the far edge of this stretch of killing ground, an encircling ring of earthworks had been constructed, which extended into the distance to the north and south. And beyond that, thousands of enemy tents were pitched, and seemingly tens of thousands of Addui were visible.

			Lord preserve me, have they brought their entire nation here?

			

			In Sen Josias, the defending force had faced and had ultimately withstood an estimated seven thousand enemy soldiers. Here, there appeared to be many times that number of Addui warriors taking part in the siege. Arion suddenly understood why the city of Arron, with a far larger defensive garrison than Sen Josias, was so close to falling.

			‘We’ve brought eight hundred men with us, Castigan,’ he said, ‘but will that be enough to make a difference against… that?’

			‘It will have to be,’ said the knight, who had placed his hands onto the stone of the rampart as he peered outwards. ‘Remember, they might have an advantage of numbers, but we possess things which the infidels will never understand or be able to draw upon; our brotherhood and our faith. And we have these walls. We’ll make a difference, and we will hold these walls and this city until the Third Crusade arrives.’

			Arion nodded, before looking down from his vantage point to the breach in the wall to the north. Men were still packed onto the wooden platform which had been built across that breach, many of them equipped with crossbows, and Arion also now had a view of the no-man’s land outside the city which faced that barricade.

			Hundreds of Addui corpses lay on the approaches to the breach, particularly on the rock and rubble slope which led up to the wooden structure. There were also several boulders scattered on the land outside, evidence of the bombardment which must have caused the collapse of the upper sections of the wall. Arion could only admire the bravery and resolve required to hold that exposed position, particularly if there was a risk of being targeted by missiles fired from the Addui lines.

			

			To his earlier surprise, the men on the barricade were being led by Sendar Pavil. A man whom he had once viewed as one of his closest friends, but who had ultimately used Arion for his own purposes. Indeed, their final conversation had been a bitter argument, after Sendar had refused to go to the aid of Western Canasar, and Arion had subsequently deserted from Pavil’s army without any word of farewell.

			By the Lord, it might be awkward to see him again.

			‘At least there are no signs of them mustering against us,’ said Castigan, interrupting Arion’s thoughts. ‘Perhaps we’ll have a quiet first night.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Arion. He could hear Cendorn and Delrin shouting in the distance, directing their soldiers into position. ‘Let’s hope so.’

			–

			Some hours later, long after darkness had fallen, Arion was still standing at the edge of the battlements, peering out into the no-man’s land beyond the wall. Hundreds of Addui campfires were visible beyond that stretch of killing ground, and there were no signs of aggressive activity. For this night, at least, it seemed that there would be no fighting on the western wall.

			‘Arion.’

			Arion recognised the voice as soon as he heard his name spoken, and he turned to face a tall, handsome man with long blonde hair. This soldier’s face was very familiar, although there was a livid scar from a recent cut running down his left cheek.

			‘Sendar,’ Arion replied.

			‘It’s good to see you,’ stated Sendar Pavil, though his demeanour was somewhat wary. ‘It’s good to find… an old friend here, even after how things ended in Andar… and between us.’

			‘It’s good to see you too,’ said Arion, and he realised that he meant it. ‘Though not in circumstances which either of us could have hoped for or predicted, back when we were in the Academy.’

			‘No, not at all. Though perhaps we’re both older… and much more chastened by experience… than we were back then.’ Sendar raised what was in his hand, and added, ‘I’ve brought a flagon of wine and two cups. There won’t be an attack tonight, I can already tell that, so I was hoping… that we might find a spot to talk together, and share a drink, before…’

			His voice trailed off, and Arion said, ‘I’d like that, Sendar. I’d like to talk. Let’s share a drink.’

			–

			In the hour which followed, they found a spot to sit against the battlement and they talked, whilst exchanging the flagon and regularly filling their cups.

			Early in the conversation, Sendar raised his cup and said, ‘Let’s share a toast, to all of those loved ones whom we’ve lost… and to our late friend, Lennion.’

			Arion gulped downed his drink, suddenly feeling emotional, then said, ‘Lennion? Really?’

			‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of such awful news, but I suspected that you might not know. He fell during the final valiant defence of Rednarron, as did his older brother and father. I’d hoped to break through to relieve their siege before it was too late, but I failed.’

			‘By the Lord. I hadn’t heard. What a tragedy for the Rednar family.’ Arion paused, steeling himself to broach a difficult subject. ‘Are you aware that Kalyane also died, during the fall of Septholme?’

			It was Sendar’s turn to look shocked, and in the minutes which followed Arion explained the catastrophe which had befallen his family on the day when he had lost his wife and two siblings.

			‘I’m so sorry for your losses,’ stated the former king after Arion had finished. ‘A truly awful tragedy, and I can understand now why you left Angall to come here. By the Lord, the outcome of the war was truly horrific for the Houses of Sepian and Rednar.’

			‘It was,’ said Arion, before pouring himself another cup then downing it in turn. ‘It was a disaster. It devastated the lives we knew, it destroyed my family, and there are some days when I still wake up with bitter thoughts of vengeance. But in my heart, I know that those times are gone, and they’re not coming back. And anyway… you’ve suffered your share of losses, too.’

			Sendar nodded solemnly in response, looking uncomfortable about what they both knew remained unspoken.

			Later in the conversation, the deposed king seemed uncharacteristically awkward as he said, ‘I owe you an apology for how I deceived you and used you in Andarron, Arion. I abused your friendship and loyalty, and I’m sorry for that. My only defence is that I was doing what I thought was needed to save Andar, but that doesn’t excuse me for the way that I used you. It doesn’t excuse… anything else I did to claim the throne.’

			

			Arion took another long gulp of red wine, feeling drunk, then said, ‘Ah, never mind, what’s done is done. By the Lord, I should never have even been there. Everything which happened after, everything that went wrong, it was all my own fault for travelling to Andarron. I should never have gone. If I’d stayed in Septholme, I wouldn’t have been in the Royal Palace to intervene in your fight, and to kill… people. And for what it’s worth, I’m not proud about deserting from your army when you still needed me. At the time, I felt that I had no other option if I was going to try to save my home, but it was still desertion.’

			‘I understand why you did it,’ said Sendar. ‘I left you with little choice, I can see that now, after telling you that I was ready to abandon Western Canasar to Elannis. I’ve long regretted our last conversation, and have wondered whether any of the subsequent battles might have turned out differently if you’d still been with us. Whether the outcome of the war might have been different, if the Hero of Moss Ford had been fighting in my army. But… that’s just one of many… regrets from that time.’

			Sendar went on to talk about what had happened during the last months of the war, including the final events leading to his surrender, abdication, and banishment. By the time that he had finished recounting his tale, his words were slurred.

			‘And so,’ said Arion, feeling despondent as he listened to the story of Andar’s defeat, ‘despite everything, we all lost. Elannis, Dei Magnus and the Holy Church took our land, our titles, our family, and our country.’

			‘We lost, yes, but sadly not all of us were losers. Our erstwhile roommate, that fucking traitor Jarrett Berun, managed to be the only one of us who emerged from the war as a winner. He stole Western Canasar from you and claimed it for himself, and he took Andarron and my crown from me, becoming King Jarrett Berun the First.’

			‘Jarrett is the new king of Andar?’

			‘You didn’t know? Yes, he’s a vassal king of Elannis. He’s beholden to the Emperor and to the Archlaw, but he sits on the throne of Andar, nonetheless.’

			‘Lord preserve me. That fucking treacherous bastard.’

			‘My sentiments exactly. Though at least he didn’t execute me. I was surprised when he offered me banishment, rather than just taking my head.’

			Arion swallowed, then asked, ‘And… is he married?’

			‘Yes, to a Dei Magnun whore, by all accounts. She’s called Queen Allana, though I never got to meet her.’

			Hearing that name, and understanding the elevation in status which Allana dei Monis now enjoyed, was like a dagger to Arion’s heart.

			By the Lord, she’s risen as far as I have fallen.

			He clenched his fists and said, ‘I once swore to myself that I’d kill Berun if I ever saw him again.’

			‘I’d share that sentiment, but I’ve given my oath before The Lord that I’ll never return to Angall or raise arms against Berun, and I don’t intend to. I’m sworn to the Order now, and I’ll spend the rest of my life – short as it might turn out to be, given our current predicament – in the Holy Land. Though I certainly won’t be in mourning if one day you return to Andar and take that pious bastard’s head off his shoulders.’

			Arion raised his cup again, slurring his words as he said, ‘Now there’s a suggestion that I can drink to!’

			‘And I’ve heard talk about your exploits in the north,’ said Sendar. ‘Arion the Invincible, I’ve heard some men say. I trust that you’re still just as deadly as you once were?’

			‘More deadly, if anything. When the Addui come against us, I’ll kill them.’

			‘I have no doubt about that.’ Sendar then barked a laugh. ‘Just don’t bring me their heads this time, please. And how many men do you think you’ve already killed over the course of your life, if you don’t mind me asking?’

			Arion paused, the question returning him to the thoughts which had been troubling him in recent weeks.

			‘Hundreds, certainly,’ he answered. ‘Probably more than a thousand. Maybe more than that.’

			He heard a grunt of surprise from his companion, who said, ‘Incredible. I’ve never met a deadlier man than you, but even I wouldn’t have guessed it would be that many. But you know, I sometimes wonder how many deaths I’ve caused, by my actions and choices. How many lives could have been saved in Andar if Senneos had taken the throne rather than me, and if he’d sued for peace immediately? How many people died because of my choices? Probably tens of thousands.’

			His tone had edged towards maudlin, and Arion reached out his hand to the other man’s arm and said, ‘You did what you thought was right, to try to save Andar. Things didn’t work out the way we wanted, though none of us could have known that at the time. But look at what you’re achieving here, now. I’ve already been told of your deeds in Arron, too. How you’ve held that breach for days, in the deadliest of circumstances.’

			‘Thank you for being kind to me, Arion. Though they were my men’s deeds, not mine. However, I’ve discovered that it’s easier to be brave when you’ve already lost everything. If I’m killed here, defending the faith, then at least I’ve achieved something worth remembering. I thought I was going to die in Andarron, or was going to rot in a prison cell, so a last chance for glory here is more than I could have hoped for.’ Sendar then went quiet for several seconds, and when he spoke again his voice was sincere as he said, ‘I’m glad that we’ve had this chance to talk again, Arion. And I’m honoured that you’ll be fighting on these walls, near to me, when the enemy next come.’

			‘As am I, Sendar,’ said Arion. ‘As am I.’

			–

			The following afternoon, Arion had returned to manning his stretch of wall on the ramparts. Minutes earlier, before they had headed towards their respective troops and positions, he had clasped arms with Delrin and Castigan.

			‘Take care, Del,’ Arion had said, before the three of them had parted. ‘You too, Castigan. This looks like it’s going to be nasty.’

			Castigan had nodded in solemn acknowledgement, while Delrin had replied, ‘And you, brother.’

			Arion had taken one last fond look at the pair as they had walked away, brothers-in-arms whom he had fought so many battles alongside.

			

			By the Lord, I hope that they’ll both come through this.

			He was now surrounded by hardened, veteran soldiers who had journeyed from Western Canasar with him, and who had also survived the conflict in Fort Upholder and Sen Josias. There was a pensive level of silence amongst these men as they watched the enemy preparations.

			Arion had requested and been granted direct command over the section of battlements immediately to the south of the breach. Many of his soldiers were now armed with bows, and a sizeable cluster of crossbowmen were overlooking Sendar Pavil’s barricade, with orders to concentrate their fire on the approaches to that position. Delrin had taken command of the length of wall beside Arion’s, with Castigan in charge beyond that.

			The activity levels of the Addui were drastically different on this day, and it was apparent that another attack would be coming soon. The enemy were mustering in front of their earthworks and barricades, forming loose ranks which were still out of bowshot. Their siege towers were also being wheeled forwards.

			It seemed clear that the infidel attack was going to be focused towards the breach and its adjoining walls. Four siege towers were aligned opposite these positions, and thousands of infidel warriors were gathering directly across from Sendar’s exposed barricade.

			To add to these preparations, the enemy trebuchets had commenced their bombardment again, with a concentration of fire towards the western defences. For half an hour, massive boulders had been arcing towards and over the wall, and Arion was thankful that the Addui’s accuracy left something to be desired, with most of these missiles failing to find a target. However, an occasional rock was striking against the upper ramparts, and each such impact was taking a toll in blood and on morale.

			The capital’s own siege weaponry was returning fire towards the Addui lines, with occasional cheers roused from the defenders on the walls when a boulder crashed down amidst a cluster of gathering infidels. However, the mood on the battlements was otherwise solemn.

			Arion took a moment to look down towards Sendar Pavil’s position, and he could see the former prince and king moving amongst the men there. He then looked back along the wall, to his left, and his gaze sought out and finally found Delrin.

			Despite everything that had happened in the last year, despite everything which he had lost, he had survived and had somehow found himself here for this battle, soon to fight alongside his many brothers-in-arms. He was abruptly grateful that he had come to the Holy Land to reunite with his older sibling, and he was also thankful that he and Sendar had made their peace during the prior night of drinking.

			As he was thinking this, a series of horns blew along the Addui lines, an enemy advance signal familiar to Arion from his time in Sen Josias. The infidel masses then started to march forward from their positions, for the moment still out of range of the defenders’ bows. The siege towers were also trundling forward amongst this mass.

			The line of advancing soldiers stretched for hundreds of metres opposite the western walls of Arron, though their numbers were clearly greatest in the positions facing the breach. The Addui appeared to be throwing their entire force into this assault, and Arion’s instincts told him that the battle to come was going to be a bloodbath, and that its outcome might be decisive.

			By the Lord, how many more will I need to kill today to secure victory?

			He flexed his shoulder, feeling satisfied that there was little discernible discomfort, then he drew his sword.

			‘Hold!’ he shouted, hearing other officers repeating this command along the length of the ramparts as the Addui continued to advance, and as boulders flew overhead. Arion could feel his powers crackling into life as the enemy drew nearer.

			It was time to fight, and once again it was time to kill.
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			Leanna

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			A single finger is raised. And she knows what she must do.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			The voice booms from the Gate like fiery thunder, scorching her very soul with its dark intensity.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			

			She is stunned, recoiling in horror from this devastating invitation to inconceivable power. But she watches as a shining companion responds; it twists in position, snatches something from the ground, and the killing starts.

			She is the third to die, her skull smashed open by an object which is both heavy and sharp. And yet, her soul remains, bound within the radiant, golden shadow of the Gate.

			She looks on, appalled, as the last of her companions falls before the frantic violence of this blazing murderer. The final victim fights back, desperately kicking and clawing and scratching, but to no avail.

			She feels deep sorrow as she realises that three souls now surround her, each of them also trapped within the aura of the ethereal archway.

			And at the end, she still watches the sole survivor, this victorious killer. This exultant avatar which strides forward, full of hunger. Into the Gate…

			–

			Leanna gasped as she awoke, her heart pounding. She was in Amyss’s arms, and the sleeping priestess hugged her instinctively. Leanna savoured the soothing effect of this action for a few seconds, then she extricated herself and sat up, noting by the light that it must be late afternoon.

			Caddin’s throaty snores were audible from several metres away, and Leanna decided to leave her companions undisturbed for a few moments longer. After departing from this camp tonight, the next few days were likely to be arduous, and it was doubtful that there would be much more opportunity for peaceful slumber.

			

			They were in the Chosen warband’s encampment beside an Addui village in the foothills of the Holy Mountains, their bedrolls placed atop a gentle slope of scree. In the fading afternoon light, the towering rock faces of the mighty peaks to the west loomed large like hulking, menacing predators.

			Leanna could feel Corin’s glowing presence, and she looked across the camp to where he and Agbeth had placed their bedrolls, to see that the wiry Illborn was also sitting up. After weeks of travelling together, Leanna had realised that her dreams of the Gate had become aligned with Corin’s, and they were often disturbed together by their same recurring dream.

			Well, almost the same. During their discussions earlier that day, Corin had reminded her that in his dream he was the second to die, not the third. Further, he had questioned whether what they were experiencing in the dream might be a memory of a former life, seen from differing perspectives, rather than a vision or a prophecy.

			Leanna was still reeling from that idea. Was it conceivable that she had lived another life, as Corin was suggesting? Could she possibly have been murdered in that life at the Gate, whilst still a child, and was now reliving that horrific murder during her recurring dream? The notion was shocking, and the concept of being reborn was entirely contrary to the Holy Church’s central tenets, which formed the foundation of her faith.

			Lord Aiduel, please guide me to understand the truth.

			The meeting with Corin and his wife had revealed many other secrets, and Leanna had openly shared her own knowledge. And now that this mutual act of revelation was over, she felt relief. Whatever might occur between her and Corin in the coming days, it would not be the result of a misunderstanding, though that would not make the challenges which they needed to face any easier to overcome.

			As she contemplated this, she could see that more people from around the Chosen encampment were beginning to stir. Recognising that the time for quiet deliberation was over, she stretched and then said, ‘Amyss, Caddin, wake up. It’s time to pack up. It will soon be time to leave.’

			–

			A few minutes later, Leanna and Amyss were rolling up their bedrolls when Caddin said, ‘I’m going to do it now.’

			Leanna looked up, understanding what he was referring to, and she gently asked, ‘Would you like us to come with you?’

			Caddin shook his head. ‘No. My medallions, particularly the first one, they’ve been a part of me for such a long time now, that it will be a wrench to leave them. More than a wrench. It’s going to be hard. I think I need to be alone for this.’

			The burly man then walked away, climbing the scree slope towards a secluded cluster of rocks which he had identified beyond the camp. Leanna tracked him with her eyes, aware of what he intended to do.

			He was going to bury his two medallions. He was leaving them behind.

			Lord Aiduel, please grant him the fortitude to do this, and help him to adjust to this change.

			Caddin had approached her that morning, after the meeting with Corin, and had said, ‘Leanna, we’re going to face a significant challenge tomorrow, and I’ll need to be at your side for every step of the journey so I can protect you and Amyss. However, if the plan is to succeed, you’re going to need to use your powers extensively. If I’m wearing my medallions, I know I’ll be a hindrance to you, and I won’t be able to make it to Aiduel’s Gate.’

			Leanna had considered this briefly, then had said, ‘You’re right, it won’t work if you’re wearing them. In which case, what are you going to do?’

			‘I’ve decided… I can’t take them with me all the way. And I can’t risk them falling into the possession of others who might oppose you. Therefore, I’m going to leave them behind, and hide them. I’ll bury them beneath the scree, outside of this village.’

			Leanna had agreed with his decision, though she had been able to perceive that Caddin was deeply worried about giving up the ancient artifacts. Once he was separated from his medallions, they both understood that he would lose his protection against Illborn powers. More specifically, his emotions would again be revealed to her.

			Leanna watched as the grey-bearded man now entered the cluster of rocks, moving towards the secret burial spot which he had selected. She then averted her eyes to respect his privacy, and returned her attention to packing her gear for the final journey.

			–

			Later, after most of the Chosen warband had completed their preparations, Corin of the Karn gathered his people and gave an impassioned speech. Leanna and Amyss also watched as the red-haired leader talked about what they were likely to encounter in the town of Addubar, and outlined how he and Leanna intended to overcome each of these obstacles. He further set out his expectations for the warband during the challenges ahead, and Leanna was pleased when he re-emphasised that he hoped to avoid bloodshed.

			Corin concluded his speech by saying, ‘I recognise how much I’ve already asked of you all, and how much you’ve given me in return. And I recognise how much more you may all need to give before we get to our goal. But please understand just how much I appreciate everything that you’ve all sacrificed for me and for our people.

			‘I’m still convinced that it was necessary and right to come to this land, and that the reward which we’ll receive at the end of this great quest will be worth every hardship which we’ve suffered to get here. Through our struggles, and our determination, we will secure an almighty power which will unite our country, in safety and prosperity, forevermore. A power which will protect and nourish our clans and our families.’

			Leanna and Amyss glanced at each other after hearing this, and Amyss raised an eyebrow. Leanna could clearly recall the earlier discussion when she and Corin had challenged each other about their respective intentions if they claimed the power.

			‘Our destination is now within touching distance,’ continued Corin. ‘The coming nights and days will be hard, but I know that we will overcome any obstacles which we’ll face, as we’ve already overcome so much else. My powers, given to me by our Gods, and the powers of Leanna of Arlais, will protect you on this final journey. Please trust in that. And with the same courage with which we defeated the Kurakee and saved our way of life, we will reach our goal. We will reach Aiduel’s Gate!’

			There were several supportive calls from the crowd as this speech concluded, and it was clear to Leanna that Corin’s people were still completely loyal to him.

			Lord Aiduel, please bring them safely through the journey ahead.

			–

			The Chosen warband moved away from the village while the sun was still setting, heading into the narrow pass which wound back down to the open desert.

			Leanna and her companions were in the centre of the marching column, with the majority of the felrin pack leading the way. Everyone was carrying less gear than on their previous travels, and anything which was not water, food, weapons or essentials had been left behind.

			Leanna understood that it was their goal to clear the mountain foothills as darkness fell, and then to head due south across the flatter desert terrain towards Aiduel’s Gate. The moon was already full in the sky, and she knew that they would have decent visibility as they travelled through the night.

			When they finally emerged from the pass onto the exposed desert surface, they passed the dismantled wagons which had been abandoned whilst travelling in the opposite direction. The Chosen warband then adopted a column formation, surrounded by a ring of felrin, before beginning the southwards march. It was clear that everyone was on high alert, though no Addui forces had been spotted nearby.

			As they trekked southwards, Leanna was constantly aware of the radiant, powerful aura of Corin, who was near to the front of the column. Much closer, Caddin and Amyss were on either side of Leanna, and for once she had the unusual sensation of feeling the pulsing emotions of them both.

			Amyss was scared about what was to come, though she was bravely trying to contain that fear, and Leanna reached out and squeezed her companion’s hand. However, Caddin’s emotions were far less familiar.

			PROTECT. WORRY. LOVE. PROTECT. LOVE.

			Leanna could sense the grey-bearded man’s protectiveness towards her and Amyss, mixed in with worry for their wellbeing, although neither of these feelings was a great surprise. However, it was the third emotion which was the most intense, pulsing unerringly towards both Leanna and Amyss.

			As she continued to experience this, Leanna struggled to hold back her own welling of sentiment. She was aware that she had left her father Jonas in Elannis, and that she might never see him again, but for the last year Caddin had stepped into an almost paternal role as her and Amyss’s guardian and protector. In the absence of the medallions, it was now evident that Caddin’s emotional connection to his wards had developed far beyond that of pure duty.

			Eventually, after minutes of sensing this, Leanna whispered, ‘We both love you too, Caddin.’

			She could perceive his shock at hearing this statement, and he twisted his thick neck in apparent embarrassment without looking towards her. However, his emotions surged in response to the words.

			

			‘The dangers of no longer having my medallions,’ he growled after a moment, still not making eye contact. ‘Well, given what we’re facing ahead, if you can feel it, I might as well say it. I love you both. You’ve redeemed me, saved me from a life that had no longer been worth living, and you’ve made me a better man. If… my daughter had lived, I would have been proud if she’d grown up to be like the two of you.’

			‘Thank you, Caddin,’ said Amyss, and she sounded choked with emotion. ‘That’s such a lovely thing to say.’

			Caddin continued, his words hesitant. ‘If… I survive beyond tomorrow, I think I’d like to finally tell you about my… little Rhona… and my wife, Honna.’

			‘I’d very much like to hear about them,’ said Leanna, recognising how difficult it must have been for him to have spoken those names.

			‘Me too,’ added Amyss.

			‘But not now,’ said Caddin. ‘Right now, we all need to be quiet.’

			The curtness of his final words suggested that the discussion was over, but Leanna’s mouth secretly turned up at the corners as she continued to feel his loving emotions.

			Lord Aiduel, please protect him tomorrow. Please protect them both.

			–

			The warband had been travelling southwards for several hours through the night, still without encountering any Addui, when they finally halted to take a short break.

			The dusty desert surface where they stopped was hard, the otherwise flat ground disrupted by prominent mounds of earth and sand which were visible under the moonlight. These mounds were each perhaps ten metres long by half that distance in height and width, and they were spread out in a seemingly uniform manner across an area of hundreds of metres.

			Leanna was leaning back against one of the mounds, swilling water in her dry mouth and pondering what the unusual formations might be, when Amyss said, ‘What’s that?’

			The flame-haired woman was pointing towards a cross-shaped object that was jutting up from the sand, close to where she was sitting.

			Caddin answered, ‘It’s a sword.’

			Leanna recognised then that the cross-shape must be the hilt, and this was confirmed as Caddin grasped the object and pulled. The half-blade of a broken weapon emerged from the ground, the battered metal clearly weathered as the burly man then flourished it.

			‘What’s it doing here?’ asked Amyss.

			Caddin was silent for a few seconds, staring at the hilt, but finally said, ‘Look at the hilt and blade design. This is of Elannis origin, I’ve no doubt, I saw so many of these when I was in the army. I’ve seen Addui blades, and the Addui don’t make them like this.’

			‘An Elannis sword?’ asked Leanna. ‘What’s it doing here?’

			Caddin was staring at the mound behind her back, and he sounded subdued as he said, ‘I’ve just realised what these mounds are. Where we must be.’

			Leanna turned her head to look, about to ask what he meant, when realisation dawned and she said, ‘Oh.’

			‘What is it?’ asked Amyss.

			‘The Second Crusade’s final battle,’ said Caddin. ‘The massacre in the desert. I think it might have been here.’

			After hearing this, Amyss also turned to stare then mouthed another, ‘Oh. You think there are dead bodies in there? In all of these mounds?’

			‘Yes,’ said Caddin. ‘Tens of thousands of crusaders died here.’

			Leanna’s gaze swept around the wider area surrounding the Chosen warband. She was momentarily numbed by the thought of the vast number of bodies which could be contained in that many burial mounds, and by how close she must be to the skeletons of men who had lost their lives here in the desert.

			‘That’s so sad,’ said Amyss. ‘For them all to have died, so far from their homes.’

			Leanna could see that her companion had assumed a kneeling position facing the nearest burial mound, with her hands clasped together.

			‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

			‘I’m going to pray for them, Lea,’ said Amyss. ‘I’d heard that they were never given the Rite of Passing at this place. As quick as I can, I’m going to give it to them.’

			Leanna nodded, then also knelt. ‘Good idea, I’ll join you.’

			She noted that Caddin adopted the same prayerful stance while Amyss began to quickly recite the Rite of Passing, commending the safe passage to heaven of all the souls who were buried in the surrounding mounds. By the time that Amyss had finished, the Chosen warband was already beginning to stir from its temporary break.

			Lord Aiduel, may those who fell in this place all pass on in your Grace. May their souls rest with you in eternal peace, and may they be standing behind you to welcome us when we in turn pass beyond.

			–

			Later that night, in the remaining hours before dawn, they rested for a longer time. Everyone was encouraged to try to get some sleep before the daylight crossing of the final stretch of desert to Aiduel’s Gate.

			The marching column of the warband set off again as the sun was rising, with the huge mountain range on their right-hand side as they moved southwards. With the coming of the rising sun, several things soon became visible. Firstly, the massive earth and stone ramp outside the Holy City came into view, towering above the surrounding desert. From this distant perspective, Leanna could also see the jutting cliffs above which Aiduel’s Gate would stand, but the city’s great external wall was only partially visible, buttressed as it was by the sheer rock faces of the surrounding mountains.

			Secondly, the Chosen warband was no longer alone. Addui scouts on horseback had appeared far ahead, keeping a wary distance from the protective ring of felrin. Some of these native riders were maintaining that distance, but others could be seen to be galloping away to the south, no doubt delivering messages of warning.

			‘They know we’re coming now,’ said Caddin, observing this. ‘They’ll be ready for us.’

			Leanna nodded, and shortly afterwards she noticed Corin making his way back towards her, his pulsing aura of power also announcing his approach. The Addui scouts were still tracking the column of the Chosen warband, but they had refrained from attacking.

			‘You’ve seen the Addui, of course?’ said Corin when he drew level.

			‘Yes.’

			‘I don’t think that they’re going to attack us until we’re near Addubar, but we must both be ready to defend my people. Please will you come to the front of the column with me?’

			‘Of course,’ said Leanna.

			Soon afterwards, she was walking close to the front of the marching column. She was near to Corin, Agbeth, and the missionary Hellin, and she was feeling bolstered and energised by Corin’s power and proximity. Amyss and Caddin were even closer beside her, emotions of protection beating outwards from the latter, and Leanna felt certain that he would put himself between her and an arrow should any Addui attempt to fire at them. For now, however, there were no such attacks.

			The sun climbed higher in the following hours, and the day was soon scorching. Leanna and her companions travelled with their thin hoods raised for shade, and the Addui riders continued to shadow the Chosen warband, keeping their distance without attacking. The town of Addubar and its great ramp drew ever closer, with the walls of the fortress town slowly emerging into view, shimmering in the heat of the desert. As the marching column crossed the final miles, the towering external wall of Aiduel’s Gate, mounted high on the lofty clifftop, was also fully visible.

			Lord Aiduel, I feel full of awe to look upon this holy place where you came into your powers, and where you later ascended to heaven.

			It was early afternoon by the time that the Chosen warband had marched to within two miles of their destination, and it was clear by then that their passage to the walls of the lower town was going to be opposed.

			In the desert outside of Addubar, an Addui army was assembled, their numbers evident from the gleam of thousands of weapons reflecting the sun. Some of these Addui warriors were mounted, but many more were on foot, arrayed in a line which stretched across hundreds of metres. More native warriors could be seen on the walls of their town, their presence again revealed by the glint of metal blades and armour.

			Leanna could hear Corin shouting orders to his people, ensuring that they maintained their tight column formation. Indeed, he also appeared to have issued an instruction to the pack of felrin, since the ring which these formed suddenly contracted, the beasts loping on all fours much closer to the column’s flanks. As the Chosen warband then continued to march steadily towards the town, the Addui army remained stationary on the desert ahead, awaiting them.

			When the distance to the Addui line had closed to within half a mile, Corin turned to Leanna and asked, ‘You’re certain of everything that you’re required to do?’

			‘Yes,’ she replied, walking alongside him. ‘I know what I need to do. Do you?’

			

			‘Yes.’

			‘Remember, we need to try to minimise the loss of life.’

			‘I understand that,’ said Corin. ‘But you must remember that I’ll not risk Chosen lives by sparing the Addui, if I’ve no alternative. And my people are allowed to fight back. Do you understand that?’

			‘Yes, I do.’

			‘In which case, may the Gods watch over us in what’s to come, Leanna of Arlais.’

			‘May The Lord Aiduel watch over us, and protect us, Corin of the Karn.’

			‘Ha! You sound like Hellin. But no matter who’s watching over us, you and I will determine the outcome here today. Do you feel strong, Leanna? Strong enough to do what we’ve discussed?’

			‘Yes, I feel strong. I’m much more powerful when I’m close to you.’

			Indeed, Leanna was feeling invigorated by standing alongside the other Illborn. She was also enthused that she was now so close to Aiduel’s Gate, that legendary place which had been her goal for so many months.

			‘And do you feel strong, Corin?’ she asked.

			‘I’ve never felt stronger,’ he said. ‘I can do what needs to be done.’

			‘Then we’re both ready.’

			–

			Shortly afterwards, when the Chosen warband was within four hundred metres of the Addui army, the extended line of enemy warriors finally began to advance in a controlled march.

			The Chosen column was at a right-angle to the Addui formation, and its tip was heading directly for the centre of that line. Leanna and Corin were still near the front of the column, and they were two hundred metres from the Addui when the native defending army accelerated into a slow run.

			‘Faster!’

			Leanna heard this bellowed order from Corin’s brother Kernon, and she and the others around her responded by starting to jog forwards. This command was repeated several times by other warriors, and the hurried tramp of hundreds of feet on the sand behind signalled the prompt reaction of the Chosen warband. The surrounding felrin also now moved to lope directly next to the column, which had thinned to less than ten metres wide along its entire length.

			Leanna was aware of the nearby presence of Caddin and Amyss, as well as Corin and his wife Agbeth. The latter was running in a manner which she would not have been capable of doing prior to Leanna’s healing in Fen’Arrak.

			‘Keep close to me, Amyss, and be careful, please,’ called Leanna between breaths, embracing her powers as the distance between the respective armies closed to within one hundred metres. She was ready for what she needed to do.

			Before that moment came, the plan was for Corin to act first. Indeed, Leanna felt a sudden fierce surge in the red-haired man’s aura which indicated that he was accessing and using his powers. There was no physical manifestation of this action around Corin’s form, no miraculous golden light, but then the centre of the enemy line seemingly… split apart.

			Just instants earlier, the Addui had been packed together in a dense charging formation, weapons pointing forward in unbroken ranks, but dozens of men suddenly lurched to either left or right, appearing to be forcibly dragged away from their desired direction of travel. A wide gap now emerged in the centre of their line, directly in front of the tip of the Chosen warband’s column.

			A thunderous bellow of unvoiced words then somehow emanated out from Corin, shocking Leanna with its terrible authority as the booming message resounded across the surrounding desert, seeming to echo off the nearby mountains and cliffs.

			I AM THE CHOSEN OF THE GODS, AND YOU WILL STAND ASIDE! YOU WILL LET ME PASS!

			The statement was not vocalised, but it somehow reached deep into Leanna’s psyche. She could immediately sense how easy it would be to submit to the compulsion in those words, even though she knew that the instruction had not been meant for her.

			But it was intended for the Addui, and the effect was instantaneous. Along most of the Addui line, the charge was disrupted, the native soldiers slowing their forward momentum as they reacted in fearful confusion to the terrible, compelling nature of the command. Directly ahead, in the centre of the line, Addui warriors started to flee to either side, clearing an even larger opening in front of the rapidly approaching Chosen warband. Indeed, the width of that gap now exceeded the width of the Chosen column.

			‘Leanna, now!’ shouted Corin.

			They had planned for this, and Leanna knew exactly what to do.

			Devotion. Sacrifice. Salvation.

			

			Power surged through her body as she connected herself to Corin, before two walls of radiant light erupted from the ground on either side of the Chosen warband’s column.

			These shimmering barriers extended forwards rapidly, shooting across the desert ahead. They bisected the Addui army in the middle of its line, creating a walled corridor of golden light through the vacated centre. Corin’s power of compulsion had been so effective that not a single Addui warrior remained within the forming corridor, which now represented a temporary, safe passageway towards the walls of Addubar.

			‘Follow! Stay together! Run for the town!’

			The shouted order came from the warrior Rennik, and then Leanna was amidst the column of Chosen warriors and flanking felrin as they entered and ran between the walls of golden light, with the reeling Addui stranded outside of the shimmering corridor.

			Leanna was concentrating on maintaining the twin barriers as she rushed forwards, and as she passed the Addui line she could see the effect of Corin’s abilities up close, with many of the nearest native warriors senselessly fleeing. Others were looking confused, and were failing to react to the events around them.

			Leanna then peered ahead along the corridor of light, beyond which she could see the crenelated walls of Addubar, manned by yet more Addui warriors. Behind those walls, the massive ramp soared skywards.

			Lord Aiduel, please protect us, and help us to avoid bloodshed here.

			They were fully committed now, and would not be able to cease this plan until they had reached their goal. Otherwise, there most definitely would be bloodshed.

			The plan was underway, and Aiduel’s Gate lay before Leanna, beckoning her onward. There would be no turning back.
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			Allana

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana awoke on her side, on a cold, hard floor. After opening her eyes, she experienced an extended moment of disorientation, feeling uncertain of where she was or how she had arrived there. She felt too weak to attempt to stand, so for several seconds she lay still, staring towards a stone wall.

			Her head throbbed, and she lifted a hand towards the source of her pain, on the right side of her skull. She winced as she gingerly touched matted hair, and her fingers came away sticky. There was a bloody cut on the side of her head.

			What’s happened, Lana? Why are you here?

			Then the memories of the struggle in the audience chamber returned to her. Recollections of Jarrett being beaten as Allana had grabbed the Archlaw’s medallion, before something heavy had slammed against the side of her head.

			She felt a moment of panic and reached down to her stomach, running a hand over her bump through the fabric of her red velvet dress. Whoever had left her here, they had at least placed her onto her side, but she was suddenly fearful for the child she was carrying. She could feel no movement within.

			She tried to raise herself from the floor, but after a feeble and dizzying attempt she gave up, resigning herself to remaining in her current position. From this low perspective, the room appeared to be a cell, although she would only establish that for certain if she was to turn around. The light was dim, with occasional flickers suggesting that it was being illuminated by a torch somewhere behind her.

			You’re a prisoner, Lana! You’re a prisoner!

			She shuddered, recognising through the fog in her thoughts that she was again facing the prospect of maltreatment and torture. She could feel panic rising within, an overwhelming anxiety akin to the night-time terrors which she had suffered over such an extended period. Accompanying this, she was abruptly breathless, and her heart was pounding.

			For a long time, in the aftermath of her escape from the Septholme fortress of Aiduel’s Guards, she had been traumatised by the humiliation and torture which she had suffered there. She had only been able to suppress that trauma after she had finally returned to the fortress to confront her fears.

			But now, despite her status having risen to the heights of royalty, she might have to endure the same ordeal again. No one who cared about her would know where she was. And even if they did, there would be nothing that they could do to help her. She was in a place where every armed soldier was loyal to the Archlaw, and the men of Berun were outnumbered and without weapons.

			She was at the mercy of her captors.

			What are you going to do, Lana?

			She had been such a fool to come here, and to imagine that she would dominate the Archlaw like she had done to others. Paulius had been aware of her, had been planning for their encounter, and had somehow possessed an artifact capable of nullifying her powers. Allana had walked willingly into a trap, and the medallion had rendered her helpless and defenceless.

			As she thought about her abilities, it occurred to her to reach down within, to seek out the darkness at her core. She felt a sliver of relief as she found that inner blackness and touched it, confirming that the silver medallion had not permanently removed her powers; it had merely weakened them whilst she was close to it. She could sense that her panic was starting to recede as she embraced this corruption, and the fog was clearing slightly from her mind, even amidst the throbbing of her head.

			At least you’re alive, Lana. But why have you been kept alive?

			She tried to recall the final moments of the confrontation with the Archlaw. She had shouted something, though the precise words still eluded her. Had those words deterred him from killing her?

			She now attempted once more to raise herself, but the effort produced another burst of pain in her head, so instead she decided to roll over to get a fuller look at her surroundings. As she turned to face in the opposite direction, she tucked a hand under her cheek to keep her cut away from the hard floor, then focused upon what was revealed to her.

			She was indeed in a prison cell. Six feet from the wall which Allana had been facing, and barely four feet from where she lay on her side, was a row of thick metal bars which ran from the floor to the ceiling. There was less than a six-inch gap between each bar, an opening which would be impossible to squeeze through, though anyone in the narrow and currently deserted corridor outside would be able to observe her.

			At the left-hand edge of these bars, adjoining another solid stone wall, was a metal door which appeared to give access to the corridor. Allana had no doubt that this would be locked, were she able to stand and test it. On the opposite side of the corridor was an empty cell of identical dimensions and structure.

			You must be in the cells beneath the palace, Lana. That’s where they must have brought you.

			She ran a hand over her stomach again, feeling disquiet; there was still no movement within, though that was often the case for extended periods when the baby was sleeping. There was no need to worry, was there? She tried to push this fear aside, and to raise herself again. This time, she was more successful, lifting herself onto her elbow despite a burst of pain in her temple.

			Then she spotted Jarrett.

			He was in the cell to the immediate right of hers, the two areas separated by another tightly-spaced row of vertical iron bars. He was sprawled on his front in the far corner, facing away from Allana towards another stone wall, and he was motionless.

			

			‘Jarrett?’

			There was no response, and she was suddenly frightened for her husband.

			‘Jarrett?’

			After saying his name again, she tried to raise herself further, locking her elbow and pushing herself to an upright, sitting position. Her body ached as she moved, and the throbbing in her head induced another wave of dizziness. Jarrett still did not answer, and she could not perceive if he was breathing.

			In the Archlaw’s audience chamber, he had risked his own life to save her. Whether that had been done from true love, or as a trigger to the instructions which she had implanted over time, she could not be certain. But either way, he had fought for her, and he had suffered for her. And for her child.

			‘You’re awake, Lana?’

			The hesitant question was asked from the cell which faced Jarrett’s. Allana looked in that direction, and immediately recognised the lanky woman who was kneeling against the cell’s bars. The last time that Allana had seen this person, they had both been near the border between Western Canasar and Berun.

			‘Yes, Nionia,’ she replied, feeling her head throb as she spoke the words.

			‘I was worried for you,’ said the tall woman. ‘Honestly, I was. They dragged the two of you in here quite a while ago, and you were both unconscious. Your friend… he looks in a very bad condition.’

			The former guardswoman was clearly also a captive, and she appeared gaunt and malnourished. Her hair was lank and grimy, and had grown much longer than Allana remembered.

			

			‘He’s my husband,’ she said, before starting to crawl to the edge of the cell which was closest to Jarrett and Nionia. She was trying to ignore the pain in her skull as she moved.

			‘Oh,’ said Nionia. ‘I’m so sorry for you both. Truly, I am.’

			‘We’re… beneath the Archlaw’s Palace?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Where are the guards?’

			‘There’s only one way in and out of this corridor. When they’re not… tending to us, that’s where they gather, at the far end. They must be there.’

			Allana had reached the metal bars nearest to Jarrett. He was five feet away from her, and she studied him again as she rested her body against those bars. She was still trying to discern whether he was breathing, but in the dim light she could not tell.

			‘He hasn’t moved,’ said Nionia. ‘Not since they left him here.’

			‘Jarrett’s so strong,’ said Allana, feeling another wave of fear for her husband to accompany the ache in her head. ‘He must be alive, and he’ll overcome this, and he’ll wake up soon. I know he will.’

			She then paused, continuing to stare at Jarrett’s still form, and struggling to collect her thoughts.

			After an extended silence, Nionia said, ‘I’m sorry, Lana. Please don’t blame me, or be… angry with me. I swear, I didn’t tell anyone about you, for the longest time. I kept your secrets, I promise. But then… then, they came for me. They forced me to tell them everything. I didn’t have a choice. Please don’t be angry with me…’

			Shouldn’t you be angry, Lana? Didn’t she betray you?

			But at this moment, she did not have the energy for such an emotion.

			‘I’m too tired, Nionia. Not now.’

			She was feeling dizzy, and although she recognised that she needed to be formulating ways to protect herself, or to free herself, her mind was becoming clouded again and her eyelids heavy. The blow to the side of her head seemed to have concussed her, and she was feeling a compelling need to sleep once more.

			You’re going to die here, Lana. Unless you find a way to prevent it. Unless you find a way to get out.

			However, despite the urgency that this thought should have fostered, the debilitating impact of her injury was overwhelming her, and she lowered herself back down onto her side before succumbing to unconsciousness.

			–

			She awoke with a gasp, feeling a rush of cold and wetness drenching her skin and clothes.

			‘Wake up!’

			She opened her eyes to discover that she had been sleeping against the bars closest to Jarrett’s cell, facing away from her husband. Her entire body was now soaking wet.

			She looked up to see the three men who were standing in the corridor outside of her cell. The eldest of these was High Priest Vars Enblim, who was stooped with his cane in one hand, and beside him were two younger Aiduel’s Guards. One of these was holding a bucket, and he had clearly been responsible for the drenching which Allana had just received. The other was poised with his sword drawn and raised.

			Make them pay, Lana!

			

			She instinctively reached for her powers. She would make this trio feel pain such as they had never known, following which she would force them to release her from this cell…

			But her effort failed, and the frail cloud of darkness which she released was dispersed before reaching the men. She realised then that her powers were again diminished, her dark inner reservoir drained, and she knew that one of these visitors was wearing the medallion.

			‘By the Lord… I think I felt that,’ said Enblim. ‘Felt you trying to hurt me. The Archlaw was correct, there can be no doubt about it. You possess evil powers, and you are one of them.’

			‘I… don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘And there you go again… telling lies, even now, when you and your husband are only still alive because of our mercy and restraint.’

			After Enblim said this, Allana turned her head. To her dismay, Jarrett was still sprawled unmoving in the far corner of the cell.

			He’s not dead, Lana. He’s not!

			‘This is all a misunderstanding,’ she said, feeling an ache in her head with every word, but realising that much of her confusion had faded whilst she had slept. ‘Please, release us, and I’m sure we can work this out.’

			‘Answer my questions then,’ said Enblim.

			

			‘What questions?’

			‘The other Illborn. You said that you know who they are and where they are. You said that you could lead us to them. So, speak.’

			‘Then what?’

			‘If you tell me what we need to know, we might choose to continue to be merciful.’

			There’ll be no mercy for you here, Lana. That information is probably the only reason that they haven’t already slit your throat.

			At that moment, there was a groan from the cell beside Allana. She looked across to see that Jarrett had rolled over, flopping onto his back with his arms splayed out, his nearest hand now just a couple of feet from the separating bars. In that position, Allana could observe much more clearly the violent beating which her husband had suffered. His face was cut and bruised on both sides, his nose was a bloody mess, and his lips were swollen.

			Following her gaze, Vars Enblim said, ‘He struck the Archlaw, almost knocked His Eminence out cold. That’s a crime which is unforgivable.’

			‘None of this is his fault,’ said Allana. ‘All he was trying to do was to protect me. You can’t do this to a king.’

			In her peripheral vision, she could see Nionia. The silent former guardswoman had hunkered into the far corner of her cell, her arms wrapped around her knees and her head lowered, making herself as small as possible.

			‘We’ll decide what to do with him once we’ve finished with you,’ said the priest.

			‘Please, let me out then, and we can talk.’

			‘What? So you can try to snatch this medallion again? I don’t think so. We’ll talk with these bars between us, and if you try to stretch a hand out towards me, my friend here will cut it off. Now talk, give me names.’

			Give them something, Lana. Something to buy you more time. There’s no point trying to pretend that you’re not one of these Illborn.

			‘There’s a priestess,’ she said. ‘Priestess Leanna of Arlais, they call her the Angel of Arlais-’

			‘By the Lord, we know that Leanna of Arlais is one of them!’ snapped Enblim, before striking his cane against a bar in a show of anger. ‘We’ve been hunting her across Elannis and Andar. We tortured her father to death, and her mother’s a captive down here! Tell us something useful, something we don’t know. Like, where is she now?’

			‘She… she was in Septholme. She sailed away from there, on the ships which were-’

			‘Again, we know that! Where to?’

			Think, Lana. Give an answer, any answer. Find a way to survive, for you and for your baby.

			‘To Rowarth.’ She had deliberately picked the most remote northern city in Andar, in a province which had been at war with Elannis and the Holy Church.

			‘Rowarth? How do you know that?’

			‘She… left Septholme with another of our kind. He told me where they intended to flee to, before they departed.’

			‘Another?’ asked Enblim. ‘Who?’

			‘Please, let me speak to the Archlaw. He’ll see that I’m not a threat. I’m the only one who can help him to find the others, and to protect him from them.’

			‘The Archlaw is… indisposed, right now, after what your husband did to him. He’s resting in his chambers. Now tell me who.’

			Should you give him a second name, Lana? He’ll kill you once he possesses all three.

			After a pause, she said, ‘Lord Arion Sepian.’

			‘Sepian? The Butcher of Moss Ford?’

			‘Yes.’

			Enblim raised his hand to his chin, and said to his two colleagues, ‘Arion Sepian. I recall that one of our agents reported a suspicion about him, long ago, but didn’t we think that he’d been killed in the war?’

			‘He wasn’t killed, he was in Septholme,’ said Allana. ‘You see, I’m telling the truth.’

			‘Sepian’s name might only suggest that not every word which you speak is a lie, that’s all. How do you know him?’

			‘I lived and worked in Septholme Castle for almost two years. That’s how I know him.’

			And you’re carrying his child, Lana.

			‘And Sepian told you that he was travelling to Rowarth? When did he tell you this?’

			‘On the day of the conquest of Septholme. He returned to the town. We met, and he shared his plans.’ After a pause, she added, ‘And he tried to convince me to leave with him and Priestess Leanna. To go to Rowarth. But I refused.’

			As she finished saying this, she heard another groan from Jarrett, and her gaze darted across to her husband. His fingers were twitching, although his eyes were still closed. Was it possible that he was waking up?

			‘That’s two,’ said Enblim. ‘And the third?’

			Allana did not respond immediately, and she was considering her options. She had no awareness of this final Illborn, but she could not let Enblim know that. Nor could she falsely accuse another person, and then appear to have divulged all her secrets. Once the priest believed that she had shared everything, then he and the Archlaw would have no further use for her, and they would likely kill her. She had to continue to stall them, to secure more time to come up with a plan to save herself.

			But even as she was thinking this, a solution came to her. A means by which she could free herself from the cell, and from the Archlaw’s Palace.

			It was a ghastly idea, as awful as anything that she had ever done before, including when she had murdered the women in the cage. However, she knew immediately that she would be prepared to do it, although she would only get the chance if she was able to survive this current encounter.

			You will survive here, Lana. You must survive. Whatever the cost.

			She gulped, then said, ‘I’m not going to tell you, not here like this. I’ll only give that name to the Archlaw.’

			‘You don’t have a choice, woman,’ replied Enblim.

			‘I’ll only give that name to the Archlaw,’ she repeated, thinking quickly. ‘The third is the strongest, the most dangerous of us all… the one who has organised the others, and has led them. The one who’s already in the greatest position of power, and is hiding in plain sight. That one intends to destroy the Holy Church, and has vowed to personally kill the Archlaw. But I’ll only speak to the Archlaw about them, and I’m the only one who can save the Archlaw from them.’

			‘Tell me, now!’

			‘I’ll speak to the Archlaw.’

			‘He’s not here. Do you want me to drag you out of that cell, and take you directly to a torture chamber? If you don’t, then I suggest that you start talking.’

			‘If you try to do that, I swear I’ll fight. And you don’t want to find out what my touch can do, priest.’ She noticed that he took a half-step back when she said that, despite his previous bravado. ‘Do you really want to risk coming nearer to me, even with that medallion on? Or risk killing me by accident, without the Archlaw here, before I tell you what I know? Paulius will never forgive you if you kill me without getting this name from me. His life depends on it. His life depends on me.’

			‘Don’t threaten me, woman!’ He then looked to Jarrett’s cage and said, ‘Tell me, or I’ll order these men to go in there and kill him, right now.’

			Allana did not hesitate as she said, ‘Do it then, if you must. He means nothing to me, and his death will change nothing.’ She paused, noting the frustration and anger in Enblim’s expression, then added in a more conciliatory tone, ‘Look, don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Get the Archlaw, and I’ll tell him. He should be the one to judge whether I should be allowed to live, based on what I know and how I can help. Him, not you.’

			She could see that Enblim was grimacing as he weighed up her suggestion, and his resolve appeared to be weakening.

			‘If I bring the Archlaw down here, woman, and you decide to waste our time, then you’ll pay in screams. Do you understand me?’

			‘I understand,’ she said, her voice deliberately meek.

			‘Very well,’ said Enblim. ‘Just know though, that none of the guards are going to come anywhere near you or this cell without having this medallion with them. We’ll not expose them to your evil. And I’ll still be wearing it when we come back.’

			Allana watched the priest and his two companions as they then departed, her expression concealing her sudden sense of triumph. It was time to put her plan into action.

			–

			Once Enblim and the accompanying red-cloaks had disappeared down the corridor, the priest’s cane clacking into the distance, Allana grabbed hold of the bars of the cell and pulled herself to her feet. She steadied herself once she was upright, feeling encouraged that she was experiencing less pain and dizziness than before. She could also sense that her inner pool of dark ruin had returned following the priest’s departure, and she embraced this dark core, fortifying herself further.

			She then moved cautiously to the door of the cell, her damp clothes pressing to her skin as she did so. Both the door and its frame were made of iron which appeared to be two inches thick, and there was no give at all when she tried to push and pull.

