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    'In the third era a leader shall arise, to save he must destroy. 
 
    The one without a mark, without a gift, without strength, he  shall become the one with all marks save one,  
 
    all gifts save one, all strengths save one. 
 
    The marks shall be gained at a great cost, forged in the fire of the mountain, when he overcomes death. 
 
    He shall rise or fall, when the Stones of Power are united again, 
 
    He shall be the force of Change. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing under the ancient oak tree which dominated the woods around Hornsfly village, Mordyar waited patiently as his man servants placed a chest in front of him. With a snap of his fingers, he unlocked the latch, smiling as he thought about the uniform inside which he had been preserving for just such an occasion.  
 
    The long, dark robes matched the style of the renowned magicians of Coffal. But while their robes stood to him only as a symbol of those who had hidden away with their gift of magic, unwilling to stand against the suffering of the unmarked, he would remake the image of the dark robed magician into a symbol of liberation for all the unmarked he was soon to free. 
 
    Once the robes were on his body, Mordyar released his long, crimson colored hair, allowing it to flow down the length of his back, knowing that the survivors he would allow to escape from this battle would carry the tale of the dark-robed, fiery-haired sorcerer far and wide, instilling fear into the hearts of those who would soon meet him in battle. 
 
    Eager to begin, he took up his black gloves and motioned to the fifty unmarked men who had chosen to follow him. Striding into the clearing that stood before the meager barricade the residents of Hornsfly had constructed from wooden fence posts, wagons, furniture, and recently cut brush, he could hardly keep from laughing. 
 
    The villagers were gathered behind their meager protection with their bows, wooden shields, and farm tools held up defensively. They were not going to give up their village without a fight. 
 
    Do they really think they can stop me with pitchforks and overturned wagons?  
 
    He walked forward at the front of his small group of loyal followers. Untrained as his soldiers were, the men who were now fanning out around him could never overtake this village alone, but with his help it would be an easy, one-sided victory. This first battle would serve many purposes. It would reinforce to his men that they had made a wise choice putting their faith in him, and it would establish the reputation of Mordyar, the man who had been born with no gift, but had gained them all. 
 
    All but one. 
 
    Though of what consequence could a sixth, unknown gift be in a world where he possessed the strongest of all magic that could be had? 
 
    From behind the barricade a man shouted, “Fire,” and a volley of arrows soared up into the sky. Mordyar raised his hands, and with a gust of wind, threw the arrows up high into the sky. He then turned them back so they flew over the barricade and into the group of village leaders who sat on horseback far behind the front line of battle. Cowards, Mordyar thought. He kept walking, ignoring the screams of the wounded. 
 
    With a twisting motion with his hand, as though plucking an apple from the sky, he formed a ball of fire that danced above his fingertips. Wanting to pick his next target carefully, Mordyar called upon his enhanced vision and scanned the defenses and the crowds of huddled villagers beyond. 
 
    “Spare the front line,” he said to his men who were marching with him. “They are unmarked.” 
 
    He prepared another fireball with his left hand, then threw the twin orbs up over the defenses, aiming for the ranks of men who stood behind those who had obviously been forced to man the front lines.  
 
    Mordyar halted his approach and spoke with a magically magnified voice. “My brothers, those who put you on the front line are the same men who have oppressed you your entire lives.” He pressed his hands out in front of himself and pushed the small, protective wall away to reveal the unmarked men cowering in a line. “I have come to take you away from this,” he said, waving his hand around, pointing at the village.  
 
    “Hornsfly, like all the other villages in this land, treats you like you are expendable. You are paid unfair wages, ignored, mocked, persecuted, starved, beaten, and even killed. They do this because you were born with no mark. But that will all change. I have come to gather my people,” Mordyar said, spreading his arms wide to indicate the fifty who cheered heartily at his words. “I have come to gather the unmarked.” 
 
    As he walked forward, some of the unmarked villagers regained their footing and stood uncertainly, looking to the remaining village leadership. Mordyar dropped a hardened air dome over a group of ten of these men who stood close together, and threw out a magical net that entangled another man, dropping him to the ground. He did not blame them for their cowering ways; the persecuted life of an unmarked one, a life he himself knew all too well, would leave all but the fiercest souls weak and indecisive. 
 
    Soon this would all change for them though. Soon they would see his power and join with him. As he came closer, he watched for anyone who still seemed to have fight in them. Stooping so that he could place his hands upon the ground, he closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment until he felt the ground begin to shake. He then opened his eyes and focused his magic even more until the shaking became so great that it opened before him, swallowing the majority of the marked villagers who had gathered against him.  
 
    He smiled with satisfaction. The fight had not even properly begun, and it was already over. But Mordyar was not interested in the fight. He had come for a much more important reason; he had come to build up his army. In a flash, he restrained the surviving marked men, knowing he would need them later to carry word of his feats this day to the surrounding towns and villages. 
 
    When all the unmarked men from the village were trapped and could not move, he moved to the group of dying village leaders who were riddled with arrows or burned by his fireballs. He grabbed one man up off the ground and dragged him to a place where the unmarked could see him. “A level three strongarm,” Mordyar said with a smile. “Come here Taylor,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    One of Mordyar’s soldiers stepped forward and bowed his head down. “Yes, Great Sorcerer Mordyar?” 
 
    “You’ve always wanted to be a strongarm,” Mordyar said. He took Taylor’s hand and placed it on the man in front of him, then began performing a spell to transfer the gift from the villager to Taylor. 
 
    The man on the ground in front of him clenched his jaw tight and screamed out, “No! Get away from me!” 
 
    Ignoring him, Mordyar plunged a dagger into the man’s heart, completing the ritual. Three red marks appeared on Taylor’s shoulder where there had previously been none. As the marks darkened, Taylor’s muscles grew and he filled out instantly. Taylor grinned broadly, but quickly the smile left his mouth as he fell down to one knee. “What’s happening?” he asked, looking up to Mordyar. 
 
    “When a gift is first given, it takes some time for your body to adjust. Trust me,” Mordyar answered with a smile. “I would never do anything to harm one of my people.” 
 
    Taylor sank down to the ground, but had a satisfied smile on his face. “I know you wouldn’t,” he responded. 
 
    Mordyar turned away and looked back at the unmarked men from the village. “In a matter of moments, Taylor will have regained his strength, and he will live the rest of his life with the gift of strength. This is what I do for my followers. We take the marks from those who oppress us,” he pointed at the dying village leaders, “and we get our revenge.” 
 
    He raised his hands in the air and, with magic, brought several village leaders forward and dropped them on the ground in front of him. “Who else would like a mark?” 
 
    As Mordyar transferred the gifts from the village leaders to his soldiers, Taylor gained his strength back and rose to his feet. Using his enhanced strength, Taylor helped haul the bodies close so Mordyar could preserve his power for transferring the gifts. “Where is the prison?” Mordyar asked one of the unmarked who was trapped in the earth. 
 
    The man pointed into the village, “Down the main street, in the basement of the large, brick building.” He then looked questioningly at Mordyar. “Why do you want to go to the prison?” 
 
    The tall sorcerer dispelled the hardened air dome that had restrained the unmarked, and reached down to help the man to his feet.  
 
    “All of the marked are required to transfer gifts to those who follow me,” Mordyar began. “And any unmarked we may find there will be liberated. This is why I have come; to gather my brothers and liberate them. And someday, at the day of The Changing, I will liberate the whole world. It has been prophesied, and will surely come to pass. I am he who was born without a mark, without a gift. Yet forged in the fire of the mountain, I have overcome death. I have become the fire of the mountain, and I come to burn all the stubble before me. Today I proclaim myself the Force of Change. Will you join me, brothers? Will you help me to change the world?” 
 
    One by one the men stood on their feet and joined the fifty Mordyar had brought with him. Their acceptance was subtle, but he could see a fire had been lit in their eyes. And this is exactly what he wanted to see. Fire. A fire that would spread across all lands.  
 
    With a single nod of his head, Mordyar’s fifty fanned out through the village, led by the new recruits from Hornsfly. Within minutes, the sounds of screaming women, and the smell of smoke reached Mordyar. He was certain his new followers would be uncertain about his methods this first time, but the villages of the marked in this land would need to serve as an example to the whole world. After claiming all of the unmarked from a corrupt, and overgrown wilderness of mankind, he would, like any good pioneer, clear the land in the most efficient way possible. These would become scorched lands, but once cleared, they would be ready for growing an army that would follow him to the ends of the earth. 
 
    They would follow him and help him to claim the Stones of Power. It was only a matter of patience. The Stones would gather eventually – it had been prophesied - and they would be looking for their master! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kaz kicked his horse into action, charging down the packed dirt road, trying to gain all the speed he could from the animal. The air rushed through his short cropped, sandy hair as he lowered his body down close to the horse’s neck. “Steady,” he whispered to the animal as he darted forward at full speed. “Hold steady,” he repeated as he focused his enhanced sight far down the road. The four red marks next to his left eye flared to life as he strained to see the small object he was after. It was nowhere in sight. 
 
    He pulled the reins to slow down the horse as he came to a bend in the road. When the road sprawled out in front of him, he saw what he was looking for. On the left side of the road, almost in the ditch, was a small leather sack. This was the prize, and just beyond the leather sack was a group of soldiers all watching him. He gripped the pommel hard with his right hand and shifted his weight so he could lean over and grab the bag. He slowed the horse down slightly as Mylot had taught him, and started reaching down with his left hand. Normally he would bring the horse to a complete stop, but he needed to get that sack as quickly as possible and return it to Mylot. 
 
    Leaning forward and to the left, stretching his hand out, he felt unbalanced, but he stayed there and stretched. His fingers brushed the bag and he gripped tight on the leather. When he had the bag in hand, he tried to straighten himself, but he had leaned over to far. He slipped and his left hand hit the ground, bouncing a little on the road. 
 