			‘It’s locked. It won’t open,’ said Nionia, her voice timid. She had returned to the nearest corner of her cell.

			‘I know,’ Allana replied, whilst formulating exactly what she was going to do next.

			No ordinary man or woman would ever be strong enough to break this open, Lana. But it’s nowhere near as sturdy as a particular cell in Berun Castle needed to be.

			She then looked towards Jarrett, who still lay sprawled on his back in his cell, his face bruised and bloodied, his eyes closed. Again, she felt a moment of sorrow – and love? – for her husband. After everything that he had done for her, it was awful to see him in such an abject state.

			‘I’m so sorry, Lana,’ said Nionia, interrupting Allana’s thoughts. ‘You must believe me, please. I didn’t tell anyone about you, until they hurt me. Truly, I didn’t.’

			The woman sounded fearful, which was understandable. Allana had once threatened dire consequences if Nionia ever betrayed her secrets.

			You must make her trust you again, Lana.

			‘I believe you,’ she said, then moved to lower herself back down onto her side in the corner of the cell which was nearest to the former guardswoman, facing towards Nionia and Jarrett.

			‘You’re not angry with me?’

			‘No. I forgive you. I hope you’ll forgive me too, for this happening to you?’

			‘Oh… I do, Lana,’ said the lanky woman, sounding emotional. ‘I do.’

			After Nionia finished speaking, Allana stared at the battered form of Jarrett, and she could sense the darkness suddenly swirling inside herself, could feel its hunger. Her husband’s nearest hand was only two feet from the bars which separated their cells. She slid her own right arm through the bar, as far as she could reach, then gripped his fingers.

			‘Jarrett?’

			He stirred in response to hearing her voice, making a groaning noise, but his eyes did not open, and he did not otherwise respond.

			‘I’m going to get us out of here, Jarrett,’ she whispered, while squeezing his hand. ‘I’m going to save the three of us.’

			You have to survive, Lana. Whatever the cost.

			

			She then released her husband’s hand and shifted her position, returning her attention to Nionia.

			‘I’m so sorry that my actions dragged you into this,’ she said.

			‘That’s alright, Lana.’

			‘No, it isn’t. You don’t deserve this. And you didn’t deserve the way I treated you when we parted. The awful way that I spoke to you, which I’ve regretted ever since. You were always such a good person. A kind person. You were my… best friend in Septholme.’

			‘Your best friend? Really?’

			The woman sounded tearful as she said this, and it made Allana recall just how gullible and naive the guardswoman had been.

			‘Yes,’ said Allana. ‘I missed you, you know, after I moved to the castle. So much. I’ve always wished that I’d told you the truth.’

			‘Oh… I wish that too… and that I’d not caused so much trouble for you. But I suppose none of that matters anymore, now that we’re both here.’

			‘It does to me. It’s horrible that you’re here. I can only imagine what you must have gone through, captive down here, all alone.’

			‘It… it’s been horrible. I’ve been so lonely.’

			After hearing this, Allana judged that the moment was right, and she shifted position to stretch her left arm out into the corridor, between the bars, extending her hand towards Nionia’s cell.

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			‘But you’re not alone anymore, Nionia,’ she said. ‘I want us to be friends again, and to comfort each other. Can you remember how much we both used to enjoy it when you visited my home in Septholme, and we talked together?’

			The darkness was churning within Allana, rising in tendrils through her body, along her arm, and coalescing in her fingertips. Waiting…

			‘I… I was happy, then,’ said Nionia. ‘You were my only friend there.’

			She must take your hand, Lana. Don’t scare her away.

			‘And you mine.’

			As she waited, with her arm and hand outstretched, Allana felt a moment of pity for the other woman. Nionia was completely lacking in guile or malice; she was a simple person, and she had clearly suffered as a result of the lies which she had told for Allana. She also appeared to have no conception of the terrible peril that she was in.

			Can you do this, Lana? Are you truly prepared to do this?

			She ran her right hand over her stomach, imagining the life which she carried within, and she knew the answer.

			‘Take my hand, Nionia,’ she whispered. ‘Take my hand, and we’ll remember.’

			Her expression was reassuring as she watched Nionia lowering herself down in response, then sliding a bony arm between the bars. Carefully, the woman stretched herself out and reached her fingertips towards Allana’s. Their combined reach was only just sufficient to bridge the gap between them.

			‘I’ve been so lonely, Lana,’ repeated Nionia, as Allana took hold of her hand and gave a gentle squeeze. ‘Thank you for being kind to me.’

			The woman then started to sob, releasing her pent-up emotion.

			Close your heart, Lana. You know that you’ll do whatever it takes to survive.

			‘And thank you, Nionia. For being here. And please know that… I’m sorry… for everything.’

			After she said this, she pressed her fingers down against the other woman’s palm, the darkness surged, and Nionia dei Pallere started to scream.

			–

			Allana tried to avoid watching the transformation. Her gaze was focused towards the corridor as her fingers remained locked to Nionia’s flesh, and as ruin and corruption poured into the former guardswoman. However, this did not spare her from seeing the awful, twitching convulsions of Nionia’s body, out of the corner of her eye.

			She wished that she could have shut out the pitiful sound of agonised screams, as the woman’s innocent mind was shattered, and as body and bones were broken, stretched and reshaped. However, within the claustrophobic confines of these subterranean cells, there was no escaping the horrific echoes of tortured suffering. Allana could also smell the burning flesh where her fingertips were pressing against Nionia’s larger hand.

			The last time that she had done this, she had been bolstered by the presence of two others of her kind, and she had overwhelmed an entire group of Aiduel’s Guards. On this occasion, she was alone, but she had grown yet stronger since then, and her entire focus was upon one person.

			However, unlike the events at the fortress in Septholme, there was no dark satisfaction to be gained from this act, no relishing the suffering being inflicted upon the recipient of her worst power. Nor was the founding emotion one of rage. Instead, this was an act born of grim necessity. Even to Allana, it was abhorrent.

			She continued to watch the corridor, ready to protect herself should any of the guards dare to venture closer, to investigate what was occurring. If that were to happen, she would either take control of them, or would inflict pain and madness to prevent any interference. However, given what Enblim had said, it felt unlikely that any would have the courage to come close. They would most likely believe that the noises were intended to lure them into a trap.

			The most significant risk would therefore arise if the elderly priest returned with the medallion before Allana completed what she needed to do, meaning that she had limited time.

			Finish this, Lana! Please, finish this!

			As if in answer to her plea, the cessation of Nionia’s screams finally signalled that the process was complete.

			Allana released her fingers from the woman’s enlarged palm, then forced herself up to a sitting position. Briefly, she looked at Jarrett. He had barely stirred during Nionia’s transformation, and his eyes remained closed. She would have to leave him here, for now at least.

			Then she looked towards the form which had once been Nionia dei Pallere.

			The lanky woman was gone, her clothes shredded and fallen away. In her place was a beast, the nature of which was akin to that which Allana had created in the fortress near Septholme, and to what Sillene Berun had become. A monster with a muscular and fur-covered body, and a ghastly visage.

			The creature turned to look at Allana through golden eyes, its feral maw opening, before it coiled itself upward into a crouching position.

			Is there anything of Nionia still in there, Lana? Does this thing possess any of her memories?

			She pushed the question away, knowing that now was not the time for weakness or regret. Whether or not any trace of the guardswoman remained, Allana knew that the beast would serve her, and it was clear what its first task needed to be. She transmitted the instruction as a thought, rather than as an articulated command.

			Free us.

			The monster reacted immediately. It approached the door of its cell, gripping the frame with thick, powerful arms, and then it strained. The doorframe held for moments but then buckled, before large claws gripped the edge of the metal door and wrenched it open. A screeching noise echoed down the corridor as the door was then yanked from its hinge and thrown out of the way, allowing the creature to escape its cell.

			The beast then repeated this destructive act on Allana’s door. As Allana rose to her feet and moved out onto the corridor, she could finally hear the footsteps of several approaching guards amidst the hurried clacking of a cane.

			She was standing behind the creature when this group came into view. A panicked High Priest Vars Enblim was in their midst, staring in terror at Allana’s monster, and holding the silver medallion out like a shield. Four red-cloaks were clustered around the priest, two armed with swords and two with halberds.

			‘Lord Aiduel,’ announced Enblim, his voice trembling, ‘let me forever walk with you in the light, and keep me from the all-consuming darkness!’

			

			Allana enjoyed a moment of malicious satisfaction when the monster launched itself into the group of five. Within the narrow confines of the corridor, the arrivals had little chance against the speed, strength and ferocity with which they were assailed. Blood splattered into the adjacent cells as the guards were savaged and slaughtered in turn.

			Enblim was the last to die, the stooped priest still clutching the medallion as if it would protect him from evil, even as his arm was wrenched from its socket. The small silver object flew out of his dying grip, bouncing down the corridor towards Allana, and coming to rest beside her feet.

			She reached down to pick it up, once again feeling a significant diminution of her powers whilst in its presence. She would need to study this artifact later, to understand what it was and what it was doing to her. Most likely, the Archlaw would be able to provide many answers in respect of that.

			He’ll provide all the answers you want now, Lana. Before you’re finished with him, he’ll be begging to answer your questions.

			She intended to hunt him down.

			For now, she walked towards the beast Nionia, lifting her damp dress to avoid smearing the hem in the blood and gore on the corridor floor. She took a final look at Jarrett’s battered form as she passed him, before tossing the silver medallion towards the rear of his locked cell.

			She then started to follow the monster past the savaged corpses, and down the corridor which ran between the cells towards the exit. Once she was out of range of the medallion, her full powers returned, and she again felt secure as she submerged herself within the beating fury of her inner darkness. She realised that she was feeling even stronger, her earlier dizziness fading away. The creature that had been Nionia would be her shield and protector in what she was about to do, but she recognised that she was once again capable of protecting herself.

			It was time to leave this subterranean prison, to find the Archlaw, and to take control of his palace.

			To achieve that, she would need to use her powers to dominate, hurt, terrify or transform anyone who tried to get in her way. She would be required to act fast to take control of several male Aiduel’s Guards, and to turn them against their colleagues, forming an army which was loyal to her alone. Some, she would seek to transform into monsters, creating a ferocious personal bodyguard of the beasts. And the rest, if they still survived and tried to stop her, would fall victim to a cloud of dark tendrils containing agony and terror.

			The Archlaw will pay for what he tried to do to you, Lana. He’ll pay for what he’s forced you to do to Nionia.

			She could hear cries of alarm ahead, signalling that more guards were waiting to confront them. Allana readied herself, understanding that her days of hiding in the shadows were over, once and for all.

			It was time to release carnage upon the Archlaw’s Palace.

		

	
		
			30

			

			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			‘Soldiers of Western Canasar! We make our stand here, and we hold the wall!’

			Arion’s bellow carried across the armed and armoured men around him as the massed ranks of Addui started to charge towards the western wall of Arron. Thousands of infidel soldiers released a great war cry as they sprinted forwards, which was answered by a thrumming volley of arrows launched by the defenders on the battlements.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			Arion’s power was coursing through his body in anticipation of the coming fight, and his senses were heightened far beyond normal human levels. In this hyper-alert state, he could see that many archers were targeting the foot-soldiers who were carrying siege ladders, attempting to impede their crossing of no-man’s land. However, for every ladder-bearer who fell, there was another enemy warrior willing to take their place. Arion’s own archers were holding their fire for now, under orders to preserve their arrows for the bottleneck of slope leading up to Sendar Pavil’s barricade.

			Trailing behind the charging mass of infidel soldiers were their trundling siege towers, which were being pushed and pulled by dozens of other Addui. Arion could see flame arrows arcing towards these from the Order’s fortress, interspersed with the twanging noise of thickened spears fired from ballistae, but none of these were achieving their objective of bringing the massive engines of war down.

			Large rocks were also being launched from the many trebuchets located in the Addui encampment, and from the Order of Saint Amena’s siege engines in the fortress and the plaza. One such boulder now arced directly above Arion’s position towards the massed Addui ranks, causing devastation as it smashed down.

			As the enemy drew to within fifty metres, Arion’s crossbowmen released their first volley of arrows, felling many who were charging directly towards the barricade in the breach. Arion was surprised as an Addui-launched boulder then crashed onto the slope just metres in front of that wooden structure.

			By the Lord, they’re still targeting Sendar’s position, even though they risk hitting their own men!

			He raised his sword as the enemy soldiers reached the walls, and as those with siege ladders started to position them to begin their attack. However, his gaze remained focused for the moment upon Sendar Pavil’s barricade, which was clearly the central target of the Addui, with a great bottleneck forming on the approaching slope. Hundreds of infidels were already clambering over the corpses of compatriots who had fallen during prior assaults, and their front lines were being enfiladed by the bowmen on the barricade and on the walls to either side.

			It was clearly a costly place to be for the enemy soldiers, but this was not deterring the mass of Addui from pressing forward and reaching the top of the gradual slope, from where grappling hooks were thrown onto the barricade, and smaller ladders were lifted.

			Then the first siege ladders were also raised up to Arion’s section of wall, their tips appearing above the top of the battlements. Arion’s Western Canasar soldiers were already using forked spears to attempt to push the ladders away, but the Addui were lodging them in place at their base under a weight of bodies. Along the length of the western wall, hundreds of infidel soldiers were now ascending. Henceforth, Arion knew that he would need to concentrate upon the defence of his own area, and trust that Sendar’s men would be able to hold the breach.

			‘Keep them off the battlements!’ he shouted, whilst jostling to position himself next to the top of one of the ladders.

			He could have used his surging strength to shove that ladder away, but he could see an enemy soldier clambering up the latter half of the fifteen-metre ascent, and he decided to wait to secure a definite kill. The ascending Addui was carrying a spear, which he attempted to jab forwards as he neared the top of the ladder. Arion batted the thrust aside easily, then cleaved his sword down into the assailant’s skull. The victim dropped away, falling onto and dislodging another soldier who had been climbing below.

			

			In the minutes which then followed, chaotic noises of combat resounded along the entire length of the western wall. The multitude of Addui attackers were attempting to establish footholds on the ramparts, and the defenders of Arron were determined to hold them back. Boulders continued to wheel overhead from both directions, one of which smashed into the wall directly beneath Arion’s position, but he did not pay significant attention to this. Instead, his focus was fixed upon the act of killing, and he was a force of nature across his section of battlement.

			No Addui managed to gain access to the upper wall from the ladder which Arion had initially been guarding. However, in other areas, clusters of battle-hardened infidel warriors were achieving footholds, then were seeking to maintain their positions until more of their fellow soldiers could arrive to reinforce them. Arion therefore made it his role to move between these points, eradicating each cluster before it became too dangerous.

			Kill them. Kill them. Kill them. Take your victory!

			He could also feel his energy cascading out from his body, feeding his nearby allies and driving them to greater levels of physical performance. As a result, even though more ladder-heads were appearing above the top of the ramparts, the Addui were being held at bay on Arion’s stretch of wall.

			During a brief respite from the fighting, he looked around to take stock of the situation in other areas. In Delrin’s section, the defenders appeared to be faring less well, with more Addui bridgeheads established on the ramparts. Arion could not see his older brother amongst the vicious melee there, and he felt a moment of worry for his sibling, but he also knew that Delrin was a veteran knight who was well-capable of protecting himself.

			In the opposite direction, Sendar Pavil’s defensive position in the breach was a bloody spectacle of corpses and wounded. The infidel attackers were pressed up against the western side of the barricade, literally climbing over the fallen bodies of their countrymen to attempt to gain access to the top of the wooden structure. However, the defending force from the Order of Saint Amena was packed in an unbroken, bristling line of spears which thrust down repeatedly towards the assailants, and their defensive line was holding.

			The fighting in that position seemed incredibly vicious and dangerous, with boulders continuing to crash down close to the barricade, some having fallen short and crushed Addui attackers, and others having sailed too long and smashed into the tiled surface of the plaza beyond. Arion caught a glimpse of Sendar, who was standing just behind the front line of defenders, and was exhorting his troops.

			‘Tower approaching! Ready yourselves!’

			A nearby sergeant bawled these words, drawing Arion’s attention back to the combat immediately around him. Twenty metres away, one of the siege towers was finally trundling into position up against the wall, containing inner staircases which were loaded with enemy soldiers. Arion was trying to push his way past his own troops to get to this tower when its upper ramp slammed down onto the ramparts, and its passengers started to pour out.

			This initial surge of spear-wielding infidel warriors gained a foothold on the battlements by forcing the closest defenders backwards. More of their compatriots then swarmed across the ramp, taking control of an extended stretch through sheer weight of numbers, their fearsome phalanx of spear-tips keeping the defenders at bay.

			When Arion barged his way into the resulting crush, there was barely room to swing a sword, and he could feel allied soldiers jostling against him from either side as he tried to force his way through to the melee. After several seconds, he realised that he was being rendered ineffective, unable to reach and to strike down any enemy fighters.

			Lord preserve me, this is chaos!

			He had grown accustomed to defensive siege fighting whilst in Sen Josias, but the volume of combatants here was on another scale, and yet more Addui were emerging from the surrounding ladders and entering the fray, adding to the crush around him.

			There was a heavy toll being taken on the defenders, even though their speed and strength were being bolstered by Arion’s excess energy. It was a price which they could not afford to sustain for long; this was not a battle where they had the luxury of numbers to trade life for life throughout hours of combat, and Arion knew that he had to regain the initiative.

			Eventually, a former Western Canasar soldier fell immediately ahead, a spear-tip protruding through the man’s back, and at last Arion was able to confront the infidel soldiers who had emerged from the siege tower. He charged into the line of enemies, his energy coiling around his limbs and protecting him as he swatted aside several spear-thrusts, then he broke the integrity of the enemy phalanx by barging his way into the midst of the attackers.

			There was too little space to swing a sword, but the world around Arion seemed to move at a crawl as he started to use his fists to batter the surrounding Addui, his body pulsing with power as he shattered jaws and snapped limbs, and knocked others off the wall. He was soon causing terror amongst the infidels, whose counter-strikes were proving ineffectual.

			‘His eyes! They’re shining!’

			Arion had heard this fearful cry in battle numerous times before, and he relished it now. Indeed, he could feel energy flowing across his body, powering his lethal attacks. Were his fists also again glowing with a pale light as he bludgeoned his foes? And was it possible that he could sense a pulsing from the west, from the direction of Aiduel’s Gate, which was feeding his brutal effort?

			‘Look at his hands!’

			More cries of fear and pain came from the Addui as they suffered Arion’s violence, but these were now offset by shouts of support and courage from the surviving soldiers of Western Canasar.

			As Arion continued to batter the enemy, the tide of combat around the siege tower had turned. His energy was beating outwards, filling his allies with valour and vitality, and they relaunched themselves into the fray alongside him. The circle of infidel warriors which had expanded onto the battlements was contracting, and the Addui themselves were becoming jammed together near the tower’s ramp, their spear-wall now ineffective. The bottleneck at the ramp was also preventing any reserves on the tower from joining the melee.

			Arion continued to be at the forefront of the fighting as the ring of Addui retreated, and then the enemy soldiers were backing onto the ramp itself. Arion allowed his allied soldiers to push past him at this point, their spears holding the Addui at bay, and he withdrew to take stock of what was happening elsewhere.

			

			On his own section of wall, there were still clusters of fighting near the ladders, but none seemed to be too threatening. However, he then looked leftwards towards Delrin’s position, trying to ascertain what was happening despite his view being obscured. It was immediately apparent that another siege tower had reached the wall there, and that the enemy had gained a significant presence on the battlements.

			‘Hold this area!’ he shouted to his men. ‘Do not retreat or withdraw! I’m going to the aid of Sir Delrin!’

			He set off jostling towards his brother’s stretch of wall, worrying for Delrin’s safety, and fervently hoping that he would get there in time.

			Lord preserve me, this is going to be a long and bloody day!

			–

			The fighting on the perimeter of Arron had been raging for over an hour, and the sun was low in the western sky, when Arion made it back to his own section of wall.

			Power was still flowing through his body, continuing to be bolstered by what he believed to be pulses of energy from the west. However, given the duration and ferocity of the battle, he was growing concerned that at some point he would become drained and depleted, and would no longer be able to access his superhuman abilities.

			His mouth was parched and he was thankful as an allied soldier passed him a waterskin, which he took several thirsty gulps from. He then raised his sword again, alert and ready for the next phase of the battle.

			He had succeeded in shifting the momentum of the conflict in Delrin’s section, again beating back the surge of Addui warriors who had emerged from the second siege tower. He had also been relieved to find his older brother alive and well, although covered in copious amounts of blood and gore which Delrin had assured him belonged to someone else.

			‘Get back to your section, Arion, we can hold here!’ the elder sibling had shouted after the Addui had been pushed back. He had then taken note of the intense fighting on Castigan’s stretch of wall, and had added, ‘And we’ll support Castigan!’

			Those had been the last words which the two of them had shared before Arion had started to work his way back towards his original defensive position.

			As he now braced himself for the next stage of the battle, he recognised that he was becoming mentally fatigued. The fighting so far had been fiercer than any equivalent combat in Sen Josias, and the enemy were continuing to relentlessly press their attack along the length of the western wall. However, the ramp which had connected the siege tower to this section of battlements had been destroyed, and the fighting in Arion’s area of command was noticeably less ferocious than it had been earlier.

			Unfortunately, the same could not be said for the barricade in the breach to Arion’s north, where the raw struggle for survival churned on. By some miracle, the wooden structure atop the breach continued to stand, but either side of it was littered with dead bodies, scattered amongst which were several large boulders which had clearly crushed dozens of men. Even with Arion’s long and bloody battle experience, he had never witnessed so many fatalities in such a small area.

			By the Lord, it’s been brutal there.

			The high points of the barricade’s wooden structure were destroyed in places, but ranks of defenders were locked together around these gaps, holding the line against the sea of assailants on the slope outside. Vitriolic shouts of battle were mixed with the suffering pleas of the injured, but no one could afford to pay attention to those wounded, with every combatant focused upon traversing their own personal tightrope between life and death. Arion was impressed to see Sendar Pavil in the heart of this chaos, the former king still bellowing orders to his stalwart soldiers.

			As Arion watched, the Addui attackers again surged against the barricade, and the defenders responded, continuing a death struggle which had been ongoing for much of the late afternoon. The infidels were throwing everything that they had at this breach, which still seemed to be the decisive point on the battlefield. If the Addui were going to achieve a breakthrough, this barricade represented their best opportunity. If the Order of Saint Amena was going to save the city, even for just one more day, they would need to hold this tenuous position.

			Even as Arion was thinking this, with his senses on high alert, he spotted another massive boulder arcing through the sky from the Addui camp. Its high trajectory silhouetted it against the sun, before it began its descent towards the city walls. Time was slowed down for Arion as the mighty stone neared. It was apparent that it was not heading for him, but that it was descending directly towards the breach… and the barricade…

			By the Lord…

			The boulder smashed directly into the centre of the wooden structure, crushing those unfortunates who had been directly beneath the impact, and exploding the beams and many of the screaming occupants into a tattered mess of timber and flesh. Men below and on either side of the strike were either squashed or sent flying, with yet more reeling backwards under a shower of splinters and debris. Both the defenders of Arron and its assailants were affected, and for a few seconds the fighting seemed to pause as everyone in the area tried to collect their stunned senses, with dust, wood and rubble spraying over them.

			Those seconds were all it took for another part of the timber structure to collapse, and for yet more screams to be added to the cacophony of suffering as another group of defenders fell from their positions.

			In the aftermath, Arion could see that there was a several metre gap in the wooden barricade, with its entire middle section now destroyed. Indeed, the boulder had smashed an open pathway into the city’s plaza. If the Addui successfully forced their way through that opening, the defenders would lose their advantage. In those circumstances, the infidels would likely gain control of the city’s heart, and Arron would surely fall.

			By the Lord, get up!

			Arion willed the defenders to rise to their feet and to form a defensive line across the gap, but it was already clear that the reactions of the Order’s soldiers would be no quicker than those of the closest Addui who were striving to enter the city. Sendar Pavil was nowhere to be seen amidst the devastation, and the dense formation of the defenders, which had held the enemy at bay for so long, had been shattered by the boulder’s crushing impact. Indeed, the infidel soldiers who had been further down the slope, and unaffected, were now pushing forward towards the opening.

			Arion was already sprinting towards the end of his section of battlements, with time slowed to a crawl around him, as the dazed survivors on either side of the barricade finally seemed to realise the opportunity and threat which the crushing boulder had created.

			There was no time for Arion to run back along his stretch of wall, descend the steps down to the plaza, and then push his way back through to the barricade. He needed to act immediately, and he needed to hold that breach.

			Strength. Victory. Glory.

			He jumped from the end of the ramparts, his arms wheeling as he leapt down towards the point of impact of the boulder. Before any of the disoriented soldiers to the east of the gap could form a new defensive line, or any Addui warriors were able to rush through the opening, Arion landed there.

			The stone beneath his feet cracked under the thunderous impact of his landing, but he then steadied himself in the centre of the gap, poised at the very pinnacle of the slope of the breach, and he raised his sword. The speed of the world compared to his senses was reduced to close to nothing, and he was certain that he could still feel that distant pulsing of energy from the west, continuing to imbue him with power.

			By the Lord, this may be the moment that I was born for.

			Immediately before him, thousands of Addui were on the land outside the city, hundreds of them on the slope directly in front of the breach, and they were staring with fury and purpose towards Arion’s position. These warriors were determined to win this battle to claim Arron, and they could see that their goal lay beyond the gap within which he stood.

			He was resolved to deny them that goal.

			The first to reach and attack him were warriors who had been further down the slope when the boulder had landed. They came at Arion in twos and threes, men and women armed with spears, swords and maces. They saw a single man, whom they expected to cut-down easily, even though there was an unnatural golden glow to his eyes and his fists. Nonetheless, they attacked as a group, expecting to see their target fall.

			But he did not fall. Indeed, after parrying and avoiding multiple blows, Arion’s own attacks commenced in a whirling spray of blood and metal. The first wave of assailants reeled backwards as a handful fell to Arion’s blurring blade, before yet more infidels replaced them. But he cut that next wave down too, and the one which followed. His sword and his body were his initial weapons, but he soon found himself in possession of a spear which he had snatched from a dead soldier, and with two weapons he held his ground against his foes, severing limbs, cutting arteries, and breaking bones.

			

			Kill them. Kill them. Kill them. Take your victory!

			The Addui were both bewildered and enraged as yet more joined the attack, but they could not find a way past Arion, and they could not hurt him with their weapons. No other defenders of the breach had joined Arion’s stand, but he was aware that it might be too dangerous for anyone to try to move alongside him, so rapid and relentless were his strikes as his body moved in a blur.

			The sun was low to the west, and some of Arion’s victims were silhouetted by that sun. To anyone standing to the east of the breach, Arion would have appeared the same, a blurring silhouette in a gap in the dimming light. He was unaware of how many people might be watching his actions.

			There were also growing cries from the Addui of, ‘He’s cursed. Look at his eyes! His arms!’

			He ignored such calls as he continued to deal death to those infidels who dared to oppose him. Dozens had fallen to his sword and spear, but scores more still came on. A subdued part of Arion’s mind whispered the word Butcher, but he ignored this as he continued to kill, and as the pale, glowing light started to spread around his body.

			In this moment of martial purity, he knew that his actions were not a result or a reflection of the righteousness or otherwise of anyone’s cause or religion. He had never truly cared about who deserved these lands or this city, whether that be the Order of Saint Amena, the Holy Church, or the native Addui, and he had never comprehended the history of religious conflict which had led to this siege and battle. But he recognised that he was no longer fighting for a cause.

			No, this moment was primarily about proving what he was capable of, and showing that he was the greatest warrior of his lifetime, perhaps the greatest warrior since The Lord Aiduel. He would demonstrate that by killing those who had chosen to make themselves his enemy, no matter how many came against him, and regardless of their age or gender.

			On this day, the Addui were his foes, and the defenders of the city were his brothers-in-arms. He would therefore hold this gap, and he would end the lives of any who dared to try to pass.

			But they continued to come at him with swords and spears and maces. They fired arrows, and threw rocks and hand-axes. However, in Arion’s graceful, blurring dance, none could hit him, and they could not stop him. He was thankful that he could still feel a pulsing from the distant western mountains, continuing to feed him with energy. And, although the natural world was growing darker as the sun continued to set, he realised that he was seeing his enemies through a golden hue, a brilliant radiance which had enveloped him.

			His entire body was now glowing, golden and radiant.

			By the Lord, they see me now for what I am.

			‘What are we facing?’

			He was vaguely aware of awestruck cries of wonder and fear from both sides of the breach as he continued his butchery, and as he prevented the Addui on the slope from breaking into the city.

			‘We can’t kill him!’

			He was bathed in a shimmering golden light as he continued to end lives, his blade and his movements as precise and perfect as they were lightning-quick.

			‘He fights like Aiduel!’

			The calls had become those of desperation, of warriors who knew that they were outmatched and that they were facing something unnatural, something that they could not comprehend, although some expressed sentiments which all could understand.

			‘We’re fighting a god!’

			These words flowed into Arion’s consciousness, but his senses were attuned to the act of killing above all other things. Eventually, in the face of this slaughter, the suffering of the Addui proved to be too much for them, and they started to break. What began as one man backing away from Arion, screaming in fear, soon became a tide of bodies shifting in the other direction, which fast turned into a rout.

			Panic spread like a disease through the Addui army, and many started to flee towards their own camp, this fear also soon spreading amongst those who were still fighting on the surrounding walls. No defenders of Arron followed through the breach, for that would have meant approaching and passing Arion, and none yet dared to do so. Nor did they have the energy or the numbers to mount such a pursuit.

			Nor did Arion follow. He had given himself the objective of holding the breach, and he had achieved it. The piles of bodies mounted around him were incontrovertible evidence of that success.

			Instead, he raised his sword and spear in salute of victory, and heard a responding roar of cheering from the slope to his rear, and from the ramparts to either side. He then stood motionless atop the breach, shining like the sun, his renown and his reputation forged between the broken barricade. The breach where he had stood for a prolonged time, alone, seemingly glorious and heroic, and had saved the city of Arron. The breach where he had massacred countless victims from the army of a native people.

			And his name of strength, victory and glory would be destined to become known by all in the Holy Land after that moment, in both fame and infamy.

			Arion the Invincible.
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			Corin

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			As he emerged from the shining corridor of light, Corin was feeling vibrantly alert and powerful. He was fully cognisant of Leanna’s radiant presence, just metres away, and he knew that her proximity was contributing to this marked heightening of his senses and abilities. He was conscious that she was also benefiting from his own presence, and indeed he had felt her drawing upon his energy to maintain the twin shimmering barriers.

			Corin was close to the front of the Chosen column, jogging alongside Agbeth, and once again he was thankful for the athleticism which Leanna had restored to his wife’s body. Blackpaw was loping a couple of metres further away, aware that its duty was to do whatever was required to protect both Corin and Agbeth from harm.

			They were running across the crunching, dusty desert surface towards Addubar’s walls. Corin turned his head to check the column behind, and he was relieved to see that the warband’s rearguard, composed of felrin, was already exiting from the corridor of light. Leanna must have also noticed this, because the golden shimmering barriers began to fade away.

			The Addui army which had assembled on the desert outside of the town was now to the rear of the entire Chosen column. Corin had been astonished by the devastating force of his abilities when he had unleashed them, bolstered as he had been by Leanna and by a sensation of pulsing power to the west. When tendrils had erupted from his mind to split the centre of the Addui line, these had travelled further and in greater volume than ever before. Within moments, he had dragged literally hundreds of Addui warriors away from their intended course of travel.

			Even more staggering had been the unbridled power in the command which he had issued from his mind to the entire opposing army. He had ordered them to stand aside, and to let him pass, and they had. He had used this ability before against the Renni and the Kurakee, but it had worked then only after the enemy’s morale had already been broken after suffering terrible casualties. Today, in Leanna’s presence, the undeniable authority of the command directed against the Addui had been shocking even to Corin. Indeed, the native army still seemed to be reeling from that act of compulsion.

			However, Corin wanted to delay them from rallying and pursuing the Chosen warband for as long as possible, and another unspoken command now boomed towards the beleaguered Addui force.

			YOU WILL NOT FOLLOW! YOU WILL NOT FIGHT!

			He did not wait to assess the outcome of these orders, but instead refocused his gaze upon the town of Addubar. The warband was heading directly for the settlement’s outer gates on the north-easterly section of the town’s walls, the battlements of which were manned by more Addui soldiers. To reach the gates, Corin’s people would need to run broadly parallel with the walls for a couple of hundred metres.

			As the warband drew closer to the town, Corin heard Kernon shout, ‘Arrows!’

			He glanced up with alarm to see dozens of flighted missiles arcing outwards from Addubar’s walls. This emotion was immediately replaced by relief as Leanna reacted, and a surge of power heralded the emergence of another barrier of light, which blocked the arrows’ flight and shielded Corin’s people from harm.

			

			Corin continued to run onwards, determined to pass through this area as quickly as possible. He could hear Agbeth panting alongside him, and he called, ‘Can you keep going at this pace?’

			‘Yes,’ she replied, sounding breathless, ‘but I’m getting tired.’

			‘Me too. Please keep going.’

			Corin was aware that much more exertion would be required to ascend to the top of the colossal ramp inside the town, and he worried for Agbeth and for others such as Hellin. However, further obstacles would need to be overcome before they would have to face that physical challenge.

			His heart was beating fast when they reached the first of these obstacles, the gates of Addubar. These were double wooden doors, perhaps ten feet high, which were set into surrounding walls of similar height. Over two dozen Addui warriors were visible on the battlements to either side of those gates, some of who were now raising their bows.

			Corin knew that his felrin would be easily capable of scaling the walls, and that they could promptly dispatch these Addui, but he was also conscious of his undertaking to Leanna. She had insisted that, if possible, they were to try to attain their objective without inflicting death and injury. He therefore opted to use his powers instead, and tendrils shot forward from his mind, reaching out to the defenders on the ramparts near the gates, and taking control.

			OPEN THE GATES! DON’T ATTACK! OPEN THE GATES!

			

			The visible Addui warriors were overcome in an instant. Some dropped their weapons, seemingly dazed, but others ran from their position with apparent purpose. Moments later, a dozen felrin charged forward and leapt up to scale the walls. The beasts’ objective was not to attack or to kill, but to seize control of these battlements and of the area immediately beyond.

			Whilst Corin then waited anxiously for the gates to be opened, he looked back towards the large army which was spread across the desert to the north. He was relieved that there were still no signs that this Addui force was mustering to attack, and no arrows were being loosed from that direction. However, the native army no longer seemed to be as disorganised and scattered, and many were facing towards Corin’s position, no doubt wondering what had just happened to them.

			He recognised that it was essential for the Chosen warband to maintain its forward momentum. The longer they were delayed, the more opportunity there would be for the defenders to rally and react. As he now watched the felrin prowling on the captured battlements, he was thankful to see a gap finally appearing between the town’s gates as the left-hand door was pulled inwards.

			‘Into the town!’ he shouted. ‘Head for the ramp!’

			He could hear this cry being repeated by Kernon and others, and he checked that Agbeth and Blackpaw were still close beside him as he started to move towards the widening gap between the gates. Kernon and Rennik were leading the vanguard of Chosen warriors and felrin who were the first to pass through this opening, and Corin followed behind.

			

			His senses were unnaturally heightened, and his world was slowed down as he came closer to the town’s entrance. He could still feel Leanna’s aura pulsing nearby, and he knew that she would also be alert for what they might face on the other side of the wall.

			Corin was conscious that he would need to react quickly to counter any threats against his people. However, he was also wary of using his bellowing commands inside the town, since it was likely that there would be children and elderly inside; it was one thing to inflict such a shocking, intrusive compulsion on hardened warriors, but who knew what impact his thunderous orders might have on babies, children and the infirm? He therefore intended to compel those he could see with tendrils from his mind, but he was not prepared to issue a blanket command to batter every person in the town into submission.

			When he passed through the open gates, he was close to his wife and to Blackpaw, the felrin walking upright on its hind legs to shield Agbeth with its body. Corin felt relief that there was no fighting in the immediate area beyond, but he was less satisfied to see that they had entered an enclosed square courtyard rather than gaining unhindered access to the town.

			This courtyard was twenty metres across on each side, surrounded by stone walls twice the height of a man, which were again topped by ramparts. There was another sealed gate on the far side of the enclosed space, which Kernon and Rennik were already pushing against, without success. Corin had hoped to come upon a straight and clear thoroughfare leading to the bottom of the ramp, but instead they would need to navigate this next obstacle.

			

			Thankfully, no one was attacking any of the Chosen warriors clustered in the area, and felrin had taken control of the surrounding square of battlements. Those Addui who were either in the courtyard, or visible on the walls, remained under Corin’s control.

			OPEN THE NEXT GATES! OPEN THEM!

			This command was transmitted to the Addui whom Corin could still see on the walls above, and in response these individuals started to lurch towards the far end of the enclosed square, followed by a handful of felrin. Corin hoped that these Addui guards would be able to climb down and unlock the gates from the far side.

			He was feeling impatiently uneasy as he waited in the seconds afterwards, and as the courtyard started to fill with more members of the Chosen warband, the missionary Hellin amongst their number. Corin grimaced, not relishing the vulnerability of being trapped in the confined area, even though his own force had possession of the walls immediately above.

			‘What’s happening, Corin?’ shouted Leanna, who was standing nearby alongside her two companions. ‘Can we get these doors open?’

			‘I’m trying,’ answered Corin.

			‘Well, try harder!’ snapped Caddin Sendromm, who was gripping his hefty mace in his right hand.

			Corin was about to call for axemen to break down the wooden doors when he heard what sounded like a shifting of beams on the far side. The doors then swung open, and the occupants of the courtyard immediately rushed towards this opening, carrying Corin and Agbeth within a surging tide of movement. Blackpaw was behind them, the felrin’s arms extended to shield them both from being bustled.

			Corin crossed out of the courtyard into an open dirt street beyond, and he was relieved to note that he was finally past the outer and inner walls, and had emerged into the town. Unfortunately, although the bottom of the towering ramp appeared to be less than a hundred metres away, there was no straight route through to it, with an extended block of two-storey mud and stone buildings directly ahead. Instead, the street curved away to the left and right, with dozens more buildings packed tightly along both sides.

			Corin recognised that the warband would again be more vulnerable as they passed along these streets, since it would be easier for any Addui warriors to ambush them, and missiles could be fired from within the surrounding houses. He was also aware that Leanna’s usage of her shields of light would be restrained within the town, because she might not be able to properly control the impact of these amidst clustered walls and buildings. When they had been planning this incursion, she had expressed her concern that if she expanded these barriers outwards blindly, she might inadvertently destroy structures, or crush innocent people within confined spaces. Corin’s warriors and felrin might therefore be afforded less protection by Leanna while they were crossing the town to the base of the ramp.

			More of the warband and felrin pack were now emerging from the courtyard, and Corin knew that they could not afford to tarry here. Several felrin were already scaling the buildings immediately ahead, climbing onto the roofs and moving directly towards the ramp, but his warriors would have no such option, and he needed to lead them.

			Coming to a decision, he pointed to his left, his other hand on Agbeth’s upper arm to ensure she stayed close, then he shouted, ‘This way!’

			Kernon and Rennik rushed past, leading the way within a group of several warriors and bounding felrin. Corin and Agbeth followed close behind, hurrying along the gradually curving street until Corin could see a sharper right-hand bend up ahead. He was close to that junction when a dozen Addui fighters charged out of an adjoining alley.

			Blackpaw moved quickly to shield Agbeth, whilst tendrils whipped from Corin’s mind towards the charging native warriors. However, his reaction was not fast enough to prevent all violence, and he was dismayed to see one of his Chosen fighters struck down before he was able to take control of every attacker.

			STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!

			As the assailants froze in place, the ambushed Chosen warriors began to take retribution for their fallen ally, furiously attacking the paralysed Addui. Corin allowed them to finish; despite the shedding of blood, his people needed to be able to protect themselves, and they needed to see that he was protecting them.

			‘Keep moving!’ he shouted after the last ambusher was dispatched, and he heard Kernon and others echoing the call. ‘To the ramp!’

			He soon reached the sharper bend in the street, turning to the right, and at last the base of the giant ramp was visible before him. Less than fifty metres away, the colossal structure started to slope away skywards, with a smooth, wide track running along its centre. Towards the top of the ramp, a cluster of distant Addui citizens were visible, who were gathered around a wagon. However, of much more immediate concern were the two dozen Addui warriors massed at the huge structure’s base, who now spotted and charged towards the vanguard of the Chosen force.

			As Corin was readying himself to react to this threat, a Chosen warrior just metres away screamed, then fell to the ground with an arrow protruding from his neck. A second cry of pain abruptly echoed this from somewhere behind.

			‘Arrows from above!’ hollered Rennik. ‘Raise your shields!’

			Corin realised that unseen enemies were lofting arrows towards their exposed position. He was immediately fearful for his people, but he forced himself to focus upon the charging group of Addui, tendrils surging from his mind towards these frantic assailants.

			RUN! RUN! RUN! RUN! RUN!

			Corin’s willpower seized their minds, and within moments the Addui warriors were fleeing. The Chosen warband then hurried towards the vacated base of the ramp, the emerging felrin pack soon establishing a perimeter around them. However, as Corin advanced amidst the press of bodies, he heard another scream as a third arrow struck a warrior in front. It made him feel frustrated and impotent; he could not see who was firing the arrows, and he was therefore unable to directly protect his people.

			‘Leanna, do something, please!’ urged Agbeth. ‘Shield us!’

			As Corin reached the base of the ramp, he felt another surge of power from Leanna, which drew upon his own reserves of energy, and then the sky above turned golden. He was uncertain whether Leanna had been preparing to act of her own accord, or whether Agbeth’s cry had spurred her into action, but a shimmering blanket of energy now extended overhead, seemingly floating above the surrounding buildings.

			Corin turned his head to look back, and he was relieved to see that hundreds of his people were still close behind, heading for the ramp beneath this expanding golden shield. Thankfully, no more arrows were landing amongst them.

			‘Onto the ramp!’ he ordered, and Kernon and Rennik responded by leading the vanguard onto the steep gradient of the structure, preceded by a handful of felrin.

			Corin followed them as they commenced their upward march. Agbeth was still beside him, panting, and Corin instructed Blackpaw to assist her if the climb should become too arduous. He then glanced back and he could see that Leanna and her two companions were close behind, and that the Chosen warband was lining up beyond them to also start the ascent.

			The great ramp was perhaps six metres wide, with the smoother track in the centre taking up over half of that width. The drop away from the edges of the structure as it rose up from the ground was sheer, and Corin felt certain that the upper reaches would be deeply unsettling for anyone who was fearful of heights. After just a few metres of climbing, it was already clear that no one was straying from the central track, and only the felrin seemed relaxed about ascending while close to the ramp’s edges.

			Indeed, the handful of leading felrin were still loping along effortlessly, moving much more quickly than Kernon and Rennik’s steady pace. The beasts would be the first to reach the Addui who were near the top of the slope, still clustered around a wagon which appeared to be fully loaded.

			Corin continued to ascend in the couple of minutes which followed, focusing on each next step, and already feeling a burning in his thighs. He was still concentrating on the sloping ground ahead, determined to overcome the physical challenge of the climb, when he heard Rennik cry, ‘The wagon!’

			Corin’s gaze flashed upwards, and he spotted the source of the Borl warrior’s alarm. The Addui’s wagon was rolling down the ramp towards them, seemingly released by those who were higher up. It was gaining momentum as it descended along slightly rutted tracks, becoming a potentially deadly weapon to anyone in its path below.

			The leading felrin were agile enough to spring out of the way, leaping towards the edge of the slope as the runaway vehicle hurtled past. However, there was no way that the entire warband would be able to do the same, and if it hit them, it would cause carnage.

			‘Leanna!’ screamed Corin.

			The wagon was rushing closer, still accelerating as it headed directly for the lead Chosen warriors. As Corin turned to steer Agbeth to the side, he noted with horror that Kernon was reacting too slowly. Warriors to either side of Corin’s brother were already leaping out of the way, but Kernon was too central in the vehicle’s path, and Corin watched helplessly as his sibling raised his arms, and-

			A golden barrier surged into existence across the width of the ramp, interposed in the thin remaining space between the loaded wagon and Kernon. The vehicle smashed into this in an explosion of timber and rocks, its wheels flying sideways. Corin had felt the surge of energy from Leanna which had preceded this intervention, and he exhaled loudly after witnessing his brother’s narrow escape.

			Within seconds of the collision, the wagon’s wreckage had settled, at which point Leanna released her barrier of light as abruptly as she had created it. However, Kernon’s arms were still raised, and he appeared to be frozen in place, clearly stunned.

			Corin shouted, ‘Kernon, you can thank the Gods later, brother! But we must keep moving!’

			The words freed the older sibling from his paralysis, and he recommenced his march up the ramp, stepping gingerly around the wreckage of the shattered vehicle and its load. Corin turned to check behind, and he could see that most of the Chosen warband were now either on the ramp or were clustered at its base, a perimeter of felrin forming their rearguard. These beasts would be the last to begin the ascent, and they would defend against any Addui warriors who dared to pursue.

			Corin then resumed his own climb. Shortly after, screams from the ramp’s upper section signalled that the leading felrin had reached the group of Addui who had released the wagon. Corin was feeling angry about the attack, and he allowed the beasts to unleash their full savagery against those who had tried to inflict so much injury upon the warband.

			After these screams had died down, Corin could still hear Agbeth panting hard beside him, and he reached out a hand to help his wife to continue her ascent of the steep structure. They had now reached the halfway point of the climb, and were one hundred metres above the surrounding town and desert.

			Corin had a panoramic view of the warren of Addubar’s streets below, and he could also see Addui archers on the battlements lofting arrows towards the ramp. He believed that he and Agbeth were now out of range and danger, but he did not have the same sense of security for his warriors and felrin who were lower down.

			Beyond the town walls, it was evident that the Addui army had finally recovered from the confusion and stupor which had resulted from Corin’s earlier commands. That force was now swarming towards the town gates, although they were still several hundred metres away from the base of the ramp, and they would have to navigate the same bottlenecks which the Chosen warband had moved through. Corin’s gaze then shifted, and he was relieved to see that the last of his people and the rearguard of felrin were all now moving up the slope.

			He then refocused upon the climb ahead, his hand remaining on Agbeth’s arm to assist her with the steep ascent. He was straining for breath as he marched upwards, but he felt full of vitality given his connection to Leanna, whose aura he could still sense close behind. By contrast, Agbeth was clearly struggling from the prolonged exertion, and Corin could hear that others were also deeply fatigued.

			‘Keep going!’ he shouted, trying to sound encouraging. ‘We’re almost there!’

			However, the higher he climbed, and the nearer he got to the ramp’s end, the more the imposing challenge of Aiduel’s Gate was looming into view ahead.

			The great outer wall and gates of the city had appeared large when seen from the desert floor below, but they were growing seemingly ever vaster with each weary step taken. The flawlessly smooth, stone outer wall of the Holy City bridged a wide gap between towering mountains on either side, and was at least twenty metres tall, with metal gates set into the centre which were almost as lofty.

			For the first time, Corin now spotted figures on the high battlements atop that mighty wall, who seemed to be peering in his direction. The glint of the sun on helms revealed that there were dozens there, and Corin thought it likely that they had been drawn by the noise and bedlam in the desert and town below. For certain, they would now be able to see the Chosen warband’s steady ascent of the ramp, and would have witnessed Leanna’s golden shields of light.

			Corin was wary that these watchers would start to fire arrows towards his people from their elevated position, again necessitating Leanna’s intervention. He was also certain that he could see bulky weaponry set at intervals along the battlements, which he recognised from his visions in the north as being used to launch much larger projectiles.

			Although no such missiles had yet been released, Corin was fully alert to the danger of the warband’s situation. Behind them, the Addui army was in pursuit, and might try to follow them up the ramp. Ahead of them was an abyss, a clifftop, a great wall, and another potential army. There was still a massive amount of work to be done if he and his people were to survive this day.

			Finally, Corin and his vanguard reached the top of the ramp, joining the felrin which were waiting there. Corin stopped a handful of metres away from the edge of the structure, aware of the peril of a careless stumble. Beyond that point, the colossal construction sloped away steeply, and anyone who was to step past the edge would tumble to a certain death. The gulf between the end of the ramp and the far clifftop was still at least forty metres.

			From this perspective, Corin could see that there were remnants on the precipitous cliffs beneath Aiduel’s Gate of what appeared to have once been a great stone staircase. These fragmented ruins jutted out from the rock face in a handful of places, but it seemed that a vast proportion of this staircase had been destroyed at some point in the past, and that sections of the natural rock had also been deliberately collapsed to create sheer cliff faces. The few surviving fragments of staircase appeared too scattered to be of any use.

			The clifftop was also much more visible from this position, an open area which was perhaps twenty metres deep from the edge of the cliffs to the base of the city’s wall. As he stared towards those cliffs and that clifftop, Corin was disturbed once more by how familiar it seemed, a familiarity which again recalled the vision of the group of children from the archway in the far north. Could it truly be possible that he had been in this place once before? Could he really have sat upon this clifftop, as a child, in a prior life?

			At this moment, he did not have the luxury of time to dwell upon such thoughts. Instead, he turned around to face Leanna, watching the blonde-haired woman ascending the final metres of the ramp towards him, an action which again teased at his memory. Leanna was also drawing heavy breaths, and her companion Amyss was red-faced and panting.

			‘I’m relying on you now, Leanna,’ stated Corin. ‘We can’t go any further without you.’

			She nodded, although there was a look of uncertainty on her face.

			‘This place… it’s so familiar,’ she said. She then shook her head, appearing to force herself to concentrate, and added, ‘You’re right. Get ready.’

			She moved alongside Corin, taking a deep breath as she looked out across the yawning chasm which separated them from the jutting clifftop outside of Aiduel’s Gate. A golden glow engulfed her body as she raised her arms, before pointing her hands towards the far cliffs.

			Corin experienced a sense of awe as Leanna’s ethereal, golden aura then extended outwards in an unbroken, straight and almost horizontal line, ascending from the ramp’s edge all the way across the chasm. Within moments, a bridge of shimmering light, several metres wide, had been formed between the ramp and the clifftop. It was radiant and golden, though its transparent nature meant that the ground far below was clearly visible beneath it.

			Corin continued to watch as Leanna’s golden light then extended and morphed on the opposite side of the chasm, creating a separate vertical wall a few metres away from the edge of the clifftop, which climbed skywards to form a shining protective barrier. If the people visible on the battlements proved to be hostile, this wall of light would at least shield the Chosen warband until they had all crossed over the abyss.

			But before that, someone would have to lead the way over the ethereal bridge. It would be an act of faith to step onto that shimmering span, and to trust in Leanna’s power to prevent a fatal plummet to the town far below. Corin was not prepared to ask anyone else to risk themselves before him, and he was therefore determined to be the first to step forward. He would lead them across that chasm.

			He looked towards Leanna, conscious that he did not want to disturb her concentration.

			‘Can I go?’ he asked.

			She nodded in response, though her focus remained upon the bridge of light before her.

			‘Very well,’ said Corin, steeling himself for what he was about to do.

			‘Corin, shall I cross with you?’ asked Agbeth.

			He faced his wife. Her cheeks were flushed, and she was still breathing heavily, with her hands on her knees.

			‘Let me go first,’ he said. ‘I should cross first, with Kernon and the felrin. I… want to know that it’s safe, before you set foot on it.’

			

			‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

			‘Yes. Cross after I’ve shown it’s safe, and stay near Blackpaw.’

			For a moment, it seemed to Corin that Agbeth was about to protest, but then she nodded and said, ‘Please… be careful.’

			‘I will.’

			‘And Corin?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you too.’

			After saying this, he gulped, then turned back to the face the golden bridge of light, peering across as it spanned the vast chasm.