    “Slow down!” he shouted at the horse as he saw the road rushing past him in a blur. As the horse slowed down to a walk, Kaz used his left hand to push off the road and right himself in the saddle. Grabbing the pommel with both hands, he kicked the horse’s flanks and yelled to encourage his mount forward. Within moments he was thundering down the road toward the group of fifty men on horseback who were all eagerly cheering him on. 
 
    The riders were dressed in light riding armor that had the crest of Omer on the pauldrons. From the look of them, nobody would have guessed that just a week ago most of them had been in Omer’s dungeon. Now the same loyalty to country that had gotten them locked up was the reason they were en route to Lexingar; the local baron there was in danger of assassination by Mordyar’s agents, and they were bound to foil the plot if possible. 
 
    Kaz rode past many of them waving the leather sack in his hand as he went to the front of the line and handed it to Mylot. 
 
    “Done!” Kaz declared as he gasped for breath. 
 
    “You are panting as much as the horse,” Mylot said with a grin. 
 
    “Not everyone has the gift of enhanced strength,” Kaz argued. “It actually takes effort for me to manage those crazy moves you showed me.” 
 
    Mylot looked to his right at a soldier. “How did you think he did?” 
 
    “Not bad,” the man answered with a smile, “for a monkey clinging to a Krydox.” A burst of laughter went up among the men as they gathered around in a circle to enjoy the show. 
 
    “Be nice!” Kaz blurted out. “I tried to keep up my speed!” 
 
    “Ah, but you fell short by more than a minute by my reckoning!” Kaspar, one of the men whom Kaz had not yet gotten to know very well, clapped him on the shoulder and then reached a hand out to one of his fellows, receiving three silver coins and a sour look. 
 
    “Sorry,” Mylot said, shaking his head. “Retrieving it is only half the task. You need to pick it up without nearly breaking your skull open in the process.” Mylot opened the leather sack and pulled out the last of the sweet rolls that had been sent along with the group by the generous kitchen staff at Omer’s Keep.. “It’s like I’ve been telling you,” he added as he ripped a piece off and tossed the piece to Kaz, “it’s all about balance, speed, strength, and your ability to control your horse,” he said with a satisfied look. 
 
    “And years of practice,” Kaz added as he bit into his small piece of bread. Kaz knew Mylot had trained his entire life for the Lexingar tournaments and had been raised to win, but it was still irksome that in their week of riding he still wasn’t able to do anything that Mylot made look so easy. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the fact that he realized all these men could do with some lighthearted distraction after a long, unjust incarceration, he might have given up after the first day of “training.” However, it made him happy to know that he was providing a distraction to his companions, and keeping up moral. In fact, he had decided to keep up his most goofy antics, despite the fact that the weight of his experiences over the previous year had in fact given him a more mature perspective on things than even his Gran might have hoped for when he had set out on his Troven. 
 
    “Maybe,” Kaz began with a mischievous smile, “if I switch out your horse for a wild goat, it would even things out.” 
 
    Mylot laughed out loud and ripped a small chunk off the roll to make Kaz’s portion almost equal to Mylot’s own. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied, taking the sweet, though slightly dry bread, and popping it into his mouth. In the past week since they had left Omer’s Keep, Kaz had spent almost the entire trip riding next to Mylot. Despite his first impressions of the young nobleman, Kaz was starting to enjoy Mylot’s company quite a bit. He was impressed by the little ways he cared for the men in their group, and by the confidence with which he led them. 
 
    As the group got back onto the road, and the chattering, laughter, and final exchanges of bet money died down, Kaz grabbed a folded piece of paper from his shirt pocket and settled into the activity which had consumed most of his quiet time since leaving the Keep. 
 
    “How is that translation coming?” Mylot asked as he leaned over to look at the paper in Kaz’s hand. 
 
    “I finished translating the titles of each bottle,” Kaz responded. He reached back to his saddlebag and pulled out a small notebook, then flipped it open.  
 
    “So do you know what they do?” Mylot asked excitedly. 
 
    “The titles are really vague,” Kaz responded. “Change Potion. Grip Potion. Blast Potion. Break Potion. Gone Potion. I’ve started working on translating the instructions for one. Hide Potion. That sounded pretty fun.”  
 
    Kaz had received a small box of potions created by the  desert magicians from his friend Kire the night before they had set out for Lexingar. Though the old fellow had told him that each came with instructions, what he had failed to mention was that the instructions were written in an ancient, foreign language. 
 
    Emitting yet another deep sigh of frustration as he looked over the set of instructions he held in his hand, he couldn’t help but smile to himself, realizing that Kire had certainly left out that bit of information on purpose. It was Kire’s way to create difficult, frustrating situations that would require Kaz to use both his mind and his gift to solve the problem. 
 
    It had taken him two whole days of mulling the problem over in his mind before he realized there was actually a way for him to understand the instructions that had come along with the potions. was able to translate them was for him to think back to the time he was sorting books in Kire’s library. He cleaned each page of an old dictionary, using the Sight Stone he was able to bring back to his recollection the words. Unfortunately, the words seemed to be in no particular order, so for each word he wanted to translate it seemed he needed to translate it was like he needed to scan through an entire book. Although it was not a physical exercise, it was draining and painstakingly slow. He looked down at his notebook and began reading what he had translated. “Hide Potion: This potion, created from shells of a snail, sand of the desert, pure water and magic gives the one who drinks…” 
 
    “What?” Mylot asked with a raised eyebrow. “What power does it give?” 
 
    Kaz shrugged his shoulders, “I’ll let you know in a little bit.” Kaz retrieved another piece of paper and looked down at the writing and again started scanning through his mind for the next word. After leafing through more than half the book, he let out a frustrated growling sound. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mylot asked, looking somewhat concerned. 
 
    “Well, in my mind, I’ve looked through more than half the book. That means I could have found it quicker if I had started at the end of the book. That happens every time! If I start at the end, the word is at the beginning, if I start at the beginning, the word is almost always at the end. I think fate wants me to just give up and try opening the bottle.” 
 
    Mylot held out his hands as a caution. “I wouldn’t suggest that,” he warned. “What if the next word is ‘warts’ or ‘diarrhea’? I think you need to just keep reading.” 
 
    “I doubt it. It’s the ‘Hide Potion.’ It probably just makes me invisible. But even if it did for some reason give me warts, then at least I’d know and I wouldn’t need to run through this entire dictionary in my mind,” Kaz argued. Although it was getting quicker each time he went through looking for a word, and some familiar words, like potion, he was starting to recognize on sight, it was still frustrating for him. He looked over at Mylot skeptically. “It’s probably a good thing in this bottle,” Kaz reasoned. “Kire gave it to me, so what harm could it possibly do?” 
 
    Mylot scrunched his eyebrows a little and looked as if he was actually considering Kaz’s argument, so Kaz quickly added, “for a level five strongarm, opening a little bottle would be nothing.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mylot said automatically. “You’re not getting me to open that thing.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Kaz insisted, “What could a little bottle do to the great Mylot of Tran? Perhaps it will give you some kind of hiding power.” 
 
    “It could make me into a tree so I could hide in these woods,” he said pointing at the forest around them. “Or teleport me under the ground or into the ocean. Those magicians have magic that does some spooky things. I would never mess with it. It could hide my gift and shrink my muscles,” Mylot added, as if that was the worst thing he could think of. “Can you imagine losing your gift because you were too impatient to translate a scrap of instructions?” 
 
    Kaz shook his head and didn’t answer. He didn’t think Kire would give him a potion that would destroy his gift. The older man probably left him the potions as some sort of exercise in using his gift and the Sight Stone to translate the instructions, not as something that would permanently harm him. But the potions were supposed to be very powerful so he couldn’t be sure that they wouldn’t do some kind of damage if he opened them. He looked down at the jar and scowled. “You rotten little thing!” he grumbled. “What are you hiding inside you?” 
 
    As they continued riding, Kaz couldn’t help but smile as he realized that he was having an argument with a potion bottle. Nobody would have guessed that almost a year ago when he started his Troven, the rite of passage to becoming a man, he would have ended up being a body guard for Mylot, riding at the head of a small group of soldiers to save the kingdom. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the woods a safe distance away, Maggie waited in silence as the soldiers Mylot led from Omer’s Keep passed by. Since leaving the keep, she had collected some supplies for her journey, then felt prompted to follow this group. She had, on a few occasions, gotten close enough to see that they were led by Mylot and Kaz. She wasn’t sure why she felt like she needed to follow them, but in her experience she learned that when she felt a nudge or heard a whisper from the voices in her head, she was better off following them. 
 
    It was interesting that she now followed these two men who she had saved over the past year at least once. Mylot would not have made it out of Peyton’s cottage without her help, and Kaz would have been stabbed in the back if it wasn’t for her timely arrow. She wondered if there was something special about these two men that kept bringing her to them. Mylot was her spoiled half-brother who she completely despised, and Kaz was one of the only people who had ever been kind to her. They were such opposites and yet they both seemed to be intertwined with her by fate. 
 
    She wondered if saving Mylot was somehow going to help keep Kaz safe. If that was the case, she was happy that she helped him. In her experience with Mylot, his muscles and training were about the only good things about him. His entire family had abandoned her and her mother when she was very young, leaving her to be ridiculed and scorned. She wasn’t sure of all the details why that had happened, or if Mylot even knew about her, but the fact remained that he was of the house of Tran, the house that ruined her life.  
 
    The army finished passing and Maggie felt that it was safe for her to move forward. She pressed her heels into Gapol’s flanks and moved silently through the woods. The large warhorse whinnied loudly and pointed his nose at the army. “I know,” she said reassuringly as she patted his neck. “Mylot is there. But right now I need you,” she kept talking quietly to Gapol as they moved through the trees keeping a safe distance behind the soldiers. She shook her head and smiled slightly as she absently patted Gapol’s side. It was nice to have a companion in her travels. Even if it was a horse, it felt good that she wasn’t the only one being forced to run crazy all over the countryside. It had been a long time since she thought of what she wanted to do. For several years she had won the archery tournaments in Lexingar, then spent the rest of the year living in a cabin in the woods north of the city, occasionally leaving to do some tasks to help strangers when she was prompted. She wondered if she would ever be free to choose her own path, to do something for herself, or if she would just keep having internal promptings that told her what to do. She considered as she guided Gapol slowly through the woods, if having the promptings were what happened to her instead of having any kind of gift. 
 
    It was strange to her that all the gifts came with a corresponding mark and the person who had the gift could use it how he or she wanted. It seemed that any traditional gift was given to help the person who received it. No strongarm with marks on his left shoulder was ever forced to use his strength to help those who were too weak to do something on their own. No listener was ever forced to hear some distant person or animal to save her having to walk close enough to hear it for herself. It seemed to work the same for intellects, magicians, and visors. 
 
    “One day, Gapol,” she mused, “we’ll be done with this invasion and we’ll be able to take a break.” She hoped things would calm down soon and she could settle into a normal life, but she couldn’t enjoy that rest if she didn’t use all her energy to fight against Mordyar’s invading forces. 
 
    When the road turned sharply, she caught a glimpse of Mylot’s group and she slowed down slightly to keep out of sight. Stalking an army was a lot easier than she thought, and she seldom had any specific promptings of what she needed to do. Following them was actually one of the most boring things she had done in a long time. 
 
    The past year had been filled with almost constant running from one place to another saving people including a slave village, killing seekers, thwarting Mordyar’s soldiers and intercepting his message to Melna. It had been the most adventuresome time of her life, and now she found herself trotting slowly through the woods following a group of men who were very capable of protecting themselves. 
 
    The road turned and Maggie saw the sun reflecting off some soldier’s armor. She was about to pull Gapol to a stop when she had an impression. She needed to get to Kaz. She kicked Gapol into action, just as there was an explosion from the front of the army that sent out thick smoke blasting out in all directions. She charged toward the head of the army where she knew Kaz would be. 
 
     As she galloped into the smoke, she knew it was not natural. The dense fog seemed to envelop her and she could not see at all. She began to feel the voices in her head directing her through the trees. She ducked right, then veered left. Gapol obeyed her directions well, but she could tell he was hesitant while riding through this unnatural cloud. 
 
    Maggie released her breath and inhaled, realizing that she didn’t think about the possibility of the cloud being poisoned. She was relieved to find that she was able to breathe in this air normally although it was more humid than the natural late spring air. After crashing through a bush, she emerged on the road and found herself among the soldiers. Although she couldn’t see them yet, it was clear by the sounds that they were in a commotion. Above the horses whinnying, the wagons creaking and the men shouting, she could hear one voice shouting. 
 
    Suddenly she felt a strong prompting in her mind; she jumped down from Gapol and ran through the group of people. She bumped into some, and ducked around others, skirting to the side to run around the edge of a supply wagon. 
 
    From just in front of her she heard Kaz shout. “I’m so sorry!” He bellowed above the noise of the soldiers. “Please don’t panic. It was just a little bit of a magic potion.” 
 
    Maggie was so close to him that she could reach out and touch him, but the dense cloud made it impossible to see. Following an unusual prompting, she moved decisively forward and drew one arrow from Kaz’s riding quiver.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” came Mylot’s voice from nearby in the fog. “You risked the lives of everyone here because you were too impatient to translate the instructions.” He was clearly annoyed at Kaz and his voice was extremely harsh. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kaz repeated. “I did finish translating the instructions,” he argued in his defense. “I just grabbed the wrong jar,” he admitted sheepishly. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “You grabbed the wrong jar?” Mylot repeated. “Are you joking?” 
 
    There was a silence for a time, “No, I’m not joking,” he answered, “But at least we know what this one does now. And,” he added with a jovial tone, “it didn’t shrink your muscles, so that is a good thing, right?” 
 
    Maggie backed away from the conversation, interested in what had happened, but also knowing that she needed to get out of there before the vapor cleared. She clutched the arrow as she ran back through the dense fog. As she sprinted, she began laughing as she pictured the farm boy from the archery tournament fiddling with a magic bottle. Without needing to look, she reached up and grabbed the reins of her horse, placed Kaz’s arrow into her riding quiver, and leapt up into the saddle. She turned her horse around and trotted out of the middle of the army. As she passed a supply cart, she reached in and grabbed a sack of dried meat before she returned to the woods. After she was a short distance from the group, she turned around and noticed that the cloud began to thin out. Before it disappeared, the remaining smoke cloud fell to the ground.  
 
    From her secluded place in the woods, Maggie looked out to the east. Her time following Kaz had come to an end. She had another mission, and it would be the most dangerous of all. She would be riding into battle, and she needed some help. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pentra held her finger up to her mouth indicating that she required complete silence from her traveling companion. Despite having an exceptionally strong gift of hearing, and the Hearing Stone, what she was trying to do was still a stretch of her abilities. 
 
    She focused her hearing, like a tunnel through the forest in the direction she knew Maven was camping. She blocked out all outside sound so she could focus even further, but it was difficult for her, as she had trained for years trying to be aware of her surroundings while she lived as a thief on the run. The only thing that made her more comfortable tuning out her immediate environment was that Trae was standing nearby with his mace in hand. While she hadn’t known him for long, he had saved the slaves for her, and now he followed her on this trip despite the complications. He was starting to earn her trust, but she was still hesitant about opening up to him too much.  
 
    Pentra strained her hearing again searching for the group of runaways. When Maven first left Omer’s Keep, she thought she could have caught him, but he was proving to be more difficult to track and capture than she originally thought. He was very good at setting false trails, hiding his tracks, and sometimes just vanishing. He seemed to have been planning this escape carefully for quite some time. But now after a week of pursuing him, she was able to get his camp within earshot. 
 
    “Why are we still hiding our tracks?” one man demanded. “We’ll never make it in time.” 
 
    Maven’s cracked voice cut in with authority. “If they overtake us we won’t make it at all. We must proceed with caution and speed if we are going to support the master.” 
 
    Pentra listened intently as the men moved around their camp. They made a lot of noise as if trying to erase their tracks, and bury the fire. She looked up at Trae and whispered. “I can hear them,” she said trying to answer the expectant look on his face. “They’re hiding their tracks so we don’t find them.” She smiled in satisfaction knowing that for anyone else listening at that distance would be impossible. 
 
    “Do we know where they are going?” Trae asked. She shook her head and turned her ears back to the noise of the camp. 
 
    One man was speaking softly, “We need to get moving, Mordyar is practically here. We’ve already sent them on false trails, there is no way they’re still following us.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the other man responded, “I just follow orders. Maven said if we follow him, we’ll get to the meeting point and help Mordyar take over Denall. That’s all I care about.” 
 
    “Do you even know where we are?” the first man asked. “How do we know we’re even going in the right direction?” 
 
    “Because,” cut in Maven’s voice in a harsh tone. The other two men audibly gasped. “You seem to forget that I’m a listener,” he said in an almost growl. “You want to know where we’re going? Here!”  
 
    The men scrambled a bit but they didn’t speak. Pentra focused her hearing trying to see if she could figure out anything that was happening. “But I can’t read,” one of the men complained in a whiny voice. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Maven replied. “It’s Mordyar’s timetable. It says he is landing soon, then marching into Norwell. We’re going through the mountains and then cutting inland. Any more questions?” His voice was harsh, as if daring anyone to defy him. “I didn’t think so,” he finally said, breaking the silence. “Now get back to work!” 
 
    Pentra stopped focusing on the camp and had to shake her head slightly as she regained her awareness of the area immediately around them. “Are you all right?” Trae asked, stepping to her side. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she quickly replied. “Just clearing my head a bit. Listening that far away is very draining.” She took Trae’s hand and pulled herself up to standing. It took a moment for her to fully recover from the strain of listening at that distance. “They’re heading to the mountains, then going south toward Norwell.” 
 
    “They’ll probably come out near Vinsiad,” Trae commented. “It’s where the silver mines are, just at the base of the mountains. My father once went there to get silver. It was cheaper than the local dealers and my father always liked traveling,” he added. Pentra watched as he spoke about his life as a blacksmith. It still surprised her to think that just a few months ago, he was working with a hammer at an anvil making armor, weapons, tools and horseshoes for the King’s army. Over the week traveling, he had told her how Dune practically tore him out of that life and threw him into this adventure. She wondered if he would rather go back to being a blacksmith if he had a choice. 
 
    “So we know where they are going,” she answered. “That means we won’t get fooled by their false trails. Now we just need to catch up to them and capture Maven.” 
 
    Trae tilted his head to the side as if weighing his options. “But what then?” he asked. “Maven isn’t very strong. We now need to think about the bigger picture. Shouldn’t we go back and get some reinforcements; we could just go to Norwell and help them set up a defense there.” 
 
    “Maven isn’t strong on his own, but he is very smart. If he gets any followers, or has time to get some secret attacks in place, or even tries to sneak into Norwell pretending to support the king he could do some serious damage,” she argued. “He could even ambush the barons as they gather to Norwell.” 
 
    “What? Why would they do that?” Trae asked. 
 
     “Although it hasn’t happened in a very long time, that’s the protocol in case of an invasion. Once the king learns of Mordyar’s landing, the barons and their reserve forces will be sent to the Captial. They will maintain order in the king’s absence and their troops are used as the Denallian army while the king is away.” Pentra swung up onto her horse and started moving down the path through the woods. “We need to stop Maven, then we can move on to Norwell and help. If we’re lucky, some of the mountain men from Vinsiad will help us.” 
 