			Poised like that, he was fully aware of the significance of the moment, and of the long chain of events which had brought him to this place. For years, ever since he had first experienced his recurring dream and had felt his powers growing, his life had been transformed. He had changed in that time from a scared, callow youth into a hardened leader of men, and he had taken on responsibilities which he once could never have envisaged.

			Ultimately, that dream, and his powers, had drawn him inexorably here. To this location which he had once seen in a vision, and which he believed was inextricably connected to the horrific events of his dream. To this place on the other side of the world, far away from his home and from most of his people. He had come here despite his beloved wife’s initial protestations, bound for the Gate, in pursuit of a goal which he felt compelled to follow. An objective which might grant the Chosen of the Gods almighty powers to truly transform him into a god amongst men.

			He would now need to have faith to step onto that golden, ethereal bridge, and to put his life in Leanna’s hands as he crossed over the chasm. He would be relying on another Illborn, on someone whom he had once imagined might need to be killed.

			But he trusted Leanna, and he would trust in her ability to enable him to cross to the far side. And, once he got there, he would continue to pursue his goal unto its end. He was committed to getting into the ancient city which lay beyond the wall, he was resolved to reach the Gate of his dreams, and he was determined to claim the power which awaited him there.

			Nothing and no one would deter him now. He was ready.

			He stepped forwards.
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			Allana 

			–

			Year of Our Lord, 
After Ascension, 770AA

			

			There was bedlam in the Archlaw’s Palace, and Allana was at the heart of it. She was unleashing her most dreadful powers without fear of discovery or consequence, and the terrible effects of her unrestrained assault were multiplying quickly into chaos.

			Her mind was crystal clear as she utilised her abilities, and her physical fatigue and injury were forgotten amidst her vengeful fury. Her reservoir of dark energy was bolstered by this rage, and she felt confident that she possessed enough strength to achieve her objectives.

			And she was certain what these goals now needed to be. She was going to take control of this palace, and she was going to find and dominate the Archlaw. There could no longer be any half measures; today, it would be all or nothing, and she would do whatever was needed to survive. There would soon be another meeting with the head of the Holy Church, a reckoning between them, but this time she would be the one who was in control.

			He’ll be your servant before this day’s finished, Lana.

			Less than fifteen minutes had passed since she had escaped from her cell beneath the palace, and had killed Vars Enblim and his colleagues. Shortly after that, she had been assailed by a second, larger group of Aiduel’s Guards, at the far end of the prison corridor.

			These eight unfortunates had been easily overcome. Three had been killed in moments by the monster which had been Nionia, whilst Allana had dominated a further two, furiously bludgeoning her way into their vulnerable minds. This pair had turned on their remaining colleagues, killing two immediately, before holding the other down to assist Allana as she had acted without guilt to create a second feral beast.

			She was aware that her grisly actions had been witnessed by other captives, who had cowered in their subterranean cells as the monstrous transformation had taken place. Later, she would need to decide what to do with those witnesses.

			She had then followed her enlarged group of beasts and dominated soldiers onto the stairway back up to ground level. By that time, the screams from below had alerted yet more red-cloaks, who had awaited Allana’s group at the top of the stairs, but these defenders had been swiftly overwhelmed. Two huge monsters had launched themselves out of the stairwell, rending and savaging their victims, and Allana had released an agonising cloud of darkness against the few survivors of this ferocious assault.

			By the time that the slaughter by the two feral beasts had ended, the once-pristine marble surface of the upper palace floor had been splattered with red. Another surviving guard had then been dragged screaming towards Allana, and she had once more utilised her darkest power to create a third monstrous creature.

			Shortly after that, a second, much larger wave of red-cloaks had attacked. It had seemed a simple matter to bludgeon control of yet more of these, sowing mistrust as colleague turned against colleague. After this group of attackers had also been destroyed, one of the dominated survivors had told Allana where the Archlaw could be found, and had agreed to lead her there.

			She was now following that man, ascending a gleaming marble staircase to a balustraded landing on the first floor. Her destination was the Archlaw’s personal bedchambers. As she climbed the stairs, the sounds of battle and terrified screams were still resounding from the ground floor below, as one of her monsters hunted for any surviving resistance.

			Allana was surrounded by a protective ring of the other two beasts, and of soldiers who were now her devoted servants, and she was walking with her back straight and her chin held high. Despite her pregnancy and head wound, she believed that her flawless beauty and regal bearing would still captivate any watching eye, and she could envisage what others were seeing; a mesmerising, beautiful and terrible queen. A queen who had been wronged and who, with righteous anger, would soon have her vengeance. A queen whose eyes were shining golden?

			You are more than them, Lana, and today they’ll witness your majesty and your astounding power. They will witness the actions of a future goddess.

			And a goddess deserved to be served and worshipped, including by the man who was Head of the Holy Church. The Church which she was soon going to seize control of.

			Allana and her protectors turned onto a wide corridor on the first floor, at the far end of which were gilded double doors. A dozen red-cloaks were standing in front of those doors, with their weapons drawn.

			‘His bedchambers are through there,’ announced the soldier who had led Allana to this corridor. ‘He’s in there right now.’

			‘Then clear the way for me,’ Allana replied, instinctively issuing the same command to the two nearby monsters.

			

			Within moments, those beasts and her dominated soldiers charged towards the waiting group of red-cloaks. Allana stayed back, preserving her powers, confident that the defenders would have little chance.

			The fight which followed was frantic and vicious, with Allana’s pair of monsters the crucial difference between the opposing forces. As Allana stepped through the aftermath of carnage, she was again careful to lift the damp hem of her dress, to avoid smearing it on the residual gore. However, her right shoe stepped in a spreading pool of blood, and she left a trail of red footsteps on the polished floor as she approached the Archlaw’s gilded doors.

			She remained a few paces back as one of her monsters pushed those doors open and stalked into the chamber. A woman’s scream could immediately be heard from within, but there were no subsequent noises to suggest any acts of physical violence. For now, the beast was under an instruction to subdue, and not to kill, because Allana did not want to risk murdering the Archlaw. For what she intended to accomplish, she needed him alive.

			She passed through the open doorway alongside the other beast, the one which had been Nionia. The opulent bedchamber which she entered had no other exits, and its shining marble walls and floors were lavishly decorated with expensive rugs and paintings. In the centre of the room was a luxurious bed with purple sheets, to the side of which cowered a terrified, elderly priestess.

			This priestess appeared to have been tending to the man in the bed, who was sitting upright, propped up by pillows. There was a dark bruise on this eminent individual’s cheek, but he was awake, and there was defiance in his eyes.

			You’ll crush that defiance, Lana.

			Archlaw Paulius the Fourth’s arms were both raised. In his right hand, he held a statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree. In the left, he appeared to be gripping another silver medallion. However, the earlier calm authority of the man was gone, replaced by a shrill tone as he shouted, ‘Do not approach! The Lord Aiduel is my protector and my shield, and He shall not tolerate your evil!’

			Allana ignored him, instead addressing the priestess at the bedside and saying, ‘Get out of here if you want to live.’

			She gestured towards the open doors as she said this. The elderly woman hesitated, looking with uncertainty towards the Archlaw, but then she fled the room. Under instruction from Allana, the first beast also moved back out into the corridor.

			Allana then addressed the red-cloaks whom she controlled, and said, ‘Close these doors, and guard them with your lives. No one’s to enter this room. If you risk being overwhelmed, call to me.’

			They followed her instruction, shutting the doors and sealing Allana in the bedroom with the Archlaw and the beast Nionia. There would be no other witnesses to what Allana was about to do.

			She moved further into the large chamber, but maintained a sufficient distance from Paulius, aware of the effect that the silver medallion could have on her.

			As if reading her thoughts, the Archlaw said, ‘Your powers won’t work on me, woman. You’ll have to kill me. I serve The Lord, and I shall never become a servant of evil.’

			His attempt to project confidence was undermined by the tremor in his voice.

			Even now, he attempts to remain in control, Lana. You’ll soon disabuse him of his delusion.

			‘You’ll become whatever I want you to be, Your Eminence,’ she replied. ‘I never wanted events to turn as… bloody as they have. None of this is my fault. But you’ve left me with no choice after what you tried to do to me.’

			She then nodded towards the beast Nionia, which approached the Archlaw’s bed. The holy man’s facade of bravery slipped, and he whimpered as the creature leaned over him and took hold of his wrist, before prising open his hand and stripping the medallion from him. It tossed the silver object to the far corner of the room, then placed its massive paw around Paulius’s neck.

			The Archlaw was staring at the towering monster with horror, and it was clear that he could not believe the truth of his own eyes. The arm which had been holding The Lord Aiduel On The Tree had sunk down onto the mattress, and the statue had slipped from his fingers. At this moment, Paulius did not resemble the imposing leader of the Holy Church who had earlier trapped and imprisoned Allana. By contrast, he looked like a feeble and scared old man.

			‘You hadn’t heard the stories about my monsters?’ Allana asked, now moving closer to the bed.

			Paulius did not answer, but after a moment the beast Nionia squeezed his neck, and he moaned with fear.

			‘Answer me!’ snapped Allana.

			

			‘I… I’d heard, but I didn’t believe the stories could possibly be real. I thought… it was some kind of evil mind trick the Illborn used to scare people, making them believe that they’d seen monsters.’

			‘Well, I suppose that the only way you’ll know for sure whether it’s real is if I order it to tear your head off.’

			Paulius stared at her, his face displaying a renewed measure of courage, and he whispered, ‘Then do it, woman.’

			‘Perhaps I will, one day,’ said Allana. ‘But not yet. You can still be useful to me, Your Eminence. You can still serve me, and have a great and glorious life.’

			‘I serve The Lord, and no one else,’ declared the Archlaw, his voice adopting a pious tone. He again picked up his statue of The Lord Aiduel On The Tree, clutching it against his chest. ‘I’ll never become a servant of evil. If that means that you now end my life, then so be it. I’ll be embraced in heaven by The Lord Aiduel as a martyr, and my eternal soul shall be at peace.’

			Allana shook her head after listening to this, then said, ‘Unfortunately for you, it won’t be your choice.’

			Lust. Power. Domination.

			She moved closer to the bed, recognising that she was in the older man’s eyeline as he was held in place. She was aware that her hair was somewhat dishevelled, and that her clothes were damp, but she knew that she was ravishingly beautiful, still eminently desirable even in the latter stages of pregnancy. She leaned forward, displaying her chest and bosom, alert to any sensation of lust from the religious leader.

			And then she smiled as she felt a reluctant pulsing of desire, faint and barely discernible amidst his horror, but sufficient for her to know that she would be able to possess him. Invisible tendrils of darkness swirled and surrounded the mind of the captive, probing against his resistance, and enticing him with myriad carnal images as she began to whisper into his mind.

			You want me. And maybe you can have me. But only if you give me what I want. What I need. And what I need is… your service and devotion.

			He was a man of the strongest will, a man who for decades had held supreme, almost absolute power, and he tried to resist. She could feel him straining against her, and part of her was impressed by how determinedly he strove to prevent her intrusion. However, she knew that he would ultimately succumb to the unforgiving force of her own willpower. And this time, with the protection of his medallion removed, she was able to compel his surrender of control.

			His will broke at the same moment that Allana heard a recurrence of fighting in the corridor outside, and then she was dominating his mind. She could immediately sense him easing into a more relaxed, mesmerised state, his pupils dilated.

			She smiled in triumph. Archlaw Paulius the Fourth, the Head of the Holy Church, Aiduel’s Mortal Voice on Angall, was now hers to command.

			With that awareness, she was suddenly keen to interrogate the man, and to extract everything that he knew about her. About what she was, and why he wanted to kill her. About where the Gate was. About the power which she needed to claim.

			

			However, she recognised that spending time on such questions should not be her immediate priority. As a matter of urgency, she needed to restore a semblance of order amidst the current chaos within the palace, and to end any ongoing fighting. Otherwise, she might ultimately need to kill or subdue every single Aiduel’s Guard in the entire complex.

			And if she murdered more red-cloaks, what would she then be required to do with the other high-ranking guests – the monarchs, dignitaries, and members of the High Council – who were already in the palace grounds, and who might be witness to such slaughter?

			You don’t want the fighting to spread, Lana. It will be better to take control, rather than being forced to kill everyone. You need to end the battle in this palace as soon as possible.

			She stared at the Archlaw as she considered her next actions, and she realised that he was best-placed to order his people to cease fighting, and to restore order to his palace.

			‘You must get up, get dressed, and go out there to order your troops to stand down,’ she commanded, as the beast Nionia released its grip on the man’s neck.

			‘Yes,’ replied Paulius, before rising awkwardly to his feet.

			He appeared to be dazed as he started to pull his priestly robes on, seemingly confused by what Allana had done to him. She knew that he would not remember these moments, but that the instructions which she implanted now would be retained. She therefore needed to speak with clarity and precision.

			

			‘You are still the Archlaw,’ she stated, ‘and you will continue to be the Archlaw. Everybody in this palace reveres you and serves you, and will continue to do so. And you will still be the Head of the Holy Church. But in secret, a secret which you will never share with any other person, you will serve me. Above all others, including The Lord Aiduel. You will always act to do what I want, you will follow my instructions, you will protect me at all costs, and you will never take or support any action which might harm me. Do you understand?’

			‘I understand,’ he murmured.

			In the seconds which followed, Allana realised that there were no more sounds of combat from the corridor outside. The apparent attempt to reach Paulius seemed to have failed, and Allana sensed that the third of her beasts had joined its companion to guard the bedroom doors.

			‘When we leave this room, we are allies,’ she continued. ‘There has been an attempt on your life, an attempted coup by treacherous guardsmen, led by High Priest Enblim. But my husband and I saved you, and Enblim was murdered. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, I understand.’ He was dressed again now.

			‘And The Lord sent three beastly creatures to you, to save you. They were His creatures, sent from heaven to protect His Archlaw in his hour of need. Creatures of good, of light. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, more forcefully.

			You will have to trust that he’ll do what you say, Lana.

			‘You must order your Aiduel’s Guards to lockdown the entrances to this palace, and to the entire complex,’ she continued. ‘No one is to enter or leave either this palace, or any of the buildings within the complex, or even the palace grounds, without your approval. You will explain that this will allow you to capture and imprison everyone who was behind the attack. But in truth, you’ll ensure that what’s happened here today is to be covered up, and cleaned up. As soon as possible.’

			‘I understand.’

			‘And you must send someone immediately to free my injured husband King Jarrett from his cell in the tunnels beneath the palace, where Enblim imprisoned him against your wishes, and you must order him to be stretchered up to this room. In fact, the people who are to be sent to free him and bring him must be those guards outside who are also loyal to me. No further harm must come to Jarrett! Do you understand?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Paulius. ‘I understand.’

			‘Then come with me. We’ll leave this room together, as victorious friends and allies. You must restore order to your palace.’

			–

			Shortly after, Allana followed the Archlaw to the corridor outside. Immediately, she could see that most of those soldiers whom she had dominated were still alive. The other two monsters were also waiting there, speckled with the blood of their many victims. Allana ordered all of these to stand aside, to allow Paulius to walk with an unsteady gait along the bloody corridor.

			She then watched from a distance as the Archlaw arrived at the balustraded first floor landing, and encountered another company of Aiduel’s Guards. In the tense minutes which followed, Allana was not party to what was being said, but Paulius’s words must have been suitably convincing because these red-cloaks made no move against Allana’s group.

			Allana then returned to the Archlaw’s bedchamber and closed the doors, sealing herself in with only the beast Nionia for company. Whilst she waited, she decided to clean herself using a bowl of water and a mirror, and she was relieved to see that her head wound was less serious than she had feared. Afterwards, she lay down on the bed to rest.

			You’ve made it this far, Lana. You’re going to survive this.

			Twenty minutes later, there was a knock on the door, and Jarrett was carried in on a makeshift stretcher. The red-faced stretcher-bearers were four of the Aiduel’s Guards whom Allana had dominated, and they gently transferred the stricken king onto the plush bed beside her. One of Jarrett’s eyes was slightly open, squinting through the bruising and swelling which covered his face, and Allana could see fear and confusion in his expression as he looked towards the beast which had been Nionia.

			She took hold of his hand and said, ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of, Jarrett. It’s mine, and it helped to save me. To save us. It would never hurt you.’

			‘Lana… I…’

			The words were clearly a struggle, and she reached out a hand and gently cupped his cheek.

			‘Rest, my love. Just this once, let me protect you. Sleep. Get better.’

			He was ready to die to save you, Lana. And he loves you.

			She leaned in and softly kissed his cheek, following which his eyes closed. At that moment, she felt her baby kick, the first such movement since Allana had awakened in the cell. She smiled, feeling relief, then placed her hand down onto her bump, cupping the place where she could feel pressure.

			‘My family,’ she whispered.

			–

			Archlaw Paulius returned to his bedchambers after an hour had passed.

			‘You’ve done everything that I’ve requested?’ asked Allana.

			‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘Order has been restored, at least for now. And the palace and the complex have been locked down, with no one allowed to enter or leave any buildings.’

			‘And the… bloody mess from before is being cleaned up?’

			‘It’s happening now.’

			‘Good.’ As an afterthought, she asked, ‘Whom do you serve, above all others?’

			‘You, Queen Allana.’

			You’ve taken back control, Lana. But you need to see matters through to their conclusion.

			During the time that she had been waiting, she had been tending to the sleeping Jarrett while formulating the next part of her plan. Now that she had been forced to commence this… coup of the Holy Church, in such a public way, she was committed to follow her course of action to its necessary end. Before coming to this palace, she had envisaged that she would secretly dominate and take control of the Archlaw, and that he would then reveal his secrets. But events had not worked out that way.

			Yes, she now controlled Paulius, but that had been achieved only after a raging, bloody battle within the walls of the palace. As a result of which, there would be witnesses, survivors who might talk to others. Her central, terrible role could become known, and those who were not in thrall to her might start to ask difficult questions. Questions about Allana herself, and questions about the Archlaw and what she might have done to him.

			Indeed, she imagined that some of the visitors in the surrounding complex may have heard the fighting taking place in the central palace. They might already be confused and alarmed, particularly given that they were being ordered to remain in their buildings.

			Therefore, she now needed to act decisively, and to go far beyond her original ambitions for this visit. In the following hours and days, she needed to take total control of the parties gathered in the complex of the Archlaw’s Palace, such that there was no one of any importance left to ask difficult questions, or to make any dangerous challenges. Before she was finished, anyone of significance would either be devoted to her, or would be… removed.

			You will use the Archlaw to achieve that, Lana.

			

			Again, it would require her to take a calculated risk. But the potential reward was enormous. If she followed this plan through to its conclusion, and was prepared to be utterly ruthless, then she could gain control of every powerful leader on the continent of Angall.

			But where would she start?

			‘Who controls your palace army?’ she asked the Archlaw. ‘Who are the most senior officers?’

			‘There’s a High Commander, Eibert dei Ponn,’ replied Paulius. ‘And four commanders.’

			‘All men?’

			‘No, one of the commanders is a woman.’

			‘Issue a summons to them,’ said Allana. ‘I want the four senior male officers to come to your audience chambers within the next hour. Summon each of them in turn, on their own, starting with dei Ponn. I want complete assurance that we have control of your army, and that anyone who is potentially disloyal is removed. Therefore, you and I are going to spend some time with them… alone.’

			‘Now?’

			‘Yes, now. And after that, you’re going to order them to arrest the female commander for treason, and to remove her from office.’

			You can only trust those whom you can dominate, Lana.

			‘Very well,’ said the Archlaw.

			Paulius moved to open the gilded double doors, and Allana listened to him issuing instructions to the soldiers outside, his sonorous voice restored to its earlier authority.

			She realised that she was calm and focused. It was time to move to the Archlaw’s audience chamber, escorted by guards whom she knew were loyal. She was ready to put the next stage of her plan into action.

			–

			During the next hour, the Archlaw and Allana held private audiences with the four male officers, and each one of them succumbed to her. After the stress of her brief captivity, Allana was relishing the renewed sense of power which she gained from using her ability to dominate.

			Once she was certain that the local army of Aiduel’s Guards was under her control, she turned her attention to the members of the High Council. That body, which ruled Dei Magnus and the Holy Church in conjunction with the Archlaw, comprised seven men and three women. All ten serving members were currently gathered in the palace complex for the pending Grand Council.

			Allana requested that six of the men were summoned individually to the Archlaw’s audience chamber, and she dominated them all. Separately, she ordered the imprisonment for alleged treachery of the seventh, Archprime Runus Kohn, who lacked any sexual desire. Even without him, she had gained control of a majority of the High Council, and she could begin to feel as secure in Dei Magnus as she did in Andar.

			After these meetings had finished, Paulius asked, ‘What next? Do you wish to meet anyone else?’

			Allana considered her response; evening had arrived, she was feeling weary, and her whole body ached. She wanted to go back upstairs to the bed that Jarrett was resting in, where he was watched over and protected by one of the beasts. She longed to lie down beside her husband, to take hold of his hand, and then to go to sleep.

			However, there was one more key meeting that needed to take place today. One more audience which, after it was concluded, would mean that she would possess supreme power and influence.

			‘Summon the Emperor Jarrius El’Augustus,’ she said. ‘And his son, Prince Markon.’

			–

			Emperor Jarrius was a large man, even taller and broader than his eldest son Markon, who entered the Archlaw’s audience room beside him. However, there were few other physical similarities. The emperor’s waistline had expanded far beyond the width of his broad shoulders, and his hair was greying and receding. As he sat down on the free chair opposite the Archlaw, Allana could see the man’s jowls wobbling against the collar of his silk shirt, and she felt a moment of disgust.

			The significantly more handsome Prince Markon took a seat directly across from her, and she noted with satisfaction that he was staring with devotion.

			He remains yours to control, Lana. Focus your attention on the father.

			‘Thank you for coming to see me at this late hour, Your Imperial Majesty,’ said the Archlaw.

			‘Cut the polite bullshit, Paulius,’ grunted Jarrius, whilst adjusting himself awkwardly within his seat. The man’s grey-blue eyes were as hard as his tone. ‘I don’t like being summoned, particularly not at this hour on the night before a Grand Council’s about to start. And who the fuck’s this?’

			‘I’m Queen Allana Berun, Your Majesty,’ she replied. ‘I’m honoured to meet you.’

			‘Ah, the one my son here can’t stop talking about. The social climber.’ He then licked his full lips, causing Allana further revulsion. ‘And yes… perhaps your beauty does live up to the rumours.’

			Allana could sense a spark of desire from the imperial leader as he said this, and she knew then that this encounter would ultimately proceed as she wanted.

			However, Jarrius fixed his gaze back upon Paulius, appearing to dismiss her, and asked, ‘What in The Lord’s name has been going on today? Fighting in the complex, locked in our mansion? It’s a lack of control and order which is very out of character for you, old friend.’

			‘It’s all back under control now, Jarrius, I assure you,’ replied the Archlaw. ‘There’s been an attempted coup by several traitors in Aiduel’s Guards, led we think by Runus Kohn and Vars Enblim. But it failed. They’re all either killed or imprisoned by now.’

			‘An attempted coup, led by that cold fish Kohn?’ said Jarrius. ‘Well, I’ll be damned. But if that’s the case, why am I here? And why is she here?’

			‘Oh… I’ll let Queen Allana explain that.’

			Jarrius returned his gaze to Allana, frowning to express his disapproval before placing both hands on the back of his head, then leaning back and parting his legs. Allana smiled in response. She was weary, but she had enough energy left to complete this final task for the day. Already, invisible tendrils were easing out of her mind and crossing the distance to the corpulent man, this emperor who ruled the world’s most powerful nation.

			One more victim today, Lana. One more person to dominate and control. And then you can rest.

			–

			The next morning, Allana awoke in the luxurious bed within the Archlaw’s bedchambers, roused by the sound of knocking on the gilded doors.

			‘It’s eighth hour, Your Majesty,’ called a voice from outside.

			Given Jarrett’s injuries, Allana had insisted that Paulius surrender his bedroom for the night, while the corridor outside was guarded by the three beasts. Allana and Jarrett’s clothes and possessions had already been transported from their mansion, along with their retainers and their Berun soldiers, who had been rearmed. Allana had left instructions to be woken, so that she could take care of vital additional business before the start of the Grand Council.

			After the prior evening’s meeting with Emperor Jarrius had concluded, she had finally reached a point of exhaustion. She had still not interrogated Paulius by then, but she had anyway decided to return to these chambers. She had taken a moment to retrieve the silver medallion from the corner where it had landed, hiding it in a drawer a distance away from the bed, before climbing onto the mattress and falling asleep within moments. To her surprise, she had enjoyed an unbroken and dreamless sleep, and she now felt refreshed.

			Jarrett was beside her, still dozing, though his breathing seemed less ragged than during the evening before. Allana leaned across, manoeuvring her bump so she could kiss him softly on the cheek. The prior day’s experience of almost losing him had unsettled her more than she had expected; was it possible that her feelings for her husband ran deeper than she had believed? Did she actually love him?

			Jarrett is strong, Lana. He’ll recover from this.

			However, he would not be able to attend the Grand Council, which was starting that morning. Allana was therefore resolved that she would take his place. After all, who would possibly have the authority or audacity to object to her attendance? She already controlled the vast majority of the key participants.

			But before that, she needed to dress for the day and then eat, following which she and the Archlaw would have a long-anticipated conversation. She was more than ready for the latter; the cut on her head was no longer throbbing, and her mind was alert.

			This time, she would obtain her answers.

			–

			Shortly afterwards, Allana was escorted to meet Paulius in his audience chamber. After arriving, she spent time reinforcing her control over the religious leader, again forcing her way into his soul and embedding more detailed instructions which he would be compelled to follow. He had already been dominated, but there was no disadvantage to Allana of being thorough about the control which she exerted, particularly with the momentous day of the Grand Council ahead of them.

			After this subjugation had concluded, she decided to begin her interrogation with questions about the forthcoming gathering.

			‘And your ultimate goal for this Grand Council is to organise a Third Crusade, yes?’ she asked.

			‘Yes, that’s correct, Your Highness.’

			‘With what specific objectives?’

			‘To save the Enclave, to reclaim the Holy Land from the infidels, and…’

			He paused, appearing to wince, and she said, ‘What else?’