    Trae shook his head again and looked skeptical. “They’re very odd people,” he responded hesitantly. “They’re stronger than anyone else in the kingdom, but they also have some weird traditions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When my dad went to trade with them, they started negotiations by having an arm wrestle. It sounded really strange,” Trae said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll admit that is a little odd, but do any of their traditions involve supporting Mordyar invading their country?” Pentra asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “I doubt that,” he replied. “They are very loyal.” 
 
    “Good,” Pentra said, then kicked her horse to move faster. “Cause I’d hate to have to fight one of those giants!” 
 
    “Me too,” Trae agreed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Pentra jumped off her horse and landed on the ground next to the trail. “Here is where they set up camp.” She pointed to a small section of ground that had a small unnatural mound. “That was their fire, and they set up a false trail leading that direction,” she pointed north. “Can you see any of this?” she asked Trae. 
 
    The blacksmith shook his head. “I’ve never been very good at tracking,” he admitted. “It wasn’t all that important living in a city.” 
 
    Pentra planted the palm of her hand on her forehead. “It’s really not that hard, if you just look down here…” 
 
    Trae held up his hands to stop her from talking, “Dune has tried to show me many, many times.” His voice was a little exasperated. “But I’m really not good at this. If we know they are heading east and then south, why are we stopping?” 
 
    Pentra exhaled in frustration. “We’re following a group that has us outnumbered; they have their route mapped out carefully. We still need to be cautious and watch for signs that they might have left a scout behind, or set up a trap. It’s just a good idea to keep our eyes open.” 
 
    Trae scrunched his eyes closed slightly as if trying to see into Pentra’s soul. “You have some serious trust issues,” he finally said after a long stare. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said defensively. “Would you like to just walk up to them and have a chat? Perhaps if they promise they’ll be good, you can let them go.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” he responded quickly. “It just seems like you’re so wound up all the time. Like your entire life has been…” 
 
    “Dangerous,” she interrupted. While she didn’t like that Trae could read her so easily, he was right. She stood up and placed a hand on Trae’s horse’s reins. “That has been my life. I was under constant threat at home, then in danger when I left. I’ve never had a moment of rest from that.” She then looked down at her hand and Trae saw that she had a throwing knife drawn. “You didn’t notice me pulling that knife out, so you would be dead.” 
 
    “I see,” he said as he pushed the knife away from his leg. “You made your point; you can go ahead and put that away.”  
 
    Before he could finish talking, Pentra heard a noise from the woods, behind Trae. “Get down!” she gasped, reaching out to pull him off the horse, but before her hand could even grip his arm, he moved as fast as lightening. He got down off the horse, grabbed Pentra in his arms and pushed her flat to the ground underneath himself. 
 
    She felt a little disoriented from being thrown down so quickly, but his protective arms kept her from being overly jostled. There was a thudding sound as a crossbow bolt hit Trae’s horse. The horse whinnied and reared up then fell to the ground kicking its legs frantically. 
 
    “Let’s go! They’re coming!” Pentra said, pushing her arms against the ground to get up. Trae moved sluggishly sitting up as his head swayed from side to side. “What’s wrong with you?” He did not answer. Pentra drew two throwing knives and peeked over the now dead horse into the woods. “Two men are approaching,” she reported. “One with a sword, the other is reloading his crossbow.” 
 
    Trae blinked his eyes slowly as if forcing his eyes to stay open as he came to a crouching position. He held his mace up and came to standing. He started approaching the men in the woods, but he moved like he was wading through mud, and he was swaying back and forth. The man raised his crossbow to his shoulder and Pentra grabbed Trae, throwing him down to the ground. 
 
    Lying on the ground, Pentra scowled at him. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” He was terrible at tracking, but she had finally found someone who would watch her back, and had thrown himself in front of danger to protect her and she didn’t want to lose him before she really even got to know him.  
 
    Trae pressed his hands against his head. “I’m so…groggy” he said in slow, slurred speech. After taking some long breaths, he managed to add, “I think I’m okay.” 
 
    Pentra was not convinced, but she didn’t have time to argue. “Taking out the one with the sword should be easy enough,” she said, “but first we’ll need a distraction to help us get near the crossbowman.” 
 
    “My armor is enchanted,” Trae said confidently. “I’ll draw them toward me.” 
 
    Pentra tilted her head, not happy with the idea of throwing Trae out as a target, but low on options. “I hope that magician friend of yours made that breastplate strong enough to stop an armor piercing crossbow bolt.” She ducked away into the undergrowth. Although she didn’t say it, she also hoped the crossbowman didn’t shoot at Trae’s face. 
 
    Pentra ducked through some underbrush and watched as Trae lumbered through the woods, loudly making his way behind a large tree on wobbly legs. The crossbowman was following Trae and seemed to have not noticed her. She watched him for another moment as he fell to the ground beside a half-rotten log and she gasped. She quickly covered her mouth, but looked at the log waiting to see if he would get up. She was concealed behind a bush; out of the sight of the attackers, so she kept her eye on Trae. What was he doing? Was he okay? Why wasn’t he getting up? 
 
    After a few moments that felt like an eternity, Trae’s head popped up on the far side of the log. He looked at Pentra, then back out into the woods toward the attackers. He shook his head and waved his hands in a motion that didn’t seem to make any sense. She shrugged her shoulders trying to tell him that she wasn’t getting the message, but instead of trying to do another sign, he jumped up from behind the log and bolted toward the two attackers. Pentra stepped out from behind the shrub, and in an instant, Trae went from standing by the log to smashing into the man with the crossbow holding his shield in front of himself. From the magic of the shield and Trae’s momentum, the man went flying twenty feet through the air into a large tree, impacting it with a sickly crunching sound. The man fell dead to the ground. Trae stumbled, losing his footing, as he fell down to one knee. Although he fought to stay standing, it was clear he needed some help.  
 
    Pentra ran. She knew she couldn’t make it to the man with the sword before he cut Trae down, but she didn’t need to cross all that distance if she could get to an opening in the woods. The assailant raised his sword over Trae’s body just as Pentra got a clear line of sight. She threw the knife from her right hand, and drew a short sword to replace it. The knife sliced the attacker’s arm, making him drop his sword before he could hit Trae. The man looked up and snarled at Pentra, but she didn’t slow down. He grabbed his sword from the ground and held it up just as she came next to him. His sword blocked her initial attack, and she kicked out under the blade, catching him in the gut. He grunted and stepped backward raising his weapon above his head ready to make a counter attack. Before he could move, she underhanded the knife in her left hand, so it stuck into his neck. He dropped his sword, clutched at the dagger, and fell to the ground. 
 
     After dispatching the swordsman, Pentra looked down at Trae. She could hear his shallow breathing. Although she was relieved to hear that much, she was concerned at how light headed he seemed to get after a little fight, and she had no idea how he had moved so quickly. She checked him over carefully for any signs of puncture wounds. As she examined his well-muscled arms she pulled back in shock as she saw a brand, it was still red around the edges, indicating it had not been there very long. The mark was the same one used to brand slaves at Omer’s Keep. How did he get this? In her brief interactions with Trae, she had come to know he was a little over-protective, but she had never suspected that he would suffer this kind of pain to help the slaves. He had never mentioned it when she asked him about it. She also noticed a scar along his neck as she finished examining his arms and moved to check his head.  
 
    Pentra gently turned his head from side to side letting his dark wavy hair fall as she cupped his face in her hands. Every time he had been awake, Trae had been very chivalrous. He fumbled his words, and sometimes acted awkward, and he had no idea how to track, but now in his unconscious state, Pentra found herself very intrigued by him.  
 
    She rested Trae’s head on her lap as she sat down and put her back against a tree. She looked down at his strong, handsome features and thought about him. A level four strongarm who shot in an archery tournament, chased seekers around the countryside, had a branded S on his arm, helped free the slaves, and now joined with her to capture Maven. As she considered all the things she knew about Trae, all the things he had done, and the places he had been, there was one question that kept coming back. Who are you? 
 
    Despite their need to move on quickly and capture Maven, Pentra sat holding Trae for another hour waiting for him to gain consciousness as she tried to figure him out. Slowly Trae’s eyes blinked open, and he raised his hand to his head. After a few moments, he finally spoke. “What happened?” 
 
    “You passed out,” she replied simply. She didn’t know what he remembered, so she tried to keep things simple. It was also obvious by the way he rolled his head back and forth that he was not fully recovered yet. 
 
    Trae jerked suddenly and looked out into the woods. “The crossbowman,” he whispered, “he was aiming at you.” 
 
    Pentra ran her fingers through his hair to calm him down. “You took care of him, we’re safe.” As a response, Trae’s tense body slumped to the ground. “You stay here. I’m going to get you something to drink.” 
 
    When she returned with a water skin in her hand, Trae was standing up, leaning heavily against a tree. “We need to get going. They can’t be very far ahead.” 
 
    Pentra walked close to the large man. She put one hand on his shoulder and easily pushed him down to sitting. “We’re staying here until you are strong enough to be of any use to me.” She cringed after she spoke, knowing it came out wrong. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Trae began, with a pained look in his eyes. “I’m not trying to slow you down.” 
 
    Pentra raised the water skin to his mouth and held it for him to take a drink. “That’s not what I meant. I just don’t want us leaving until you are back to full strength. Let’s figure out what happened right before you passed out, so we can be sure it doesn’t happen again,” she said as she pulled the water skin away from him. 
 
    Trae furrowed his brow in concentration, “Each time I passed out was just after a crossbow bolt was shot at us. Maybe there was a magic stunning spell on the bolts.” 
 
    Pentra shook her head, “I’ve never heard of that kind of spell, but if there was I think we both would have felt it. Remember the second shot was aimed only at me. Maybe you just got scared,” she teased. 
 
    “I doubt that.” Trae countered, trying to seem tough. 
 
    “Really? Why is that?” she asked with a playful smile. 
 
    “I grew up making arrowheads. I’ve seen crossbows hundreds of times. In the past couple of months, I have experienced some very scary things. I don’t think I’d pass out because of fear.” Trae trailed off as he finished speaking. He looked off to the side as if in deep contemplation. 
 
    “What is it?” Pentra asked, noticing the change in his demeanor. 
 
    Trae rubbed his forehead as if trying to make his thoughts straighten themselves out. “It’s nothing, I just was thinking… never mind…it’s not important,” he finally said, waving his hand dismissively. 
 
    She could tell he was trying to piece things together, and he seemed unwilling to tell her the part he knew. It frustrated her that he didn’t let her help him figure out what happened. “It is important,” Pentra argued, gently but firmly. “Any small thing that could help us to understand what happened will be helpful.” She stared at him expectantly. 
 
    Trae hesitated. A thought came to him and he tilted his head to the side. “Did I really dodge the crossbow bolt?” 
 
    Pentra nodded, “It was amazing how quickly you moved, I’ve never seen anything like it before. One minute you were in the line of fire, the next you were just gone. You did it again when you pounded into that crossbowman.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Trae mused, “That’s interesting.” He went back into his thoughtful look and didn’t say anything for a while. She wanted to ask him questions to coax him into talking, or perhaps choke some answers from him, but she could see it probably wouldn’t help. After several minutes he seemed to come to a conclusion. “Maybe that has something to do with it. Moving quickly may have drained my energy.” 
 
    Pentra sat upright. “That’s true, it could have. Has it done that to you before?” She asked, trying her best to help him. 
 
    Trae rubbed his forehead and began to nod. “Actually, yes,” he said in realization. “I’ve always been pretty quick, but a couple of times I’ve moved so quickly that it made me light headed, but never like that.” 
 
    “Just try to think back to how you did it,” Pentra encouraged. “Was there something you saw or something you did, or anything that might be useful?” She leaned in close to him and face filled with sincerity and concern.  
 
    “It’s going to sound so ridiculous. I don’t even know it if will make any sense, but I used my gift to move quickly. It’s like I shifted from being strong to being fast.” Trae looked up to Pentra with a face that asked if she thought he was crazy. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of strongarms moving quickly,” she said honestly. Trae exhaled, and raised his hand to his head. “But I don’t know everything about your gift,” she quickly added. “It’s possible that it can be used for both strength and speed. How did you know how to do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t, I just saw you in danger, and I knew I needed to save you.” He blurted out, and blushed. 
 
    Pentra tilted her head slightly to one side and looked at Trae for a long time without saying anything. He shifted where he was sitting, and she could tell that the way she was looking at him was making him uncomfortable. 
 
    “Thank you,” she finally said, putting her hand gently on his forearm.  
 
    “Not a problem,” he responded in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    Trae took the water from her, and changed the subject. “I’m feeling much better; we can probably get going soon.” Trae pushed his body up and slowly tried to rise to his feet. Pentra scowled at him and crossed her arms across her chest. After one final exertion, Trae fell back down to sitting. “Maybe we should rest a bit.” 
 
    “So how did you get that scar?” Pentra ran her finger on Trae’s arm so he would be sure to know which scar she was talking about. It was clear that the mark was burned into his skin, but it was an unusual shape. 
 
    “That’s a bit of a long story,” Trae began, as if trying to avoid the question. Pentra shook her body back and forth as if getting comfortable and then looked expectantly at Trae. “After our lovely dance,” he began with a smile, “as you know, I headed east with the supply caravan. I was disguised as Dune so I could travel with them but pretty soon Scar figured out I wasn’t a magician and I was captured. Ironically, Scar gave me this,” He said pointing to his arm. 
 
    Pentra reached forward and took his hand. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    Trae shrugged his shoulders like it was nothing. “I think Scar thought that branding me as a slave would break me, but instead it gave me more resolve to save the slaves in his camp and come back to help free all of Hess. ” 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” Pentra asked, concerned. 
 
    “A little,” he admitted. “But it’s nothing compared to what they went through every day for generations.”  
 
    Pentra gently brushed her finger over the letter S as she sat in amazement. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” 
 
    Trae shrugged, “I guess I didn’t want you to worry about it. It’s really not a big deal.” Trae had done so much for the people she loved, and now he was still here sacrificing for her. She had been fighting and running for so long, but now for the first time since her mother’s death, someone had her back. 
 
    She looked up from the scar and touched Trae’s neck. “That’s why I was at Omer’s Keep,” she said. She paused for a short time before continuing. “I was fighting for the slaves’ freedom when I was taken captive by my father.” Her voice filled with venom as she mentioned Omer. She had not spoken about Omer or the slaves to Trae, and he seemed interested to know how she was connected to them. “My job was to mingle with the nobility who visited, and spread subtle rumors of how wonderful he was. He only kept me alive so I would marry a trade partner of his.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head from side to side. 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave?” Trae asked as he took another drink. 
 
    Pentra slowly looked away and remained silent for several moments before responding. “Before each ball, or at other random times, he summoned me and he would threaten to kill or experiment on an innocent slave in front of me.” Her voice cracked and tears welled up in her eyes. She looked up to meet Trae’s kind eyes. “I couldn’t leave.” 
 
    Trae reached out and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you out.” 
 
    Pentra wiped her eyes and shook her head. “You had no idea what was happening, and besides, you went out and saved them.” She gently brushed her hand over his scar again. “I really wasn’t worried about my own life, I was concerned for them, and you went after them.” 
 
    Trae put his hand over hers. “I just wish I could have helped you too.”  
 
    “I think you’ve more than made up for it.” To emphasize her words, she reached behind her back and held up the broken shaft of the crossbow bolt. 
 
    Trae smiled. “Yeah, but looking back on our conversation, I think it was pretty obvious that you needed some help. But for now we’ll call it even.” Trae rolled his neck in a circle, and stretched it side to side. As Pentra walked away to get some more water, she heard his faint whisper, “I won’t let you down again.” 
 
    “What was that?” Pentra called back, turning around to look down at Trae. 
 
    Trae sat with his mouth slightly open, probably surprised she heard him. “I really need to stop talking to myself.” Trae said, chiding himself. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Pentra replied with a playful grin. She filled the water, and returned to where he was sitting. “For now, how about you stop worrying about me and I’ll just keep you taken care of.” She handed him the water. 
 
    “Thank you,” Trae said, “but shouldn’t we get going now?” 
 
    Pentra pointed a challenging finger at him. “You’re not going anywhere. We need to find out what happened to you and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”  
 
    Trae nodded slowly, quickly backing down from her intense glare. “That’s fine by me. We can try to figure it out while I get something to eat. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.” 
 
    Pentra looked at him seriously. “While I could accommodate your request,” she said pointing to the dead animal, “I think we’ll stick to eating our supplies.” 
 
    “Well that’s going to put a damper on our travel plans.” Trae placed his hand on his head. 
 
    “It’s definitely going to change a lot,” Pentra said. “Those men who attacked us are not Maven’s men. They were just a couple of bandits in the woods. They probably followed the smoke from Maven’s fire last night. Resting until you can move is going to take another day, so we’ll be quite a bit behind and riding with only one horse, but at least we know where Maven is headed.” 
 
    Trae smiled, “Did you just make losing a horse while traveling through the wilderness seem like no big deal? That’s some serious optimism.” 
 
    “Losing a horse is not a big deal,” she quickly countered. “However, losing you would be another matter altogether, so please stop passing out when I need you, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good deal,” he agreed with a smile. “So, after I get feeling normal, we can get back on their trail right?” 
 
    Pentra shook her head. “I’m tired of tracking them and hoping they didn’t set a trap for us. I want to get ahead of them and be waiting and prepared when they come to us. Up ahead there is a bridge over a river canyon, after that we’ll have time to get ahead of them and set a trap as they go through a small mountain pass.  If they keep slowing down to mark false trails getting ahead of them shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s get going,” Trae said as he pushed himself up to leaning against a rock. “I think I can get up and help.” 
 
    “No, you’re going to lie down and rest,” Pentra insisted. 
 
    Ignoring her, Trae got his legs under himself and grunted as he stood up. Pentra turned around with a throwing knife in her hand. “Get back on the ground and get some rest.” She said, holding the knife so he could see it. 
 
    Trae folded his arms across his chest. “You’re not going to throw…” Like lightning Pentra threw the knife at Trae’s face. He moved so quickly that even from close up Pentra couldn’t make out his movements. One second he was standing by the tree, the next the knife was sticking out of the tree and Trae had moved out of the way. Then he crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Pentra looked down at Trae’s unconscious body. That stubborn man! At least he’ll sleep through the night this way. She grabbed a bed roll and tenderly placed it under his head. “Get some rest; we’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you did that.” Trae said over his shoulder as they rode south down the horse trail. He could still remember the clarity of thoughts he had as the knife was approaching his face. That knife is going to hit me right between the eyes. She has fantastic aim! Wait a minute; I should be really mad at her! She actually threw a knife at me. He tapped into his gift of speed, more naturally than he had before, and dodged to the side before losing consciousness again. 
 
    “Well, next time you should listen to me,” she replied in a condescending tone. 
 
    “You probably could have taught me that lesson in a nicer way.” Trae hated how mopey he sounded, but he still wanted to win this argument. She was the one who threw a knife at him, and she acted like he should be the one to apologize. I guess that’s what I get for traveling with a woman. 
 
    “Then you wouldn’t have remembered as well,” she replied, poking him on his side. 
 
    Trae smirked, it was clear he would never win this argument; besides, despite trying to kill him, she was pretty good traveling company. “Ready for a break?” he asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Without answering, Pentra leapt off the horse and walked him in a slow cool down circle. Although they had gotten up early, they had not traveled as far as they would have liked. They needed to keep pushing the horse to keep up the pace while carrying two riders. Despite knowing she was gaining on Maven, Pentra was frustrated that they were slowed down by the loss of their horse.  
 