			‘And to reconquer Aiduel’s Gate.’

			He wants to conquer the Holy City, Lana.

			She assumed that she knew the answer to her next question, but she anyway asked, ‘Why call for a Third Crusade now, when there’s been so much recent war in Andar?’

			‘The Addui heretics have forced our hand with their total invasion of the Enclave. If we don’t act now, and with urgency, we might lose everything which we’ve gained in the last sixty years. Andar’s finally been dealt with, so we must turn our attention to ending the infidel heresy in the Holy Land, once and for all.’

			‘With how many soldiers? How large will this crusading army be?’

			‘Fifty thousand, there or thereabouts, assuming the nations support me.’

			You’ll make the decision whether there’s to be a crusade and whether they’ll support him, Lana, depending upon how that suits your own interests.

			‘We raised thirty thousand men for the Second Crusade,’ continued the Archlaw, ‘and it wasn’t enough. We failed. This time, I want to send a much greater number.’

			‘And Prince Markon is to be given command of this army?’

			‘Yes, that’s the intention.’

			Allana smiled. Given Markon’s devotion to her, this would effectively place any crusading army under her own control.

			‘I can see why you consider this to be urgent,’ she said, ‘but I’m not quite ready to grant my support and permission. Before I do, I need to know how this will fit with my own… objectives.’ She paused, considering, before adding, ‘And there is so much more that I want to ask you, though we’ve only limited time right now. However, you can start by telling me more about what I am.’

			‘What you are, Queen Allana?’

			‘I’m an Illborn, I know that much, and I’ve realised that my conception was a miracle, and that I’m a living miracle. And I know that you’ve spent years hunting for me, and for the others of my kind. But I need to understand exactly what I am. What an Illborn is. What the Gate of my dreams is, and where it is. I need you to tell me everything that you know.’

			‘I’ll try to, Your Highness. Though the last of those questions is actually the easiest. The Gate lies on a hidden mountain, which is beyond Aiduel’s Gate.’

			Paulius seemed to wince again after saying this, raising a hand up towards his heart.

			‘It’s in Aiduel’s Gate?’

			‘Beyond Aiduel’s Gate.’

			‘You’re saying,’ said Allana, feeling goosebumps on her neck, ‘that I can find the Gate somewhere beyond the very city which the Third Crusade is hoping to reconquer?’

			‘Yes, Your Highness.’

			Then this must be your destiny, Lana. You were meant to come here, and to take control of the Third Crusade, so you can conquer Aiduel’s Gate and be the one to claim the power!

			She could not suppress her beaming smile, which she knew would make her look even more beautiful.

			‘Why does no one know of this Gate, if it’s near to the Holy City?’

			‘Aiduel’s Gate has been sealed from the world for many centuries, and the existence of the Gate itself had been intentionally written out of history, even prior to then, in service to instructions left to us by The Lord.’

			Allana wanted to ask more about this, but she was conscious of the time remaining before the Grand Council was due to commence. Instead, she said, ‘I’ve decided that I’ll grant you permission to raise your army, and to have your crusade. And I’ll make sure that everyone else at the Grand Council will also agree to it.’

			‘Thank you, Your Highness.’

			

			‘But before we leave this room, I need to know more. Just what am I? How am I connected to the Gate? And why is it so important that I be killed?’

			‘I can attempt to explain those things,’ said Paulius. ‘However, as you say, we have little time right now. And it might anyway be better for you to read the source of my own knowledge, and to inform yourself, before I try to explain it to you.’

			‘The source of your own knowledge?’

			‘I have a letter, Queen Allana. A letter which was written by The Lord Aiduel, just prior to His Ascension. It foretold of the coming of the Illborn – your coming – and of the horrors that you would bring.’

			The holy leader groaned after saying this, and he again raised a hand to his chest. It made Allana wonder whether something of his free will still struggled within, subconsciously horrified that he was now serving and facilitating the very person whom he had spent a lifetime trying to stop.

			‘A letter written by The Lord Aiduel?’ she repeated.

			‘Yes, written before He Ascended. You must read it, Your Highness. It explains exactly why you and your kind must be killed, and why you must never reach the Gate and claim its power.’

			You are going to reach the Gate, Lana. You are going to claim the power there, no matter what this letter says.

			She leaned back and folded her arms.

			‘Then bring me this letter.’

			She would soon know the truth.
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			Leanna
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			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Leanna was concentrating upon maintaining the bridge of light as Corin stepped onto it. The red-haired Illborn was followed closely by the warriors Kernon and Rennik, and by two powerful dark-furred felrin which stalked behind.

			This had always been Leanna’s plan for how they would overcome the obstacle of this vast chasm. Indeed, in the preceding days in the mountain foothills, she had repeatedly practised creating a small bridge of light which Amyss had then crossed. She had even asked Corin to step onto it once, to ensure that he did not share Arion’s resistance to her powers.

			However, it was one magnitude of challenge to produce and maintain such a structure between ground-level boulders in a village, and another completely to be responsible for an ethereal span of light across a vast abyss, over which hundreds of people were going to pass.

			

			She now gulped as she watched Corin and his companions moving forward, the terrifying drop beneath their feet still visible through the transparent bridge. Despite her confidence that what she had created was temporarily as solid as any stone structure, the thought that she would soon also need to cross that shimmering span was making her knees tremble.

			Lord Aiduel, please give me the strength and focus to help everyone to the other side.

			Her hands were raised outwards, and energy was surging through her body, clearly bolstered by the presence of Corin. And was it possible that she could also feel a pulsing from the mountains to the west, another source which was further rejuvenating her?

			Despite this, her heart was beating rapidly following the physical exertions of the prior minutes. Amyss and Caddin were standing near to her, the former drawing deep breaths. Caddin’s breathing was much steadier, but his gaze was fixed upon the great outer wall of Aiduel’s Gate, with its increasingly crowded ramparts. Leanna knew that he would be concerned about how the people on those battlements were going to react; the Chosen warband had already achieved so much to get past the Addui army and through the town, but there were yet more challenges to be overcome.

			Whilst she watched as Corin continued to cross the span, however, she could allow herself a moment of satisfaction for making it this far. She was gazing upon the flawless stone wall of the legendary Aiduel’s Gate, and they had reached the top of the great ramp with relatively few casualties.

			

			She regretted those Chosen and Addui who had fallen in the hectic preceding minutes, but she could take solace from the fact that she and Corin had done everything that they realistically could to minimise the loss of life. Indeed, she had hastily healed two of the Chosen who had been struck by arrows whilst crossing through the town, and she had kept many others safe.

			More people were now following Corin onto the bridge, although many were walking hesitantly.

			‘Hurry, it’s safe!’ shouted Caddin, addressing the warband. He then whispered, ‘The Addui army have entered the town, Leanna. They’re only minutes behind us. We need to get everyone across, quickly.’

			At the far side of the abyss, Corin finally stepped off the shimmering bridge and onto the rocky ground of the clifftop. Leanna watched as he then moved a handful of paces away from the cliff’s edge and gazed up at the lofty battlements, where more of the Holy City’s residents seemed to be gathering.

			Leanna wondered what that growing crowd atop the great wall might be thinking about the unexpected arrival of the Chosen warband, and about the miraculous spectacle of light which she had created. Whatever those thoughts might be, it was a relief that there had still been no signs of aggression, and no projectiles had been launched towards Corin or his companions.

			As dozens more of the Chosen people now stepped onto the bridge of light, placing their trust in Leanna, she once again forced herself to focus upon maintaining the golden span. Her heart continued to beat fast as she thought about the lives which she was responsible for; she could still see the great drop beneath the feet of those in transit, and there would be truly horrific consequences if her powers failed her now.

			She was also aware that there was a growing group of warriors at the end of the stone ramp who seemed reluctant to make the crossing. These were standing a few paces away from the edge, partially obstructing the flow of people from behind, and their fear was pulsing towards her.

			‘It’s safe,’ called Agbeth, addressing this group. ‘Look at how many people are crossing. One short journey, that’s all. Just walk forwards to where Corin is, stay in the centre, and don’t look down. Please… we must move quickly.’

			A handful responded to this, forcing themselves to step out onto the radiant bridge, but others remained frozen in place. These were soon passed by the trailing members of the warband who were arriving at the top of the ramp, including the missionary Hellin, who stepped out onto the golden span with her staff in hand.

			‘How many more?’ asked Leanna. She could see dozens of Chosen reaching the far side of the abyss, where they were spreading out behind her protective wall of light.

			‘Over half have crossed, Lea,’ stated Amyss. ‘Keep it up. You’re doing so well.’

			‘Where’s the Addui army?’

			‘They’re at the bottom of the ramp, starting to climb it now,’ said Caddin. After a moment, he shouted to the fearful warriors who were still clustered nearby, ‘Hurry up!’

			

			Amyss had joined Agbeth in encouraging and cajoling those who were reluctant to step forward, but Leanna stayed apart from this, not wanting to distract herself. However, she was fully conscious that time was passing, and that the Addui army was in pursuit.

			Lord Aiduel, please give us the time to get everyone across safely.

			Ever since she and Corin had formulated their plans, Leanna had been aware that once this attempt to reach Aiduel’s Gate was underway, there would be no turning back. And truly, there was no easy way back now. The great wall of the Holy City was on one side of the warband, and an army of Addui was on the other. And between these two obstacles was the vast abyss, which was only being bridged by Leanna’s ability.

			As more people passed her and ventured onto the shimmering span over that chasm, Leanna again looked at the far clifftop. There was something teasing her memory as she gazed upon that place, something which seemed unsettlingly familiar. Corin had suggested that he and Leanna might have been here before, in a prior life, a suggestion which Leanna had struggled to accept given its contradictions to the teachings of the Holy Church. But why then did this place seem so familiar, and why was there a word – a name? – tugging at the edges of her thoughts?

			Lord Aiduel, please help me to remember this.

			Most of the warband had now crossed, and Leanna realised that a large pack of felrin had come alongside her. These beasts were also passing the remaining dozen or so most fearful Chosen warriors, and were stepping out onto the bridge of light.

			‘These creatures are the rearguard, Leanna,’ stated Caddin. ‘After them, it’s just us and these… stragglers.’

			‘Where are the Addui?’ she asked.

			‘Almost halfway up the ramp. If they have archers at the front, we’ll be in danger again soon.’ He moved to place his body behind Leanna’s, clearly intending to shield her.

			‘Agbeth, get your people across!’ shouted Leanna. ‘Please!’

			‘I’m trying,’ replied the brown-haired woman, and she again spoke to those who seemed too fearful to make the crossing, using a mixture of reassuring and coaxing words.

			A couple of these responded and hesitantly stepped out, but the others remained frozen in place. Leanna realised that she and her companions, plus this straggling group, were now at the back of the warband.

			It seemed that Corin had also noticed and become alarmed by this, as he yelled, ‘Agbeth, get across! Get them all to cross!’

			‘I’m trying, Corin,’ Agbeth called back. ‘But they’re too scared! Please help!’

			As soon as Agbeth had finished saying this, Leanna felt a surge of power from the other Illborn, following which the straggling warriors immediately lurched forward onto the span of light, their limbs jerking unnaturally as they moved across the shimmering platform. She realised that Corin was taking control of his own people, as she had also witnessed him doing to the Addui as they had approached and crossed the town, and she felt both in awe of and worried by his ability.

			Once the last of the Chosen warriors had stepped onto the golden span, Agbeth and the beast Blackpaw followed them, the upright creature clearly protecting the woman in the same way that Caddin was now shielding Leanna. That left Leanna and her two companions as the only people remaining at the top of the colossal ramp.

			‘The Addui are less than two hundred metres away, Leanna,’ stated Caddin, his concerned emotions beating outwards. ‘We’ll be in bow range soon. We need to cross.’

			‘I know,’ she replied, but she felt a sudden jolt of fear at the thought of stepping out above that chasm.

			‘You can do this, Lea,’ said Amyss. ‘Ignore the height. Just look forwards, and focus on maintaining the bridge whilst walking across it.’

			‘I can,’ said Leanna, though with less conviction than her companion. Again, she had practised this whilst encamped in the foothills, but that was not the same as doing it in this situation. ‘Very well, are we ready?’

			‘Yes,’ said Caddin and Amyss in unison, their emotions of protectiveness also surging at the same moment.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for their love.

			‘Let’s go then,’ said Leanna, and the three of them stepped out together onto the transparent, ethereal span.

			Agbeth’s earlier advice had been to not look down, and Leanna immediately regretted ignoring this as her gaze unconsciously darted downwards. She could see the town of Addubar a vast distance below, and the ancient cliffs towering up from that distant ground on the opposite side of the chasm. To fall from here would mean certain death, and she felt her legs trembling.

			She was reassured when Amyss’s hand found her own and squeezed, and she began to walk forward with slightly more composure. Caddin had again positioned himself behind them both, interposing his large frame between them and any threat from the pursuing Addui.

			Leanna could see that Agbeth and Blackpaw were now stepping onto the clifftop on the far side. The entire Chosen warband was therefore across, and they were standing between the jutting cliff’s edge and the protective wall of light which Leanna was also maintaining. Behind them, the watchers atop the Holy City’s battlements continued to observe, and there had still been no attempted acts of aggression.

			Leanna was tense as she and her two companions continued to cross, and she was wondering how near the Addui might be behind them. She did not want to attempt to shape or mould the bridge of light whilst walking upon it, in order to form a barrier to her rear, and she knew that all three of them might therefore be exposed to arrows.

			Confirmation of the Addui’s proximity was provided when Corin shouted, ‘Faster, Leanna! They’re getting too close!’

			She still did not want to start running, for fear of disrupting her concentration, but she tried to step more quickly. She was now past the halfway point of the forty-metre chasm.

			‘Arrows!’ yelled Corin.

			Leanna was alerted to the first projectile by a skittering noise behind, as an arrow bounced lightly across the surface of the ethereal bridge. She now started to hurry, and she heard a second such noise a moment later.

			She glanced back and could see that a handful of lightly-clad Addui archers had rushed ahead of their army. This group were not yet at the top of the ramp, but they were close enough to be lofting arrows towards Leanna and her companions.

			‘Run!’ shouted Caddin, and Leanna and Amyss responded, starting to sprint with their hands still clasped together. Caddin was close behind them.

			Leanna’s gaze was fixed upon the nearing clifftop, but she was anxious as she ran, dreading the moment when an arrow might fall unseen from the sky and impale her, shattering her concentration. Throughout, she was striving to focus upon maintaining the bridge of light beneath her feet, again thankful for the many hours which she had devoted towards mastering her abilities.

			Then she and Amyss were finally on the far side, running out onto the solid rock of the clifftop, and being greeted by Corin and Agbeth. Leanna turned, checking that Caddin was immediately behind her, and she was relieved to see that he was also stepping off the shimmering span of light.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for bringing us this far.

			On the opposite side of the abyss, the lead Addui archers were getting closer to the top of the ramp. Leanna’s focus now shifted and the bridge dissolved, the radiant light morphing to create a second barrier at the cliff’s edge between the Chosen warband and the chasm. As a result, Leanna and her allies were standing in a protective corridor near the edge of the clifftop, momentarily shielded against threats from either direction.

			

			‘Well done, Leanna,’ said Corin. ‘That was… incredible.’

			‘Well done to you, too,’ she replied, drawing in several lungfuls of air whilst still focusing on maintaining the protective barriers. ‘We made it here, and we avoided as much bloodshed as we could, as you promised.’

			‘We couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you.’

			Leanna experienced a sudden moment of affection towards the red-haired Illborn, and she reached out a hand through the aura of power which surrounded him, to squeeze his shoulder. As she made this physical connection, she could see the mountains behind, towering upwards at the side of the clifftop. Giant peaks which had stood unchanged for so many centuries.

			And this time, the sense of familiarity, the sense that she had been here before, and with him, was overwhelming. She frowned, but she held this connection between them, their souls somehow joining as a vision rushed into her mind…

			 

			…she watched as the frail red-headed boy was pulled up onto the final ledge of the cliff, the sky a perfect blue behind him. She felt exhausted but satisfied; she had stayed with Kellon on this arduous ascent, had remained at the back to encourage him upwards whilst the others had forged on ahead. But now they were here, at the top… and he had made it, and she had made it, despite all the difficulties.

			She reached the end of the thin shelf of rock along which she had been edging, then two hands reached down to haul her up onto the clifftop. One of these hands belonged to Tennus, the stocky brown-haired boy smiling as he pulled her towards him. The other was extended by Aiduel, whose sandy hair was flopping across his forehead as he carefully assisted her.

			There was a peculiar expression on the latter’s face as his eyes met hers, a guarded look which she had been seeing more often recently, and which had started to puzzle her. But as she was pulled onto the clifftop he looked away, his face flushing, and she suddenly realised what his awkwardness meant.

			And she knew then that she was happy. Happy to have made it here, and happy to be alive. And thankful that she was with the others, and that they had overcome so much adversity to secure their freedom. She beamed with joy, and then she laughed.

			There was a moment when her companions looked at her as if she was mad, particularly little Pellina, the girl’s dark eyes glaring with initial suspicion. But the others also then joined in, including Pellina, all of them soon shaking with belly-laughs whilst sitting or reclining on the edge of the clifftop.

			She rejoiced in this moment, in this defiant act of joyous expression after a lifetime of slavery and fear. And eventually, when the laughter stopped, she looked around at the others, before focusing upon Aiduel and saying, ‘So, is this how it feels to be free?’

			 

			…Leanna gasped as her hand jerked away from Corin’s shoulder, the vision still fresh in her mind. Judging from Corin’s shaken demeanour, she knew that he had also just experienced something outside of the here and now. She looked at his face, at the shock of red hair on his head, and she knew his name. His old name.

			‘Kellon?’ she whispered, her mind reeling.

			He looked startled to hear this spoken aloud, but then he whispered in return, ‘Menira?’

			She recognised the name. Her name.

			‘Did you see it?’ she asked. ‘Did you see it, too?’

			‘Yes. It’s what I saw in the far north, at the archway. I was there. You were there. We all were. On this clifftop.’

			‘But there was no wall, and no ramp?’

			‘No. I think it was a long time ago. A very long time ago.’

			‘And… Tennus… he looked like Arion. And Pellina… I believe she’s the woman Allana. And… and…’

			Her voice trailed off as she remembered the name of the fifth, the eldest boy – their leader – who had been her friend.

			‘The sandy-haired boy,’ she said, ‘his name was Aiduel.’

			‘I realise that now,’ said Corin. ‘I’d not realised before.’

			‘Aiduel… please, Lord, it cannot be… can it? But how?’

			‘I don’t know. But Aiduel… he was also the boy Cillian. The one whom Caddin killed, who became the ghost inside Agbeth. If we came back, and forgot who we were, then it must mean that he came back too… he came back, but was murdered as a child, before he could… make things right.’

			Leanna felt momentarily light-headed, and it required her renewed concentration to maintain the radiant barriers which were still protecting them.

			Lord Aiduel, how can this be? What does this mean? Did I know you, Lord?

			Too many questions and theories were flooding into her mind. She realised that Caddin and Amyss had moved to either side of her, and were holding her upright. She turned her head to glance at Caddin, and she could see that his face had gone white, his emotions howling with apparent horror after he had gleaned the implications of what they had been discussing, and what he had done.

			Had he murdered The Lord Aiduel reborn?

			Leanna wanted to ask more questions, and needed to openly discuss this in the same way that she and Corin had shared their secrets in the Addui village. However, the Chosen warband were surrounding her and the other Illborn, and they were watching. As much as she wished to delve further, she realised that this was neither the time or the place to dwell upon these questions, or to ponder their answers.

			At this moment, she needed to be concentrating upon getting them off this clifftop, and into the city of Aiduel’s Gate. With that thought, she peered back towards the great wall, trying to focus upon the next stage of the plan.

			As if reading her mind, Corin said, ‘We can’t resolve this right now, Leanna. Once we’re inside Aiduel’s Gate, if we’re free from danger, we can discuss it. But not here, and not now.’

			‘I know,’ she agreed.

			‘Our priority must be to get into the city, and to do that, I need you to make a gap in this light for me. It’s time for me to compel those nearest the gates to open them for us, so we can get in, then talk with their leaders.’

			Leanna nodded; they had planned for this, and she knew what needed to happen next.

			‘Careful, Corin,’ said Agbeth.

			‘I will be,’ he said, then he moved to stand directly opposite the great gates, facing the shimmering barrier which was nearest to the towering city wall.

			Leanna watched as the warriors Kernon and Rennik gathered near to Corin, each of them holding a round shield, while Corin stared up towards the people who were standing on the wall’s battlements. It seemed as if hundreds were assembled on those lofty heights now, all of them silently observing the warband on the clifftop below. Sunlight continued to gleam off helms worn and weapons held by many of these onlookers, although there were still no signs of aggression.

			‘Are you ready, Corin?’ asked Leanna.

			‘Yes,’ he said, and in response she transformed the barrier of light immediately before him, creating a small arched opening at the bottom. Kernon raised his shield protectively in front of Corin, even though there was still no direct angle for anyone on the wall to aim an arrow at the red-haired Illborn.

			After a moment, Leanna felt a surge of Corin’s power, indicating that he was using his abilities. And then… nothing, as if that power had simply faded away. She could see Corin’s shoulders hunching in response, following which there was a second, momentarily stronger surge of energy. But again, this faded abruptly, and there was no reaction from those atop the wall.

			Corin turned his head to look back towards his wife, and he appeared concerned.

			‘What is it?’ asked Agbeth.

			‘It’s… at the wall, it feels like Caddin’s medallions,’ he said. ‘I’m reaching out to the people on the battlements, ready to tell them what to do, and then… there’s nothing, as if the tendrils of my power have simply disappeared.’

			‘Nothing at all?’ queried Leanna.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Then, it’s possible,’ said Agbeth, ‘they might have medallions too?’

			‘I fear so,’ Corin replied. ‘Or something else.’

			‘Let me try,’ said Leanna. ‘I’ve been exposed to the medallions much more than you have.’

			She then reached out with her powers, extending the shimmering light of her barrier slowly outwards. It edged upwards in a thin finger, but at the top of the wall it faded and failed, as it would have done in the presence of Caddin’s silver medallions. She gasped and pulled away, barely managing to maintain the other barriers of light.

			‘Did the same thing happen to you, Lea?’ asked Amyss.

			‘Yes, they can stop my powers, too,’ she replied. ‘Or at least, weaken them significantly. They must have medallions… or, as Corin said, something else.’

			‘Then what are we to do, Corin?’ asked Agbeth. ‘Our people are tired, and we must go forwards. We must find a way to enter the city. Should you call up to them, and ask to meet their leaders?’

			Corin grimaced and said, ‘Yes, I think that’s our best option. Otherwise, I can order the felrin to try to scale that sheer wall or the surrounding mountain faces, but that will lead to a bloody battle with everyone in the city. Before we resort to that, we need to at least try to talk to them from here.’

			Leanna was looking around as he was speaking, also trying to decide what their next course of action might be. Across the abyss, she could see that the fastest members of the Addui army had reached the top of the ramp, blocking any return in that direction.

			‘You’re right,’ she said after a few moments. ‘We need to try to talk with them.’

			‘In which case,’ said Corin, ‘which one of us is going to call up to them?’

			Leanna was about to answer when a female voice bellowed out from atop the great wall, the sound echoing from the surrounding mountainsides.

			‘We have witnessed your powers. We have seen your miracles. Are you the ones who were foretold? Have you finally returned?’

			Leanna looked at Corin, feeling momentarily uncertain. Before they could discuss their response, the same person shouted again.

			‘Have you returned as was prophesied?’

			This time, Corin fixed his gaze upon Leanna, then nodded. After seeing this confirmation, she called, ‘Yes, we have returned!’

			

			Corin echoed, ‘Yes, we have! We’ve returned, and we seek peaceful entry to Aiduel’s Gate.’

			There was a pause, before the unknown speaker on the wall asked, ‘How many of you possess these great powers which we have witnessed?’

			‘Two,’ called Corin.

			‘Show yourselves, please.’

			In response, Leanna and Corin moved to the front of their group, and the red-haired man gestured for a space to be cleared around them, so they would be clearly visible to the unseen woman on the wall.

			‘I see you,’ the speaker said. ‘And do you both come to this place in peace?’

			‘We do,’ said Leanna and Corin in unison, before Leanna added, ‘We come here with peace in our hearts and in our souls.’

			A pause of seconds followed, before the response came, ‘Your beasts and your army may not enter the city proper, for now, though they may wait in safety between the first and second walls. But if you are who we believe you to be, then the two of you have been long awaited, and are most welcome here. You may enter Aiduel’s Gate.’

			Within moments of this announcement, a horn was blown, before a grinding noise resounded from the direction of the wall. Everyone in the warband was facing that way as this harsh sound continued, a scraping of metal on metal which echoed across the clifftop.

			‘They’re opening the gates, Lea,’ stated Amyss with excitement. ‘They’re opening the gates for us!’

			Leanna watched, also feeling excited as she observed that her companion was correct. The giant gates to the Holy City were beginning to part.

			Lord Aiduel, thank you for ensuring the success of our journey to this place.

			Beyond those gates lay the fabled city where The Lord had come into His powers, long ago, and had later Ascended to heaven. The city which had been closed off from the world for centuries, and which the Holy Church had been determined to reclaim for almost as long.

			Leanna was certain that the Gate awaited her there. The ethereal Gate, which she believed would offer her divine powers to make the world a better place, and which might also reveal why she could remember herself on this clifftop, as a child, before the great wall had even been built. And why she had been there with the other Illborn, and with a boy whose name had been Aiduel.

			‘I think we should enter,’ said Corin. ‘And allow them to separate us from the warband and my felrin, for now. Do you?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Leanna. ‘I think it’s the right decision to trust them, if they’re opening their gates for us. We must show faith in these people of The Lord’s Holy City.’

			Caddin and Amyss had now moved alongside her, on her left-hand side, and Corin and Agbeth were standing to her right. They were facing towards the opening gates, each of them waiting with anticipation. The Chosen warband had spread out further to either side, lined up along the length of the clifftop.