    Trae retrieved some dried strips of meat from the saddlebags, gave the horse some water and grain, and then he sat down next to Pentra. “Have we gained more ground on them?” 
 
    Pentra nodded as she chewed a meat strip. “From now on we’ll need to be cautious as we go. They’re not too much farther ahead. Remember after we get over the bridge, we’ll break off and sneak around in front of them so we can pick the place where we meet. It’ll be best if we can sneak into their camp at night, or ambush them; something like that. There are still four of them, so we’ll want the element of surprise if we want to take out the soldiers and keep Maven alive for questioning.” She finished her thought with an annoyed tone. “Let’s get moving.” She grabbed Trae’s outstretched arm and leapt back up onto the horse. 
 
    After two hours of riding, Pentra squeezed Trae so she could crane her neck over his shoulder. He halted and held his breath at her closeness. She whispered into his ear. “It sounds like our surprise attack is foiled. They are waiting for us around the next bend.” 
 
    Trae pulled the reins and brought the horse to a stop. “Should we dismount and sneak around?” Trae asked, expecting that was her plan. 
 
    “I thought you hated all that stuff, preferred a straight fight?” she taunted. 
 
    “I do, that’s just what you said earlier,” he replied, trying to be agreeable. 
 
    Pentra’s face was thoughtful for a moment then she looked around through the woods as if searching for some unseen danger. “Things have changed,” she responded. “They stopped at the river.” 
 
    “What river?” 
 
    She pointed down the trail. “It sounds like they are waiting on the other side of the bridge. They’re waiting for us.” 
 
    Trae jumped down to the ground, pulled his unstrung bow from behind the saddle and strung it. He noticed that Pentra had her curved short sword drawn. Trae took the quiver of arrows tied to the side of the saddle and strapped it over his shoulder. 
 
    When properly armed, the pair led the horse around the sharp bend. 
 
    Three hundred yards down the path, just as Pentra had suspected, on the far side of a narrow rope bridge Maven stood with two soldiers, one holding a bow and the other a sword. On the bridge was a large man holding a massive two handed sword blocking the way.  
 
    Pentra and Trae carefully made their way down the road until the large man on the bridge held up his hand, an indication that they should stop. They continued walking forward and Maven pulled out a hunting knife and held it to the rope bridge, threatening to cut the line. They stopped walking. 
 
    “Maven,” Pentra called out. “What are you doing here? Where are you going?” 
 
    Ignoring the question, Maven pointed his finger at Trae, then slowly moved it to Pentra. “If you want to live, hand over the stones.” 
 
    Pentra looked back at Maven. “We’re not giving you anything!” In an unexpected move, Pentra began running toward the bridge while pulling out her second curved short sword. The large man on the bridge held his sword in two hands, ready to strike. 
 
    Pentra moved quickly forward; Trae following close behind. As her feet hit the wooden slats of the bridge, she ducked down low. An arrow sailed over her head. She kept moving in a crouched run, holding one sword in front of her, and the other high in the air ready to strike. In the center of the bridge, the man swung his sword in a horizontal arc. Pentra slid on the boards, using the sides of the bridge to keep the man’s sword away from her. Trae drew his weapon and held it taut, pointing at the man Pentra was fighting; if he got a clear shot, he would take down the giant. 
 
    As Pentra moved forward, she stabbed out, catching the man’s thigh. He screamed in pain and raised his long sword up into the air to bring it down on her. She blocked his attack with the sword in her left hand while pulling the sword in his leg free with her right. When his strike was deflected, the point end of his sword stuck fast into the board beside her feet. She thrust forward with her right sword stabbing the man in the heart. His weapon fell from his grasp, and he stumbled to his knees and landed flat on his face. 
 
    Pentra stood over the fallen man. “We seem to have the advantage now,” she called out to Maven. “Now put down your weapons and we’ll let you live.” 
 
    Maven stood still for a moment with his hunting knife held out over the rope bridge. “If I can’t have those stones,” he said with a crazed look in his eyes, “then I’m going to sink them in the bottom of this canyon!” He swung down with his weapon slicing through one of the main cords of the bridge. The bridge twisted and Pentra lost her footing, throwing herself to the side. She wrapped her arm around the one solid rope for the bridge and sheathed her swords. Trae raised his bow and shot an arrow at the archer who stood by Maven. It struck the man and he fell to the ground, grasping at the arrow while Trae drew another arrow. The other soldier grabbed at the bow and had his hand on it when Trae shot him down with another arrow.  
 
    “Give up!” he shouted at Maven. The man kept sawing at the ropes, and Trae shot an arrow at the older man. The intellect fell over grasping at his leg. As Pentra struggled to gain her footing, Maven recovered slightly, sat up and picked up the bow. He looked awkward holding the weapon, but he drew back on his arrow, aiming it at Pentra. As he shot, she dropped to the rickety bridge lying flat down and avoiding the arrow. 
 
    Trae drew another arrow and this time pointed it at Maven’s chest. He no longer cared if he brought Maven back alive. He shot at the man, but the arrow glanced off his chest. Trae grunted in frustration—Maven had some armor on under his thick travel coat. Trae drew another arrow from his quiver, although he didn’t know what good it would do. He would need to hit Maven in the head to take him down, but at this distance, with Maven’s head bobbing back and forth, and with the winds of the canyon, that seemed a very difficult shot. 
 
    By then, Pentra was half way across the bridge. She came to her feet and quickly patted down the large man in front of her, and removed his arm guard, which she held up in front of her as an inadequately small shield. With her minimal protection she began moving forward again. 
 
    Maven crawled forward and began hacking at the ropes again.  
 
    Pentra stood up and grabbed a throwing knife with her left hand and launched it at him. It struck him in the chest, but from her distance, it did not have enough power to penetrate his armor. He bent down and cut another support rope from the bridge. 
 
    Pentra grabbed the wooden slats beneath herself for support as the bridge swung and twisted violently. Trae shot another arrow across the canyon but at the distance, it only stuck into Maven’s foot. He screamed out in pain and recovered his bow. He pulled back on the string and pointed at Pentra. He released an arrow that grazed the side of Pentra’s right arm opening a long but shallow cut. Pentra grabbed her arm, and started moving toward him. 
 
    He began cutting the final support rope for the bridge. Trae shot another arrow at Maven, but not wanting to hit Pentra, and with the winds from the canyon, it flew wide of Maven, missing his head by a few inches. The man more feverishly sawed away at the thick support rope. Pentra turned and looked at Trae. She was too far from any edge to make it to safety no matter which way she ran, and he couldn’t do anything with his bow. As maven cut at the rope, Trae had an idea, he dropped his bow and searched the ground for a rock. He quickly found one the size of his fist, and he pulled power through the Strength Stone. He needed to throw it with enough force that no matter how much armor that man was wearing, and no matter which way the wind was blowing, it would fly true and kill Maven. The marks on his arm flared dark red, as he drew back his arm and felt the power of the Strength Stone surging in him. He threw the stone. Maven hacked down one final time on the last support chord and the bridge dropped just before the stone smashed through his armor, throwing his corpse back several yards. 
 
    Trae watched helplessly as Pentra clutched the falling bridge with her good arm, and her other hung bloodstained by her side. The bridge swung back to the canyon smashing against the solid rock wall. When Trae came to the edge of the cliff, he dropped to his belly to look over the ledge. 
 
    Pentra was clutching on with one hand, legs wrapped around the rope that had been the hand rail to the bridge. Trae could hear her gasping for air as she struggled to hold on. There was a cut on her forehead from being slammed against the side of the cliff and he could see a large red lump forming on her cut arm. He was impressed at her strength to hold on despite the immense pain he knew she was feeling. “Just hold on, I’ll pull you up,” he called down, she acknowledged him with a slight nod of her head. 
 
    He grabbed the thick cords that held the bridge together, braced himself against the ground, and heaved. He pooled all his strength through the Strength Stone as he hauled up the weight of all the rope and wood that spanned the canyon along with Pentra. He dug his feet into the earth and walked backward pulling the bridge up. He grunted with the effort and strained against the weight of the bridge. The more that came up over the edge the easier it was to pull, but it was still impossibly heavy and the packed dirt road was not ideal for digging in his heels. 
 
    As Trae pulled, he heard Pentra making small gasps for air, and as the bridge swung against the cliff wall, he heard slight grunts of pain. He ignored the pain in his hands as the rope slid down, and he gripped tighter. He continued to pull her up until he could see her hands coming up. They were bleeding and had already begun to bruise. He couldn’t imagine how she found the strength to hold on. Her arms at last came over the edge and finally he could see her hair, but before she could pull herself up fully, her hands slipped, and she fell. 
 
    Trae dropped the bridge and seamlessly switched from strength to speed as he rushed for the canyon and threw himself over the edge. Before her arms had slipped over the ledge, Trae had caught Pentra and cradled her in his right arm, while he grabbed at the bridge with his left. The bridge fell for several feet, and came to a sudden halt, jerking his arm hard against the weight of Pentra and himself. Trae worked his legs into the wooden slats of the bridge while he climbed up awkwardly using only his left hand and his legs. He was finally able to crawl up the fallen bridge to safety.  
 
    He gently laid Pentra on the ground and examined her head, arms and hands. As he came to the arrow wound that ran from her shoulder down her arm, he knew something was wrong. It was a shallow cut, but it flared red and the skin around the cut was swelling up. “It’s poisoned,” Trae gasped. 
 
    He dumped some water over the wound, and tied a band tight around her arm hoping to stop the spread of the poison. He grabbed more supplies from their saddle bags and cleaned the rest of Pentra’s wounds to the best of his ability. He wrapped up her cuts with clean cloths and sat on the ground, not knowing what else he could do for her. She needed a healer. 
 
    Seated on the ground, Trae ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. He knew they were far from any kind of place where they could get help.  He could see the Orften Mountains to the east, and the canyon continued as far as he could see to the west.  He had never heard of a river canyon that lead to the Orften Mountains, or seen it marked on any map, but few people other than the miners ever traveled there, so it could have easily been overlooked. 
 
    Thinking of the miners, a thought came to him. Trae gently put his left arm under Pentra’s knees and slipped his right arm around her upper body to cradle her. Despite some groans of pain, he knew she needed to get moving. He had heard of small tribes living in the eastern mountain caves, and he hoped that would be the best direction to find some help for her. 
 
    Trae stood up and looked east. He had not felt faint, or any kind of loss of energy when he moved quickly to help Pentra this time. He put Pentra on the horse, got on behind and they began galloping east along the edge of the canyon.  
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” he said reassuringly into her ear, as he protectively clutched her close. He wasn’t thinking about getting information back to Omer’s Keep, or worrying about Mordyar any longer. They had stopped Maven, but he didn’t care about that either. His only concern was the unconscious woman on the horse in front of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was barely a sliver above the horizon when the camp broke and Mylot got onto his horse to lead the army toward Lexingar. 
 
    Kaz pulled his horse up next to him with his bow slung casually over his shoulder. Despite the look of being relaxed, Mylot knew that in a moment, should anything happen, Kaz’s bow would be flipped over, in his hand with an arrow ready to loose. The young man had proven in their travels that he was more than capable with the bow, and he was picking up on Mylot’s riding lessons faster than he could have imagined, although he wouldn’t tell Kaz that. 
 
    “We’re staying on this road all day,” Mylot said, pointing up the well-travelled road. “It leads right into Lexingar. You can scout ahead today. If you can do any hunting,” he remarked with a grin, knowing that Kaz loved to be out using his bow, “I’m sure the men would be thrilled to have more fresh meat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kaz responded with a sloppy salute. “How far do you think we’ll make it today?” 
 
    Mylot shrugged. “As far as we can,” he replied, not sure of a good answer. “Any delay could mean the death of Baron Clifton we’ll be pushing forward all day so we’ll never be too far behind.” 
 
    “I think I remember the caravan traveling on this road,” Kaz responded. “Though we went much slower and stopped for trading at every village. 
 
    “We’ll be moving as quickly as possible with a group this size. We can’t afford any delays, so you will leave the magic potions here with me,” Mylot held his hand out. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Kaz argued. “I set off one small vapor cloud spell and now you’re acting like my Gran.” 
 
    Mylot lowered his eyebrows and sat up straight on his horse. Although he did like Kaz’s company and they were becoming good friends, he still did not like how casually Kaz treated his orders. “I’m your commanding officer,” he clarified, “and you did more than just set a cloud over the soldiers.” 
 
    Kaz raised his arms then dropped them dejectedly at his sides. “Making someone temporarily invisible was too tempting,” he argued. “Besides that doesn’t really count. It didn’t delay our travels.” 
 
    “No,” Mylot admitted, “But it did make the men look around frantically when my empty armor marched past them and shouted orders.”  
 
    Kaz tried and failed to stifle a laugh. Mylot did not flinch, his arm still extended out toward the younger man. After a few seconds Kaz relented and handed over the sack of potions. “I probably can’t get much translating done while I’m hunting anyway,” he said. Kaz turned his horse around and galloped away down the road. 
 
    Mylot rode around the camp, encouraging the men to get moving, and within a couple of minutes they were assembled in formation and riding down the road. Mylot kept a steady pace for half an hour until they came to a curve in the road and he saw Kaz. At first he was frustrated, thinking the young man was coming back to pester him with more questions, or repeat his objection about taking the potions with him, but then he saw that Kaz was pushing his horse at a gallop. Mylot kicked his animal into action and went out to meet Kaz, the men behind falling into a faster pace as they kept up with him. 
 
    “Mylot,” Kaz called when he was still a small distance away. “I got this for you,” Kaz tossed something small from his saddle and it flew toward Mylot. 
 
    “What is that?” Mylot asked, half to himself as the furry ball came his way. As it got close, he reached out to catch it and saw that it was a squirrel. He grabbed the small rodent from the air and turned to scowl at Kaz. “A squirrel? Really? That’s your idea of feeding fifty men?” 
 
    Kaz shrugged, “It was looking really threatening, with its claws, teeth, and beady eyes,” Kaz said sarcastically while making vicious scratching motions in the air. “Thought I’d save all the troops.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll appreciate it,” Mylot said with a flat tone as he held out his hand to return the critter to Kaz. 
 
    “Actually,” Kaz said, now that they were next to each other. “There’s a group of soldiers up ahead on the road; just past the next bend.” Kaz pointed over his shoulder. “Nothing to worry about, they’re Denallian. In fact, one woman has a shoulder guard with the king’s crest.” 
 
    Mylot dropped his grip on the squirrel. “A member of the Royal Guard,” he responded. “She might be able to help us.” Mylot kicked the sides of his horse and began moving at a faster pace. They couldn’t keep up that pace all day, but they would get a rest when they met up with the other group. 
 
    “She was also really pretty,” Kaz added with a smirk. 
 
    “I doubt she would be interested in you,” Mylot replied. In his experience the female members of the Royal Guard were often tougher and colder than the men. They would tear Kaz apart if he tried to boyishly flirt with them. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about me,” Kaz responded. He exaggeratedly raised his eyebrows several times until Mylot broke into a half-hearted laugh. 
 
    “I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’ve got more important things to take care of than chasing after women.” He kicked his horse for more speed which brought their conversation to a stop. It was strange to him how much he had changed since he left his estate. Before he left, he thrived on getting attention, especially from pretty women. But now his only concern was for Baron Clifton and Denall. He was becoming the kind of soldier that would honor the memory of his father, and his mentor, Beth.  
 
    “Not too much farther,” Kaz called out loudly from Mylot’s right side. He nodded his head to acknowledge that he had heard, then raised his arm up to bring the men back to a light trot. He didn’t want to alarm the group ahead. The group was within a hundred yards of them when they passed around a small bend in the road. Mylot’s jaw dropped in complete shock. He again raised his hand and all the horses came to a stop. “Hold the army here,” he shouted out. 
 
    “I told you she’s pretty,” Kaz remarked as he pulled up next to Mylot, but he barely heard Kaz and urged his horse to move forward to meet her. She also separated from her group to go out to meet him. He moved forward in an almost haze. How had she survived? Thinking and worrying about what happened to her had been the greatest torture he endured while in the dungeon. He thought she was dead, and now here she was in the middle of nowhere. When they came closer, they both dismounted. 
 
    “Beth,” he barely whispered when they came close enough to talk.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she said in a very formal and sharp tone. 
 
    “Sorry, Captain Conrad,” he quickly apologized and stood at attention. 
 
    Then something happened that he had not seen from her very often on their travels to Peyton’s cottage; she smiled. “Mylot I’ve been searching for you,” she said grabbing him in a hug. She pulled him away at arm’s length then began touching his face as if examining his scars. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Mylot was shocked by the tone of her voice; she had never said something to him with that degree of concern, and it was magnified by the fact that it was a request, not an order. “I got scratched up getting out of Peyton’s cottage, and then I was thrown in the dungeon at Omer’s Keep. He was working with Mordyar,” Mylot explained.  
 
    “Omer!?” she interrupted. “That liar! I sent messages to him; I swear I tried to find you.” Her hand was squeezing hard into a white knuckled fist, fueled by anger. 
 
     “I’m going to kill him!” she said. Mylot could see in her eyes that she was not exaggerating. 
 
    “Justice has been done with him,” Mylot assured her as he pulled her back to face him. “But how did you escape Peyton’s cottage? What happened to Mordyar’s men?” 
 
    “A lot has happened,” she replied. “When Mordyar’s men were closing in on me, a woman showed up out of nowhere. She took out most of Mordyar’s men, and treated my wounds. I passed out from loss of blood. When I woke up, I found Mordyar’s surviving soldiers tied up.” 
 
    “What?” Mylot asked in shock. “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “I don’t understand how it happened, but she saved me. I tried to get information from them, but they wouldn’t give me anything. I threw them into a cart and dragged them back to Sir Theodore in Lexingar where they were interrogated further. The intellects on the Royal Guard were able to figure out pieces of information from their belongings, some maps and notes. It was mostly about the Coffal desert, nothing that could have let us guess that,” she paused, and with a downcast look continued, “I’m really sorry to tell you, but Baron Clifton has been killed.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mylot said, placing a clenched fist on his forehead. “We’re too late!” 
 
    “Too late?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s why we’re going down to Lexingar,” he explained. “We sent word from Omer’s Keep, and tried to get there ourselves as soon as we learned of a threat to him. I can’t believe we failed!” He felt frustrated and concerned at the same time. He hadn’t failed at anything before he was on the Royal Guard, and now it seemed like everything he touched fell apart.  
 
    “We’ve all failed,” she corrected. “We’ve been one step behind Mordyar this entire time. He has people inside Denall, working for him; he is planning an attack we don’t fully understand.” 
 
    Mylot knew she was right. Mordyar’s plan was moving forward and all they were doing was reacting to him. They were always behind. “We have a chance to take some control of this war,” Mylot said with a determined look. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I have fifty men, you have a patrol of soldiers. Instead of going down to Lexingar we can go out east.” 
 
    Captain Conrad looked skeptically at him. “Why would we go there?” 
 
    “Omer was helping Mordyar find the Stones of Power. He went as far as to send supplies to support an invading force that will be landing soon.” Captain Conrad’s face contorted into a sneer at the mention of Omer’s name, but Mylot continued talking, trying to get everything out. “Before I left Omer’s Keep, the man now posing as Omer’s advisor gave me all the information they had about Mordyar’s troops. The supplies Omer intended to give to Mordyar were intercepted, and there are now two small groups going to stop that army of one thousand.” 
 