			Corin smiled grimly and said, ‘Shall we go then?’

			Leanna nodded, then released the barrier of light in front of the warband. She and Corin then stepped forwards in unison, flanked by their closest companions. Before them, the great entrance of Aiduel’s Gate was still opening, although what lay beyond remained obscured.

			However, it would soon be revealed to Leanna and to Corin, her fellow Illborn, this man who had once rested and laughed beside her on this clifftop, seemingly in another lifetime. Soon, she hoped that they would know the city’s secrets, and that they would find the Gate of their dreams.

			She looked at Corin and then, together, they walked towards the entrance to the Holy City. Aiduel’s Gate, and their destiny, awaited them.

		

	
		
			34

			Arion

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Arion walked through the central aisles of The Lord’s Cathedral, searching for the warrior whom he had come to say his goodbyes to. His heart was heavy as he gazed across the rows of the fallen.

			

			The majority of those who had died in the defence of the city on the preceding day had been buried in a mass grave, with the Archprime of Arron having conducted a solemn and poignant service at dawn to mark their passing.

			However, a smaller number of leaders, knights and nobles, if their corpses had been recognisable, had been laid out overnight in this cathedral, and a vigil had been conducted in honour of their sacrifice. They were to be buried in individual plots, later that day.

			Arion had come here to pay his final respects to a friend.

			Lord preserve me. Another battle, and another close friend lost.

			He halted when he finally came across the man whom he had been looking for, who was laid out on a slab on the ground. A white cloth was wrapped around most of this soldier’s body, with just his neck and face visible above the shroud. From what Arion had been told, this concealment was necessary, for it covered the grievous wounds which had ended his friend’s life.

			He reached out a hand and placed it onto the shoulder of the still form, feeling sorrow. The deceased warrior had been at Arion’s side for months, but the knight’s lifelong struggle for the Enclave had ended on the previous day.

			‘Goodbye, Sir Castigan,’ Arion murmured.

			Castigan’s eyes had been closed, and he appeared to be at peace. In the aftermath of the great battle, Delrin had informed Arion that the dark-haired knight had fallen in the latter stages of the fighting, whilst leading by example when his men’s courage had been wavering. The news of the death had hit Arion hard, although he had separately been thankful that his brother had survived unscathed.

			‘May you find eternal rest,’ he added after a few moments, then he turned away.

			–

			When Arion stepped back out into the heat and glare of the morning sun, with the shocking devastation of The Lord’s Plaza once more revealed before him, he realised that his head was pounding.

			In the aftermath of the battle, after it had become clear that the beaten Addui were breaking the siege and decamping westwards, Arion had procured himself a flagon of wine. Once that had been finished, he had downed a second, feeling alone with his thoughts although he had been surrounded by celebrating soldiers. During the night which had followed, he had struggled to sleep, the bloody events of the battle too fresh in his agitated mind. And when slumber had finally taken him, his recurring dream had interrupted his rest far too quickly.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			He was therefore now suffering the combined after-effects of a lack of sleep and a foul hangover.

			As he proceeded to walk across the plaza towards his soldiers at the western wall, he was aware that several people were reacting to his presence. Amongst one nearby group was a scrawny youth, with crooked teeth, who shouted, ‘Arion the Invincible, you’re a hero!’

			

			Arion nodded towards the boy and forced a smile. Ever since his incredible feats at the breach, soldiers and civilians alike had been hailing him with this title.

			‘Every man who fought is a hero!’ he called back, trying to inject a lightness to his tone which he was not feeling. ‘As are the people of Arron!’

			Lord preserve me, it almost sounds like I believe it.

			He could not deny that it was exhilarating to know that people were once again talking about him as a great and heroic warrior. He had become accustomed to and had savoured that feeling in Western Canasar, as the Hero of Moss Ford, and now it seemed that he had achieved equivalent renown in the Holy Land. He also recognised that he was rightfully deserving of such fame; he had single-handedly saved the capital city, fighting against unbelievable odds in the breach whilst bathed in a miraculous golden light. A part of him therefore acknowledged that it was appropriate that his valorous deeds should be known of and celebrated, and that he should be acclaimed as Arion the Invincible.

			However, he would also be unable to forget that he had earned that title by slaughtering hundreds of Addui.

			By the Lord, perhaps they should be calling me Arion the Butcher instead.

			Each of his Addui victims had started the prior day alive, no doubt full of hope for their future, and perhaps even dreaming of the glory that they would earn if they captured Arron. But now they were all cold sacks of meat, soon to be fuel for a pyre, and once again he was the one responsible.

			Glory and death. It seemed that throughout his life, he could not experience the former without causing the latter, but the prior day had delivered extremes of each, even by his own bloody standards. Once again, he had used his unmatched strength and speed to deliver victory, but could his deeds on the battlefield truly be called glorious when his powers made the fight so uneven? Would a cat deserve glory for killing a mouse, or a child for stamping on a nest of ants? By the end, that was what the fight in the breach had felt like.

			He knew that his Holy Land title was descriptively correct; he was now close to invincible, killing at will in a land which was not his own, for a cause which he could admit to himself that he did not even understand. In that context, did he truly deserve to be called a hero, or to be treated like one? Or was he just a weapon, good for nothing but killing whatever and whomever he found himself opposed to? Is that what he had chosen to be? Or, as Leanna had suggested in their final, bitter conversation, had he already become a monster?

			By the Lord, I remember the joy which I felt after my first great victory at Moss Ford, when I was fighting for a cause which I truly believed in. But right now, I just feel empty.

			Even telling himself that the Addui were the aggressors did little to alleviate this inner conflict, and all he currently wanted to do was to go and find another quiet drinking place, and then to spend his day filling the hollow space inside with alcohol.

			He had reached the base of the western wall, lost in his contemplations, when he heard his brother shout, ‘Arion!’

			He tried to adopt an impassive expression as he saw Delrin approaching.

			‘I’ve just come from the briefing with Lord Commander Andross,’ stated the older sibling. ‘Where were you?’

			‘Saying farewell to Castigan.’

			‘Oh.’ Delrin’s face fell. ‘Poor Sir Castigan. I attended The Lord’s Cathedral and said my goodbyes to him, and to too many other good men, first thing this morning. May he forever walk with The Lord Aiduel in the light.’

			Arion nodded, then saw his brother staring at his bloodshot eyes.

			‘You’ve been drinking again?’ asked Delrin.

			Arion shrugged, not intending to disclose that his intention was to get back to indulging as soon as he possibly could, and he asked, ‘What did Andross have to say?’

			‘Well, first, you should have been at the briefing, and your absence was noted, but that’s only because the Lord Commander was so eager to congratulate you in person. He’s already discussing the commissioning of a statue in this plaza to commemorate you, once the war’s over.’

			Arion barked a laugh. ‘Really? Well, I won’t hold my breath, that still feels like it’s an awful long way away.’

			‘It might be, but don’t mock people who are in awe of your achievements, brother. I’m one of them, and many others in this city feel like the Lord Commander does.’

			‘Sorry. I appreciate it Del, I really do. But what did he say about the war? Are we going to pursue the Addui?’

			‘No, we’re not. Not yet, anyway. Andross says that we don’t have enough men to risk pursuing the infidels on open ground, even when they’ve suffered so many losses and must have low morale. We’re going to repair the walls, and we’re going to continue to hold the city until, hopefully, the Third Crusade arrives. After that, we’ll take the fight to the Addui, and this time, we’re going to win.’

			‘We won this battle, but it was a close thing. Too close. It feels a little premature to be declaring victory in the war.’

			‘By the Lord, Arion, after such a great victory, now is just the moment to be announcing our resolve to win the war! With the Addui’s recent losses, with the arrival of more troops from Angall, and with you in our armies, nothing can stop us! This time, with Arion the Invincible leading the charge, we’re going to take control of the entire Holy Land once and for all, and then we’re going to conquer Aiduel’s Gate. The Lord Commander himself just said as much!’

			‘Andross said that?’

			‘Yes, and everyone agrees with him. You’re already becoming a living legend in the Enclave, brother. The holy warrior who has been sent here by The Lord! If and when the Third Crusade arrives, you’ll be placed at its forefront. Think how your name, the Sepian name, will be written in history if you lead us through the gates of the Holy City! Think of the glory to be had in The Lord’s name! You’ll become a Living Saint!’

			Delrin’s words made Arion think about his recurring dream, and about the expected location of the Gate.

			By the Lord, Aiduel’s Gate. Everything always seems to come back round to Aiduel’s Gate.

			He knew that he should be feeling as enthused as his brother, but he was struggling to shake off his inner conflict.

			‘I’m going to visit Sendar later,’ he stated after a few moments, trying to change the subject. ‘Would you like to come with me?’

			Arion had found out after the battle that Sendar had been knocked unconscious when the barricade had shattered, but he understood that the former king was otherwise largely well, and was recuperating.

			‘No, I’m too busy here,’ replied Delrin. ‘But tell him from me, he also deserves a statue. What they did on that barricade was incredible. It sounds like it’s a miracle that he’s still alive.’

			As Delrin was saying this, Arion was distracted as he noticed a flash of red colour out of the corner of his eye. He looked up to see a group of eight soldiers, each of them wearing red cloaks and sashes, crossing the plaza. They seemed to be heading directly towards him.

			By the Lord, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

			Arion stared towards them, his face grim, and Delrin also went quiet as he became aware that this party of Aiduel’s Guards was approaching.

			Their lead officer was a stout man with a neatly trimmed beard, who said, ‘Lord Arion Sepian?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I am Sergeant Dorn Trannor.’ The man then gestured to his red sash. ‘Of Aiduel’s Guards, as you can see. Would it be possible for you to accompany us to our headquarters, sir? We would like to… honour your deeds and, if possible, to ask you some questions.’

			Arion frowned. He had been aware that Aiduel’s Guards had a small chapter house in Arron, but their presence here was not nearly as prominent or intrusive as in Angall. The red-cloaks were tolerated in this city, but their military presence was comparatively tiny given that the Enclave was controlled and garrisoned by the Order of Saint Amena. After the traumas of the preceding day, Arion was in no mood to pander to their requests.

			‘No, not a chance,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember spotting any of you red-cloaks fighting on the walls, and I’ve no intention of wasting my time answering your questions. Now go away.’

			The stout officer appeared to bridle at these words. ‘There’s really no need to be uncivil, sir. We are merely coming here to perform our duties as servants of His Eminence the Archlaw, and of The Lord Aiduel. One of those duties is to… understand what you did yesterday, at the breach. Urgently. Please, we would very much like to ask you some questions, if you have an hour or two.’

			Arion’s head was still throbbing from his hangover, and he could feel his temper rising. ‘It was a miracle, haven’t you heard?’ He then reached down and partially drew his sword, baring the steel. ‘Now, let me say it more clearly, so there’s no misunderstanding between us. Fuck off, you red-cloaked bastard, and take your underlings with you. If you come here with a letter from either the Archlaw, or Lord Commander Andross, ordering me to answer your questions, then maybe I’ll consider answering them. Maybe not. But either way, until then, you’ll fucking stay out of my way. Move yourself – now – before I feel a need to shed more blood.’

			Delrin had moved alongside him, and Arion could see that his brother’s hand was also on the hilt of his sword. Arion’s words had also roused the interest of several other allied soldiers, who were starting to gather around the group of Aiduel’s Guards.

			The bearded officer’s face was flushed, and Arion could see his gaze darting about, taking note of the situation.

			‘Very well,’ the man said. ‘I’ll get that letter. And then I’ll be back.’

			He then turned away, the other red-cloaks following him as he departed. Arion watched them leave, feeling annoyance.

			Lord preserve me, the days when I could be worried by the likes of them are over. They’re one group whom I’m certain I’ll always enjoy killing.

			–

			Later, Arion was sitting at the bedside of Sendar Pavil, who was billeted in a wealthy noble’s home to the east of the plaza. The former king had a dark bruise on his forehead, where a flying plank of wood had struck him a glancing blow, and his left arm and leg were bandaged from cuts, but otherwise he seemed to be on the path to recovery.

			‘I wish I’d seen it all, Arion, and hadn’t been unconscious,’ Sendar was finishing saying. ‘I just caught the end of your fight, and I was half-dazed for that, but what I saw was truly glorious.’

			By the Lord, there’s that word again.

			‘The same could be said for the stand made by you and your men,’ Arion replied. ‘The bards will already be writing songs about the breach, and your name will be in them.’

			‘Ha, I might get a passing mention, but the song will be called Ballad of the Invincible, or some other appropriate title.’ The blonde-haired man winced as he inadvertently moved his left arm, and he said, ‘Hopefully, I’ll be out of this bed by tomorrow.’

			‘I hope so too. We still have some catching up to do.’

			‘We do. And… we talked about it two nights ago, but I want to say it again, Arion. I’m glad that you’re here, that we met again, and that we… have an opportunity to try and rewrite our story.’

			‘As am I, Sendar.’

			‘Just imagine. How wonderful would it have been if what you did yesterday… had happened on the walls of Septholme, or Andarron, and we’d won the war in Andar? But alas, that wasn’t meant to be. However, despite that, our lives aren’t over, and I for one am even more determined to achieve some measure of redemption before I die. Something to be proud of. And for me, our story and our legacy can be transformed in Aiduel’s Gate. If the Third Crusade comes, as Lord Commander Andross expects, you and I can be a key, central part of it. We can be leaders. Heroes. Think of the glory if we conquer the Holy City.’

			Arion nodded. ‘Delrin has said the same thing.’

			‘And he’s right. It feels like our destiny, Arion. It’s your destiny. Why else would The Lord Aiduel have made us suffer so many trials and tribulations, if not to bring us to this place? He’s brought the greatest warrior of this age – you – to this land. Why else would He have done that if not for us to take back Aiduel’s Gate?’

			‘Do you really think so?’

			‘I do. That’s why I’m determined to recover from these injuries, as soon as possible. I need to be ready to fight alongside you before the Third Crusade arrives.’

			–

			That evening, Arion was drinking in a backstreet tavern. After visiting Sendar, he had considered returning to his position on the wall, but the thought of isolating himself in a darkened drinking establishment had seemed far more appealing.

			For several hours, he had been downing a steady flow of wine, whilst thinking about the killing of the prior day, and mulling over Delrin and Sendar’s words.

			By the Lord, everyone’s telling me that it’s my destiny to go to Aiduel’s Gate.

			Indeed, every facet of his life seemed to be pulling him towards the Holy City. Towards that place in the western mountains which he was sure he could sometimes feel pulsing, and which he was close to certain would hold the Gate of his dreams. Towards the destination where Leanna and the barbarian Corin of the Karn had seemed to be heading.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			In his drunken state, his thoughts had strayed back to Leanna. He had been contemplating her betrayal again, and wondering whether she was still alive after choosing to travel with and trusting her life to the red-haired Illborn and his horde of monsters. If so, had she and her new ally ever made it to the Holy City? And if they had, what had they discovered there?

			‘Why should I even care?’ he muttered to himself. ‘She never cared about me.’

			‘Talking to yourself, brother? That might be the first sign of madness.’

			Arion looked up, realising how drunk he was as he felt the world lurch. Delrin was standing beside his table.

			‘Not madness,’ Arion replied, his words slurring. ‘Just drunk.’

			Delrin frowned, but then his expression eased and he sat down on the stool opposite. ‘You look like you’re having a hard time.’

			‘Just drinking. Alone. How’d you find me?’

			‘I sent four men out to scour the drinking holes for you. After one of them reported the condition that you’re in, I thought I’d better come join you.’

			Arion stared down at the floor, suddenly feeling emotional. ‘I’m sorry, Del.’

			‘What for? Getting drunk? It’s noth-’

			‘For everything. For letting our family down. For losing everything we had.’ Arion realised that his lip was trembling.

			‘We’ve already been over this, brother. You did everything that you could. You had no chance against the combined might of Elannis and Dei Magnus and the Holy Church.’

			‘Not true. Something Sendar said, it made me think about it again. I could have done what I did yesterday, maybe, if I’d been there. Could have killed everyone who was attacking us, and saved Septholme. We could have… somehow… won.’

			‘But you weren’t there. You were in Andarron when the invasion came. We’ve been over this, it wasn’t your fault-’

			‘I left them, Del. Kalyane, Gerrion, Karienne, Charl. I left them. I went to Andarron to meet a woman I wanted to fuck, not for the war! And I cheated on my wife, on the day she died. Can you believe that? I lost my honour in those weeks, and I don’t know what to do to get it back. I possess a great gift for killing, but so what? It never means anything. I killed hundreds yesterday, and to what end? Our family’s still dead, and we’ve still lost everything.’

			Delrin was frowning again after hearing Arion’s confession, but his voice was gentle as he said, ‘We’ve not lost everything. You and I have each other, and we have Shalina and Conran. We also have our memories of those whom we lost… and every day we can honour them with our actions. And as I said before, we can still restore glory to our family name, brother, and you can restore your honour, though many here would say that your actions yesterday more than restored it. But just imagine it, if two Sepian brothers are leaders of the force which conquers the Holy Land and Aiduel’s Gate.’

			By the Lord, Aiduel’s Gate. Again.

			After a moment, Arion said, ‘If there was a way to take back our home in Western Canasar, Del, and to have vengeance on those who’ve wronged us, would you do it?’

			‘You know that I can’t do anything about our home. I’m sworn to the Order and to the Holy Land for the rest of my life.’

			‘I know that. I was talking about… me.’ Arion then paused, trying to carefully consider his next words through the fog of alcohol. ‘Can I tell you something, Del? Something connected to my powers, something secret, which I’ve never shared with you before?’

			‘Yes. What is it?’

			‘When we were in Fort Upholder, I talked about the Gate of my dreams with you, which I believe is in the Holy City. Do you remember?’

			‘Of course, yes, I remember.’

			‘But what I haven’t said before, not properly, is that I believe that there’s an almighty power waiting there, at the Gate. A power which only I and a handful of others can ever claim. A divine power… which I think will make anything that I can currently do… look pathetic.’

			Delrin stared at Arion. ‘People are already talking about you as if you’re some kind of supreme holy warrior, brother. That you’re invincible, and blessed by The Lord. If we get to Aiduel’s Gate, are you telling me that you could become even stronger?’

			‘Yes. That’s what I believe. If I claim this power, I think I’ll be strong enough to take back Western Canasar, and Andar, and to do whatever I fucking well like to that bastard Jarrett Berun, and to Elannis and Dei Magnus. I’m certain no one will be able to challenge me.’

			‘But how do you know this?’

			‘Because I dream it, almost every night! You’ve heard me in my sleep, I’m sure. Shouting and ranting like a madman. When I’m not drunk, or killing people, it torments me in my dreams!’

			‘And let’s say that I believe you, and after everything I’ve seen you do in these last few months, after yesterday, I do believe you. Are you going to claim this power?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m not sure that I’m fit to claim it! I suspect that’s why I’ve done nothing about it.’

			‘Not fit?’

			‘Look at me! I’m a drunk and a killer, Del! All I know is war and killing. Someone I cared about even called me a monster! Am I fit to be vastly more powerful than I am right now? An even deadlier weapon? You know me, and you know most of my secrets. Knowing all that, do you really think that I should go to Aiduel’s Gate at the head of a conquering army? If such a power exists, do you really think that I should try to claim it, and to use it?’

			Delrin sat in silence for a long time before he answered the question, his expression suddenly very serious. Eventually, he said, ‘After yesterday, I believe that your destiny must be to go to Aiduel’s Gate, and to be the one who leads our crusading armies to conquer it. Why else would The Lord Aiduel have granted you these powers? And if, when you do that, there’s an opportunity to claim an even greater power so that you can use it to restore what’s ours in Western Canasar – what is yours – and to make things the way they should have been, then why wouldn’t you claim that power? Why wouldn’t you use it to wreak devastation and vengeance on our enemies?’

			‘You really think so?’

			‘Yes, brother. And I’m even more determined now to stand behind you every step of the way, to make sure that we conquer Aiduel’s Gate together, and that you claim your destiny.’

			‘You truly think that this is my destiny?’

			‘Yes, I do.’ Delrin then reached out an arm and placed it around Arion’s shoulder. ‘But before then, come on, you need to sleep this off. Let’s get you back.’

			–

			Sometime later, Arion was slumped on his bedroll, realising that he was exhausted. He closed his eyes, ready for sleep, with an expectation that during the night he would once again be visited by his recurring dream of the Gate.

			However, after slumber took him, a different kind of vision was soon going to arrive…

			–

			He was standing at the quayside on the edge of a city, a place which he recognised immediately as the great harbour of Arron. The midday sun was reflecting off the rippling waters, the dancing light enhancing the breathtaking spectacle which lay before him.

			Dozens of great warships were filling the harbour, comprising many mighty galleons and frigates, seemingly from every corner of Angall. He could see the colours of Elannis, of Dei Magnus, and of the Free Cities, as well as the insignias of many holy orders, and he knew instinctively what he was witnessing.

			

			The vast armada of the Third Crusade was arriving in the Holy Land. The armies intended to recapture Aiduel’s Gate were here, ready to begin their bloody and glorious crusade.

			And there, closest of all, was a grand vessel which had docked at the harbourside, near to his own position. It was apparent from the colours on its flag that this vessel was from Andar.

			He was watching as a company of Andarron soldiers now crossed over the wide gangplank from that ship, before his breath caught as he saw who and what then followed. The man crossing the gangplank and stepping onto the harbourside was a giant, his dark beard full and neatly groomed, and he was wearing a crown which was a symbol of his position. Arion had not seen this man for a long time, but he had vowed that he would one day kill him.

			Shockingly, Jarrett Berun was being followed by a fur-covered beast, a massive creature of the night, a monster which could only have been created by another Illborn…

			And then he saw her, walking behind the beast, and carrying something in her arms. As she crossed the gangplank, she was staring in his direction, seemingly searching the crowd where he was standing. His mouth was suddenly dry, and he was beset with conflicting emotions; she was as beautiful as he remembered, as stunningly flawless as she had been when he had made love to her in a forest glade, during the last day of his old life. The day when almost everything good in his world had ended.

			‘All hail His Royal Majesty King Jarrett the First of Andar, and Her Highness Queen Allana!’

			As he heard a herald declaring these words, her searching gaze finally found him, and her eyes locked with his. There was an upturn at the corners of her mouth as she identified him, and she subtly lifted her cradled arms. And then he finally saw what she was carrying.

			A child…

			–

			When he awoke, his head was throbbing and his heart was pounding.

			He knew immediately what the prophetic vision signified. The Third Crusade was coming to the Holy Land, transported by a vast armada of ships, and this vision confirmed that he would be here in Arron to see it arrive. He knew that this crusade would likely have the objectives of first saving the Enclave, then conquering the Holy Land, and finally claiming Aiduel’s Gate.

			However, he was feeling stunned by the identity of the two people whom he had witnessed disembarking from the lead ship. First, he had seen Jarrett Berun, the backstabbing traitor who was his long-term enemy. This man who had stolen Andar’s crown, and who was now married to the person whom Arion had once thought himself in love with. Berun was going to come to the Holy Land.

			Further, he would be accompanied by Allana dei Monis, the woman whose selfish manipulations had destroyed Arion’s life. Arion had thought that, by travelling to this distant continent, he would forever be free of the other Illborn. But now it seemed that they were destined to meet again.

			He was instantly wary of her objectives. Was she set upon travelling to Aiduel’s Gate? Did she also share Arion’s full recollection of the dream of that Gate, and did she intend to be the one to claim the power? Whatever her reasons, the presence of the accompanying monster seemed to confirm Arion’s suspicion that she had been responsible for creating the creatures which had rampaged through Septholme. The monsters which had killed Kalyane.

			By the Lord, will I never be able to escape her?

			He felt his anger rising, though he could also not ignore the way that Allana’s eyes had searched for him in the vision, or how she had seemed to smile as she had looked at him. Or her incomparable beauty, which even now was seared into his recollections.

			Nor could he forget what she had been carrying in her arms.

			A child. Could it possibly be hers? In the time since he had last seen her, in the many months since they had consummated their mutual lust in a woodland glade, had she carried a child through pregnancy and given birth? That thought and the timeframe led inevitably to the next questions; could he be the father? Was the child his?

			And if it was, what was he going to do?

			He sat up, his mind racing. At least, with the benefit of this vision, he was forewarned. Until Allana dei Monis arrived, he had time to think and to plan. Everyone was telling him that his destiny was Aiduel’s Gate, and he believed that it was, but it seemed now that this destiny was again going to become intertwined with that of the dark-haired woman.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			Allana dei Monis had to be coming here for a reason, and it seemed likely that her eyes and her ambitions would be focused towards the Holy Mountains and the Holy City.

			And elsewhere, somewhere in the desert, Leanna of Arlais and the barbarian Corin of the Karn might also be approaching that city which had long been shut off from the world. They could also be intending to answer the call of the dream.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			Arion frowned. Ever since the fall of Septholme, he had been in mourning, good for little more than drinking and killing. Now, if Allana dei Monis was coming here, he knew that he could no longer wallow in self-pity. Particularly not, if he had become a father.

			It was time for him to try to sober up, and to take a grip on his own future. It was time for him to decide whether and how to embrace his destiny.

		

	
		
			35

			Allana

			

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
After Ascension, 770AA

			Allana was standing at the prow of the Andarron galleon, Western Warrior. The wind was gusting at her back, and she was peering out over the dark, choppy ocean. The autumn sky was overcast, and her mighty ship was pitching and rolling with the cresting waves as it headed away from the coast of Dei Magnus, sailing in a south-westerly direction.

			Several weeks had passed since the bloody coup at the Archlaw’s Palace, when Allana had dominated many of the world’s most powerful men, and had in effect seized control of the Holy Church and the nations of Angall. She was staggered by the scale of what had been accomplished by those in thrall to her during the intervening time.

			‘It’s incredible to be a part of this, isn’t it?’ said Jarrett, who was standing beside her at the ship’s bow. ‘It feels like we’re part of history being made. That we’re in the midst of events which are going to change the future of the world.’

			Jarrett’s hand was resting against Allana’s lower back, ready to steady her if necessary. Allana turned to look at her towering husband, who was almost fully recovered from his brutal beating, and she smiled.

			‘It does,’ she replied. ‘It’s so incredible.’

			

			And you’re not just a part of it, Lana. You’re at the heart of this. It serves your purpose, and it serves you. You are going to change the future of the world.

			In the surrounding ocean, dozens of similar, imposing warships had their white sails fully raised, sailing away from Sen Aiduel. It was an incredible spectacle, a vast armada which was unmatched in living memory. Hundreds of other vessels would be leaving the continent of Angall today, embarking from ports across every nation. This enormous fleet would be carrying approximately fifty thousand soldiers, along with the supplies and personnel required to support that great army.

			Allana had ensured that the Grand Council had decided upon this course of action during the first day of discussion. Ever since then, the wealth, resources and efforts of the continent’s nations had been devoted towards the preparations for this moment.

			The armada’s destination was the Holy Land. The army it carried had the righteous and glorious objective to wage war in that land, to vanquish the infidels, and to conquer and reclaim Aiduel’s Gate. To restore the Holy City to the one true faith.

			They were the Third Crusade.

			Allana placed a second hand onto the ship’s rail, steadying herself. She was entering the final weeks of pregnancy, and her stomach was swollen with child, her ankles feeling heavy. However, her physical condition did nothing to dampen her current exhilaration.

			‘Don’t overdo it, my love,’ said Jarrett. ‘You should rest soon.’

			‘I will. But let’s just enjoy this for a few minutes longer.’

			In a short while, she intended to return to her cabin for a spell of rest, but for now she wanted to witness this historic moment. And anyway, it was more pleasant to savour the freshness of the sea air than to be cooped up in a confined space below decks.

			She knew that the coming weeks of travel were likely to be arduous, particularly if the autumnal seas were rough, and she was aware that she might give birth during the voyage. Indeed, several physicians had tried to dissuade her from making the journey, but Allana had overruled them. She had instead attempted to mitigate the risks, with a handful of healers and a wet nurse onboard to support her as necessary, and her cabin had been fitted out to make it more comfortable and luxurious.

			However, she was in no doubt that she needed to accompany this crusade, whatever physical difficulties it might entail. At the Archlaw’s Palace, Paulius the Fourth had provided confirmation of what Allana was and what she needed to do, and this had resolved her upon her course of action.

			The Third Crusade would clear her path to Aiduel’s Gate, and it would conquer the city for her. From there, she would do the rest.

			Only one can claim the power, Lana. And it’s going to be you.

			After her encounter with the Archlaw, she was certain that she was an Illborn, and that it was her destiny to find the Gate, to claim its power, and to ascend to divinity.

			If anyone tried to stop her, they would be declared an enemy of the Holy Church and threatened with excommunication, and would be forced to face an army of fifty thousand crusading soldiers, a vast force which was commanded by Allana’s devoted imperial servant, Prince Markon El’Augustus.

			She was determined that she and Jarrett would shadow Markon throughout the coming campaign, and that she would direct the prince as appropriate. Whenever necessary, she would be ready to compel him to serve her best interests, no matter the cost to himself or to his army.

			And if that was not enough to vanquish any enemies whom Allana might face, then they would also need to overcome her growing bodyguard of beasts. At this moment, the creature Nionia was standing near to Allana, looming even taller than Jarrett, and ensuring that no one could come close enough to be a threat.

			Jarrett had initially been alarmed and appalled by the monsters, given their similarity to his mother’s transformation, but Allana had compelled him to accept and trust them. She had also created a further two such beasts in the days after the coup at the Archlaw’s Palace, choosing a pair of unfortunate male victims from amongst the prisoners.

			A subdued part of Allana’s mind still whispered that such agonising, forced transformations were an abomination, a heinous crime worse than murder. And even more despicable was how she had betrayed and ruined Nionia. However, she had learned long ago to ignore this guilty voice, and she intended to create yet more feral protectors after her arrival in the Holy Land.

			All five of her beasts were on the galleon, causing disquiet amongst the crew, although no one had the courage to publicly verbalise that unease. After the bloody events in the palace, the Archlaw had declared that the creatures had been sent by The Lord Aiduel to save His Mortal Voice, and to aid in the quest to reconquer the Holy Land. Paulius had also announced that Queen Allana of Andar was to be revered for her courageous role in preventing the attempted coup, and her blessed nature was now marked by the creatures’ apparent dedication to her.

			The Archlaw has served you well, Lana.

			Paulius was the most important of her devoted servants, although he would not accompany this Third Crusade. He had remained in his palace after Allana’s departure, but she knew that he would continue to act in her best interests. Indeed, he had already issued orders to Aiduel’s Guards, and to the Order of Saint Amena, that the blessed Queen Allana was to be protected at all costs.

			Allana took a deep breath, feeling satisfied as she inhaled the salty ocean air. The Holy Land awaited her across the sea, and she was comfortable that she had orchestrated everything necessary to ensure her success when she arrived. She was also confident that Archlaw Paulius had completed her knowledge of what she needed to do.

			Everything’s in place, Lana.

			With that thought, she stretched and said, ‘I’m going to go back below decks now, Jarrett. It’s time for me to rest.’

			–

			

			Before returning to her own cabin, accompanied by the beast Nionia, she moved to the bow end of the corridor on the first level below decks. A Berun soldier was standing guard outside a locked room, which contained two important captives whom Allana had decided to transport to the Holy Land.

			The guardsman unlocked and opened the door at Allana’s request, and she peered into the cabin. It was cramped and dimly lit, illuminated by a single small candle, with very little floor space. Other than a chamber pot, the only furniture was a pair of narrow, occupied bunks set into the wall.

			Not a pleasant place to spend the entire voyage, Lana.

			The first of the two occupants was Karienne Sepian, whom Allana had sent for weeks earlier. The pale girl swung her legs down to the floor after noticing her visitor, then bowed her head and meekly said, ‘Your Highness.’

			‘I trust that you’re content with your new accommodation, Karienne?’ asked Allana. ‘I just wanted to check on how you’re settling in.’

			‘Yes, Queen Allana, very content,’ replied the Sepian girl, keeping her head lowered. ‘Thank you… for visiting us. And for allowing us this cabin.’

			‘It was the least that I could do,’ said Allana, feeling benevolent. ‘We have a long journey ahead. And I thought that you would both welcome each other’s company, after the time that you’ve spent alone.’

			‘Yes. Thank you, Your Highness. I’m very grateful.’

			Sepian’s tone did not sound as appreciative as her words, but Allana was satisfied that the girl had been appropriately respectful.

			

			The same could not be said of her older bunkmate, however. The woman with greying blonde hair on the upper bunk had made little movement during this exchange. Her head now turned towards Allana, revealing hollowed cheeks on an emaciated face. This woman might once have been pretty, like her absent daughter, though certainly never beautiful like Allana. However, a year of imprisonment beneath the Archlaw’s Palace had clearly destroyed her looks, and there was a defeated emptiness in her gaze.

			The woman’s name was Elisa Cooper. She was the mother of the Angel of Arlais, and her captivity had been revealed by High Priest Vars Enblim. Allana had subsequently learned of the terrible mistreatment which Cooper had endured after being captured by Aiduel’s Guards. The woman’s husband had apparently suffered even worse, having been tortured to death after failing to reveal the whereabouts of his missing daughter.

			How typical of the Angel of Arlais, Lana, to act so selfishly. To think only about herself, and to abandon her parents to such an awful fate.

			‘And do you have anything to say?’ she asked, feeling irritated by the blonde-haired woman’s continuing silence.

			‘Thank you, Your Highness,’ murmured the woman Elisa. There was a lisp to her voice, the result of two missing front teeth.

			‘Very good,’ said Allana. ‘In that case, I’ll leave you both. I hope that you’ll enjoy the journey.’

			She exited the tiny cabin, feeling reassured to have the two women in her custody. Given the recent news which had arrived from the Holy Land, she was particularly thankful that she had issued orders weeks earlier for Karienne to be transported to Sen Aiduel.

			The people of the Dei Magnun capital had rejoiced just days prior when a ship had brought news that the city of Arron remained under the control of the Holy Church, having survived an extended siege. However, Allana’s prime interest had been the name of the city’s saviour during its epic final battle, a renowned hero titled Arion the Invincible, who had apparently fought alone in a breach in the wall while slaying hundreds of infidel warriors.

			He might be waiting for you in Arron, Lana. How would he react if you were to tell him that he’s the father of your child?

			Allana recognised that Arion was now a rival and a potential threat, and the possibility of reuniting with him elicited several conflicting emotions. However, she could not ignore that one of these was a dark and tantalising excitement.

			There had been no equivalent news to separately confirm the Angel of Arlais’s whereabouts, but Allana suspected that the priestess might be in Arion’s company, and the woman was another potentially deadly threat.

			Therefore, Allana was aware that if she was ever going to face the other two Illborn in future, it would do her no harm to have their loved ones in her possession. No harm at all.

			–

			Shortly afterwards, Allana had returned to her cabin, leaving the beast Nionia standing sentry outside. As much as possible had been done to make the cabin space more comfortable for Allana’s journey, with a luxurious bed and mattress installed, and a padded chair. The cabin was at the stern of the ship, beneath the quarterdeck, and it enjoyed better light and larger windows, which now offered a view of the vast armada which was trailing Allana’s galleon.

			Allana settled herself into the chair, then reached for the small lockbox which was chained to the table beside her. She extracted a key from her pocket, inserted it into the secure container, then raised the lid, revealing the contents.

			On the way to the ship, this lockbox had held three items, two of which were the medallions which Allana had retrieved from the Archlaw’s Palace. These silver artifacts had subsequently been removed and placed within a secure Berun treasury chest in the hold. Allana had not wanted to be constantly near to the medallions’ debilitating effect when in her cabin, even though they offered the gift of a dreamless sleep, but again she had assessed that it might be advantageous in future for her to retain them.

			Now, the only item within the lockbox was a yellowing, rolled parchment. This document was another gift from the Archlaw, one which he had referred to as his, ‘most important possession’. Paulius had treated this document with reverence, and indeed he had told Allana that its words had been written by The Lord Aiduel, before He Ascended.

			She had read this scroll numerous times already, but it had become her daily habit to reread it, and she unrolled it again now to absorb its contents:

			 

			Archlaw Bahone of Aiduel’s Gate

			Archlaw Moneer of Sen Aiduel

			 

			My friends Bahone and Moneer

			Within this letter, I record my farewell and my final prophecy.

			Know by my seal that these are my own words, written with my own hand whilst I spend my last hours at home in Aiduel’s Gate. Please therefore accept them as truth.

			Amena, my beloved wife, and the last of my Disciples, is dying. She has only days or even hours left, and my heart is breaking. With her passing, I feel that my connection to that wonderful group of people who once remade a world with me will also be passing away. My family will all be dead, and the end of an era is beckoning.

			Following years of contemplation, I have come to a decision, and am resolved upon a course of action. After Amena’s death, I plan to leave this mortal world. I will carry my wife’s body through the sacred, sealed tunnel behind the waterfall, I will climb the forbidden path to the Gate, and I will ascend to heaven.

			I will leave this world and, in doing so, I will become something more than I am now. My current powers are vast, and I am immortal. I know that I will not – indeed, cannot – die, unless I choose to.

			However, after surrendering my mortal form, I will become something even greater than that. I will become an all-powerful, all-seeing, and omnipresent deity. By this action, I will be able to watch over and to shepherd the world and its peoples forever.

			After I am gone, the Holy Church will become the responsibility of the two of you, and I wholeheartedly trust that the Church and my legacy will both thrive under the benevolent and astute leadership of Archlaws Bahone and Moneer, and your eminent successors. My Archlaws shall become my Mortal Voice in the world, and shall guide the Holy Church to deliver my will.

			I have great pride in the things that I and we have achieved in these last seventy-two years. Think about my many titles. Breaker of Shackles, Leader of the Faith, Heaven’s Messenger, Conqueror, Destroyer of Tyrants, Founder of the Republic. If someone had told an illiterate slave boy, as he laboured in a toxic mine under the whip of Angall slavers, that he would one day conquer and re-shape a world, he would have scoffed.

			And think about the things which we have changed for the better. The overthrow of the cruel Angallic Empire. The forming of the Republic. The destruction of slavery and tyranny. And the building of a unified faith and law, a force for good in the world. Under our collective efforts, our world is a far happier place than the one I was born into, and for this I am rightly proud.

			Indeed, I made a vow to make the world a better place, my friends, shortly after I came into my powers. And I hope that when you are later judging my legacy, that you will agree that we have achieved this.

			On the day of Amena’s death, I therefore intend to pass, without ceremony or goodbyes, through the sacred, sealed tunnel. I will then climb the mountain beyond Aiduel’s Gate, and will surrender my mortal form, ascending to heaven. From there, I will watch over you all, and I shall guide you, protect you, judge you and love you. All I ask in return is your devotion, faith and love, and your commitment to the continuation of the faith and the Holy Church.

			I thank the two of you in advance for the devoted service which I know you will offer.

			However, I now come to the true purpose of this letter, my last prophecy before I depart this mortal world.

			My recent dreams have been troubled, and I have experienced many prophetic visions of future events which may come to pass. I do not know when these foreseen events will occur, and I truly believe that the future is not yet set in stone. With your actions, it can be shaped for the cause of good, and the nightmare of catastrophe can still be averted.

			To aid you, I therefore offer this prophecy and warning.

			

			When the sky darkens above Sen Aiduel, when the sun disappears and day falls into night in moments beneath a Great Darkening, five evil and unnatural beings will come into the world, five entities which shall be born of woman without man. These Illborn creatures will take human form, but they are not of our kind, and each shall be cursed with sin and darkness.

			These five shall be linked to the Gate, and it will call to them in their dreams, time and time again. Those dreams will reveal unholy visions; of an ascent by five people along the winding, forbidden mountain path to the ethereal archway of the Gate, of awe at witnessing the Gate and a figure within, and horror at a dread deed which follows. By those dreams shall these five Illborn be marked and identified.

			The Gate’s call will also trigger their powers. Those unnatural powers shall be a weak echo of my own, at first; abilities to see the future, to read and control other’s thoughts, and to manipulate the world and the people around them. But their powers will grow and grow, as will their impulse to seek out the source.

			To find the Gate. To claim the power.

			And if they are allowed to reach the Gate, and claim its power, they will come into their full strength and will become dark gods. If they do so, they will shatter the Holy Church and the faith, and will drown the world in blood and war.

			This is my final prophecy and warning.

			

			These five Illborn will be servants of evil, and they must be stopped before the dark events foreseen can ever come to pass. They must never be allowed to find the Gate and claim the power. They must be killed before such devastation can ever come to be.

			Their coming shall be a test of the faith, a test which the faithful must face and conquer without my direct intervention. But take hope, friends; as I said, the future is not yet written, and I believe that this prophecy is a warning of an outcome which only may come to pass. Through your diligence and devoted service, and that of your successors, I believe that it can be prevented.

			That is the mission and the burden which I bequeath to you and to every future Archlaw. Conceal the knowledge of the Gate from the world and the Holy Church if you deem it necessary, lest it becomes a tool for these Illborn, and write it out of my history. And save the world and the faith by finding and killing these abominations.

			I ask you to keep the existence of this letter and my prophecy a closely-guarded secret, my friends, for I would not want to spread fear in the world, nor undermine the Holy Church’s work by offering knowledge of these evil beings and their connection with the Gate. But I want you to be ready, and I want you to ensure that the Holy Church is ready, and that every future Archlaw is ready. If these Illborn come, you must find them and kill them.

			

			And so, with these words, I leave you. I want you to follow your own hearts and judgement in respect of the actions which you decide to take in relation to this letter and my departure. However, I command you to continue to act in the best interests of our people, and to protect and preserve the institutions of the Holy Church and the Republic.

			Finally, I ask you to gather the medallions which I have made. I believe that these sacred medallions, first granted to the Disciples, will subdue the powers of these five Illborn, as they have also subdued my powers. I therefore wish for them to be safeguarded by you in case they are needed as a weapon to weaken and to defeat this future evil.

			And with that last instruction, I bid you farewell, my friends. May you live in peace, may you go in my grace, and may you forever walk in the light.

			Aiduel

			 

			After she finished reading, Allana placed the scroll back into the chest. She could feel her heart beating faster, as it always did after she absorbed these words.

			When Archlaw Paulius had given her the letter, he had said, ‘This explains why you and your kind must be killed, and why you must never reach Aiduel’s Gate to claim the power there.’

			Paulius had possessed little more knowledge than had been contained in the document. However, based upon what The Lord Aiduel had written, Allana could comprehend the Archlaw’s reaction, and could understand why he had been so determined to kill Allana and her fellow Illborn.

			According to the letter, she was an ‘evil and unnatural being’, someone who was ‘cursed with sin and darkness’. That was how The Lord Aiduel described her kind. From the descriptions which followed, there could be no doubt that she was one of these Illborn, these five beings who were destined to ‘drown the world in blood and war’.

			But why should you let such an accusation worry you, Lana? As long as you’re safe, and protected, and powerful, does any of the rest of it even matter?

			She would not refrain from doing something which would give her immense power and security, just because some ancient prophecy warned against it. There was no way that The Lord Aiduel, if He had truly authored the letter, could know who Allana was or what she intended to do. Her choices and actions were entirely of her own volition.

			But anyway, as far as she was concerned, the most important sentence in the letter was ‘if they are allowed to reach the Gate, and claim its power, they will come into their full strength and will become dark gods.’

			It confirmed what she already believed; if she found the Gate, and claimed its power, she would become much more than she already was. She would become a goddess, a divine figure worthy of worship and devotion. Therefore, rather than deterring her from her chosen course of action, the letter reinforced her ambition that she must be the one to claim the power.

			

			If she did, could she become as almighty as The Lord Aiduel had been, or even greater than Him? Would it also make her immortal, such that she would never again be threatened or endangered? Such that she could always protect her child? It was a divinely enticing thought, no matter what the cost to others might need to be to allow her to achieve such a deified status. To allow her to be worshipped and loved by all.

			After reading Aiduel’s words, Allana deemed The Lord to be a hypocrite. He had been happy to possess such power, but then he demanded that Allana’s kind be prevented from obtaining it, because of the impact that it might have on other people. How could that be fair? If there were consequences for others of allowing her to take these powers, then that was not Allana’s concern.

			ONLY ONE CAN CLAIM THE POWER.

			No, she would put herself first. In doing so, she would become foremost amongst everyone. She would be pre-eminent amongst the Illborn, superior to the others if they survived, and able to destroy them if they threatened her.

			KILL THEM TO MAKE IT YOURS. KILL THEM ALL!

			She felt certain that, once she possessed the power of the Gate, no one would ever again be able to challenge or to hurt her. She would be a living miracle, an immortal, and everyone would be ready to bow down to her in worship.

			To Queen Allana, their flawless, beautiful goddess.

			And then she would reign supreme. And she would survive, whatever the cost.

			Forever.

		

	
		
			

			Epilogue
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			Year of Our Lord,
Before Ascension, 72BA

			–

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Aiduel

			–

			Year of Our Lord,
Before Ascension, 72BA

			

			The other children were waiting when Aiduel emerged from the passageway behind the waterfall. His clothes were wet after passing through the cascading waters beside the lake, just minutes earlier, and they were clinging to his body as he rose to his feet.

			He had been the last amongst their group to enter the claustrophobic passage through the rock, scrambling on his stomach along the long, low tunnel beneath the mountain, heading towards the distant light at the far end. Pellina had been at the forefront this time, followed by Tennus, then Menira, and finally Kellon. Aiduel had patiently trailed the latter’s slow and weary progress, offering words of encouragement despite his excitement to move more quickly and to witness what Pellina had described.

			‘It’s a path,’ she had announced whilst they had been huddled behind the waterfall, before completing her description of what she had seen beyond the end of the tunnel by adding, ‘A winding path, on the side of the mountain.’

			The dark-haired girl had once again proven her will to survive by discovering the natural passageway and the escape route which it seemed to offer, and for that they all owed her their thanks. Aiduel had been losing hope prior to then, believing that they were going to be trapped on the plateau by the slavers who were pursuing them. But the tunnel through the mountain offered a new chance for freedom, and it might still prove to be their salvation.

			After standing upright, he looked around now to absorb the surrounding views. The passageway had emerged at the edge of a deep chasm between mountains, along which a warm wind was whipping. Behind him, the mountain which they had passed under towered skywards, its dark and sheer rock face hidden from the sun. Across from the group’s position, separated by an unpassable abyss, another bleak and oppressive peak rose vertiginously. And in every other direction, the mountainsides climbed vertically into the sky, confirming to Aiduel that he was deep within a vast range of peaks.

			But on this side of the chasm, the smooth stone ledge upon which they were standing soon widened, and could be seen to wind gradually upwards along the side of the curving mountain face. It eventually disappeared from view in the distance as the sheer rock walls curled to the right, before reappearing even further up the mountainside far ahead where the cliff faces curved back to the left.

			It was Pellina’s winding path, on the side of the mountain.

			‘What now, Aiduel?’ asked Menira, and he realised that the blonde-haired girl was nervous.

			He looked around again and said, ‘We’ve two choices. The first is that we wait here, hiding. We can then hope that the slavers never find the passageway, and that they eventually decide to leave. And if they find this passage, we… we try to stop them, before they get out of the tunnel.’ His eyes then returned to the winding path. ‘And the second choice is… we go on.’

			As the others started to discuss these options, Aiduel felt distracted, and he recognised that his own decision had already been made. He could see the stone pathway disappearing to the right again even further in the distance, much higher above, and he understood then that he was going to follow that path on the side of the mountain. He was going to ascend to wherever it led, regardless of what his companions decided.

			He was feeling the same instinct which had originally drawn him to the clifftop, and which had led to the wonderful discovery of the lush plateau. And that instinct was telling him to continue, whispering into his subconscious mind that he should follow this path unto its end. He was suddenly and irrevocably certain that he must continue onwards, to find… something which would make this great journey more than worthwhile, and which would render his sufferings of recent years insignificant…

			‘…I’ll do whatever Aiduel wants to do,’ he heard Tennus saying. There was then a pause before the stocky boy added, ‘Aiduel?’

			He realised that the others were all staring at him, and he forced himself to refocus upon them.

			‘I’m going… sorry, I think we should all go onwards,’ he said.

			‘Are you sure?’ asked Kellon. ‘I’m so tired. So very tired. And it looks so far. Can’t we stay here, please?’

			Aiduel felt sympathy for the weaker red-headed boy, but he shook his head and said, ‘No, it’s not safe to wait here. We need to carry on, we need to keep moving. And you can make it, Kellon. We all can. We’ll all need to help each other to… reach the top of that path.’

			He could see that Kellon appeared unconvinced, as was a frowning Menira, but Pellina announced, ‘I’ll do what Aiduel wants to do. I’m following Aiduel.’

			‘Me too,’ said Tennus.

			That seemed to sway the doubters. Menira nodded, then came to stand beside the weary Kellon, placing her hand onto the small boy’s back.

			‘Let’s go,’ stated Aiduel.

			As he then started to walk along the gently rising mountain path, he checked once to ensure that the others were all following behind him. After that, his eyes and his thoughts became focused upon the smooth stone pathway ahead, which continued to wind snake-like along the side of the mountain. As he walked on, he could not escape the growing and gnawing sense that something was waiting for him at the end of this path, something which was causing him to disregard his own suggestion about helping the others.

			Something powerful.

			However, even with his thoughts distracted, he still noticed that there was silence amongst the group as they ascended the stone ledge beside the deep abyss. He was also aware that the warm wind was gusting as he continued upwards, and as he placed one determined foot after the other, but his prior fatigue was now just a memory. Indeed, as he fixated upon the ascent of the path in the time which followed, his companions were also becoming close to forgotten.

			Instead, he concentrated upon the steady climb, drawing unrelentingly closer to whatever might be awaiting him at the end. He was lost in that focus, seemingly floating within a waking dream, and he was unsure whether minutes or hours had passed when he heard Menira’s subdued announcement of, ‘Aiduel, you’re glowing.’

			After hearing her words, he looked down at his body, and he experienced a momentary flicker of surprise and awe as he realised that she was correct. A golden shimmer had indeed wrapped around his torso, previously unnoticed amidst his determination to progress onwards. Tendrils of radiant light were also extending out along his limbs, and he raised his shimmering right hand in front of his face to inspect it, feeling fascinated as he turned back towards the others.

			He observed then that they had also begun to glow, a process which was ongoing as golden light coiled around and began to encase their youthful forms.

			Tennus gasped as he experienced this, but sounded confused as he then murmured, ‘What’s happening?’

			Kellon was shaking his head in apparent bewilderment, though he otherwise remained silent as his body was gradually becoming wreathed in the same glowing light.

			‘I’m scared,’ said Pellina, in that moment sounding like the little girl that she was as she extended and twisted her shining arms before her. However, she seemed distracted by her own brilliance, and the latter word seemed to fade away before she completed it.

			‘Aiduel…’ whispered Menira, her body and face now almost fully concealed by the golden light, her pretty features finally fading from sight behind the blazing radiance of her new form.

			‘It’s going to be alright,’ said Aiduel, but he was becoming lost again in his own thoughts, increasingly mesmerised by the light engulfing his body and by the compelling belief that he had to continue relentlessly onwards. He needed to reach the end of this winding path, to encounter this thing which now seemed far more important than the friends whom he had cared for and protected, and vastly more significant than the life which he had lived until that moment.

			As an afterthought, as he became aware that his entire body was now fully cocooned within the radiant golden light, he murmured, ‘Trust me.’

			At that moment though, as he looked at his companions, whose features were now hidden within shining forms of light, he was consumed with the notion of what might be waiting for him at the end of the path.

			And he hungered for it, like a moth to a flame.

			Indeed, as he recommenced his now inexorable ascent of the winding mountain path, his own form ablaze with a blinding light, he no longer cared that he and his friends were not speaking. Nor would it have troubled his blinkered mind had he understood that they had shared the last words which any of them would ever speak to each other during their current lifetime.

			Instead, the boy Aiduel walked on, ascending ever higher upon the side of the mountain, and the four children walked with him.

		

	
		
			THE ILLBORN SAGA WILL 
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