    “What groups?” she asked. He could see that she was already starting to run tactics through her mind. 
 
    Mylot exhaled slowly. “One was a group of about a hundred new soldiers recruited by Omer. They were commissioned to deliver the supplies, but when they realized what they were doing, they joined with us. It will take us about ten more days to catch up to them,” he said, pointing toward the east. 
 
    “And the other?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    Mylot pointed back at the people behind him. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Fifty men, many have military training, but most have spent at least a year in Omer’s dungeon. Joined with your group, we can do it. We can start to break up Mordyar’s plans. We can start to get ahead of his movements.” 
 
     “I like the sound of that! Let’s get these men organized. We’ve got an army to stop!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie pulled hard on Gapol’s reins of, bringing him to a halt. “Good boy,” she praised as she patted down his sweat covered neck. She dropped to the ground and began walking next to the large animal, giving him time to cool down. Since taking Kaz’s arrow, she had felt driven to ride at top speed each day. She didn’t know where she was going or why, but she made a lot of distance down the main road from Lexingar toward the village of Cotham, a large village that was the last major habitation on the road to the eastern shore. 
 
    As she continued down the road she looked up to see a man bent over rinsing his hands in the Gulpa River. “Hello,” she called out when she was a few yards away from him. It was always good to speak early and not startle people, especially before she completely freaked them out. 
 
    He turned and looked over his shoulder as she approached. He shook the water from his hands and stood up to greet her. “Welcome,” he replied.  
 
    It seemed a strange thing to say as she did not feel she was entering into anything, but she inclined her head slightly. “Thank you,” she answered tentatively as she looked around the empty road. 
 
    “Our camp is just over there,” the man said with a smile. He turned around with his arms outstretched and pointed to the trees on the left of the path. “If you need anything, please feel welcome,” he said again. 
 
    Maggie smirked. It wasn’t every day she was welcomed twice to a camp. “Odon,” Maggie answered, feeling led by the voices in her head. He looked a little surprised that she had guessed his name, but he did not interrupt. “I have a very important job for you, something that is very pressing. It will establish your name in this region for generations as a hero and a good man.” She wasn’t sure why she felt like saying those words, but they came to her and seemed to impact the man in front of her as he got a very serious look on his face. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked as he squinted his eyes and scrutinized her. 
 
    “My name is Maggie,” she said reaching her hand out. 
 
    He wiped off his still damp hand on his trousers and took her hand, but he still held his head to the side and looked questioningly at her. “I’m not interested in being a hero,” he corrected, “but a good man… that is what I’m aiming for. It’s what we’re all trying to do,” he added looking over in the direction of his camp. 
 
    “I know,” Maggie replied. “I also know about your name.” Although she did not actually know anything about his name, or why it would be important to bring it up, she did know that by mentioning it, she had his full attention. “I have a mission for you, something that will make you worthy of your name.” 
 
    Odon gave a full smile showing all of his teeth. “You are very persuasive. I guess I’ll do it!” 
 
    “What?” Maggie said, shocked by his eager response. 
 
    “I said I’ll do it,” Odon repeated more slowly. “I’ve spread the word among the local villages that I’m a changed man and I’ll do anything to prove it. So whatever village sent you doesn’t matter, whatever the task, I’ll see that it is done.” 
 
    Maggie walked a half circle around Odon as some thoughts came into her mind. He was a strongarm, dressed in old clothing. His hair was messy and his beard had at least a week of unkempt growth. He didn’t look like the person to do what she needed done, but she had little choice in the matter. “I am not from a local village and what I’m about to ask is more than a small task.” 
 
    Odon looked skeptical. “I’ve already given my word,” he said resolutely. “I will help with what you need if I can.” 
 
    “An army is invading Denall and I need you to come with me to stop them,” she explained. 
 
    Odon laughed out loud. “That is ridiculous! Denall is at peace with everyone. What kind of joke are you playing?” 
 
    “It’s no joke,” Maggie argued, but she could see she was losing him. Before continuing, she looked at Odon for a long moment then changed the direction of her conversation. “I want you to think of a way I could prove to you I’m not lying. Don’t say it out loud; just keep that thought in your mind.” She waited for a time, then shook her head. “I don’t have any official papers from the king,” she confessed. “Is there anything else I could do?” 
 
    He opened his eyes wide and stared at her. “How did you know?” he began, “Never mind. That was probably the first thing anyone would think.” He looked up and down the road, then at the small path that led off the road. 
 
    Before Odon could speak, Maggie answered his unspoken thoughts. “There are forty people in your band. All of them are of age and strong enough to help,” she added. “If we are to succeed, we will need all of them.” 
 
    “You have my attention,” Odon said. As he looked at Maggie his face was much less friendly than when she first came, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. 
 
    “The sorcerer Mordyar is attacking Denall in two places. His northern army is landing shortly on the eastern beach,” she pointed down the road, “If unchecked, this army will run wild in Northern Denall while his larger force comes in secretly from another location. We need to stop them.” 
 
    Odon reached his hand up and rubbed his beard. “How big is this army?”  
 
    Maggie shrugged, “One thousand men.”  
 
    Odon crossed his arms over his chest. “I think the King would know if there was an army landing on the coast of Denall,” he argued as he placed a hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “Something tells me you are sent here from Cotham. Did Caleb send you to get rid of us, make us ride east to the coast?” 
 
    “I’m not here from Cotham and I don’t know Caleb,” she answered, a little exasperated. “I have come from Omer’s Keep. I sent one army ahead to the beach landing site, and now I’m trying to get more help. You and all of your friends are the perfect people to help stop this army. I don’t know why, but I know you are.” 
 
    He stood silently for a moment, looking unconvinced. Maggie reached up like lightning and grabbed his hand that was still resting on her shoulder. She pressed her right thumb into the soft spot between his thumb and index finger and twisted while she pressed his shoulder down to the ground with her other hand. With his face pressed to the dirt road, he spoke through the side of his mouth. “What was that for?” 
 
    “It was to answer your next question,” she responded, knowing that the next thing he was about to ask was why he should trust her to lead his friends into danger. She leaned in close and whispered into his ear. “I can anticipate what people will do before they do it, and that might be the thing that keeps you alive.” 
 
    “So can you anticipate that my arm is going numb?” he asked in a dry tone. 
 
    Maggie released her grip on his hand and reached out a hand to help him to his feet. He looked at her outstretched hand but refused to take it. Instead, he nimbly stood up on his feet and slowly dusted off his pants. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret working with you,” he said as he rotated his now freed arm. 
 
    “So you’re coming with me?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll go with you and I’ll help you as I promised. But each of my friends will make the choice on their own. I have the feeling they will need more convincing than you dropping me to the ground,” he added. 
 
    “That sounds fair,” Maggie responded. “If we start riding now, they’ll be able to witness the invading army landing. Do you think that will convince them?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Trae’s head jerked up suddenly as he fought the sleepiness that threatened to make him fall off the horse from exhaustion. He was happy to see that despite his dozing and three days of constant travel, he had not let his cradling hold of Pentra falter, but now he was about to face an even greater challenge. The steep rocky path ahead was too difficult for any horse to travel. For the past three days they followed the chasm almost directly east until it became a small stream coming off the mountains that rose directly in front of him. 
 
    He gently set Pentra down on the ground and began rummaging through the saddle bags for anything useful. He crushed the last dried leaves into a tin cup and let it sit while he searched for anything else that might be useful. He had used his healing cream that Kire gave him on Pentra’s arm, and although it seemed to slow the spread of the poison, he needed to get her to a village quickly.  
 
    He looked down at Pentra and brushed a stray hair away from her face. She was beautiful, but pale from loss of blood, and lack of food. She needed help. 
 
    “It was horrible!” Pentra blurted out. Trae jumped. Every time Pentra spoke, it startled him. She had talked several times in the past few days. She spoke mostly in random phrases that had no meaning to Trae, but when she did he tried to comfort her. 
 
    “It’s ok Pentra. I’ve got you.” 
 
    “Let me go, you monster!” She began to sob uncontrollably. 
 
    “You’re safe. Everything is alright,” Trae said in his most calming voice. “Nobody is going to hurt you.” Tension left Pentra’s body and she slumped down again into unconsciousness. Trae tried to imagine what kind of life Pentra had lived, what she had experienced that would make all her outbursts so violent. 
 
    Trae reached down and picked up the cup of tea. After each outburst, Pentra woke for a brief time and that is when he forced her to drink or eat. After she drank some, he would also have some water, and then they would continue journeying east.  
 
    Pentra’s eyes fluttered open. “Where are we?” She tried to sit up, but she didn’t have the strength. 
 
    “You need to drink to keep up your strength,” Trae explained as he held out the tin cup.  He reached his hands behind her head and tilted her head back. 
 
    Pentra scowled at him. “I can do it myself!” She tried to hold the cup, but her fingers failed. She could barely lift up the weight of her arms, let alone hold something up. 
 
    Trae tenderly poured some tea into her mouth and let her drain the cup. He knelt down by the stream and filled up their water skin, but stopped when he heard Pentra sobbing. His first thought was that she was having another outburst, but that thought fled as he approached her and saw her eyes open. “I can’t do it by myself.” 
 
    Trae smiled. “No, you can’t. You need some help.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I’ve always needed help, but I’ve never had anyone care enough to give it.” 
 
    “You need to rest, Pentra. I’m here; you won’t ever need to worry about that again. I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    Pentra smiled and weakly tried to lift her hands. Trae moved to her side and put his arms around her. She looked up at him and rested her head on his chest. “I know you will.” She nuzzled her head against him as she fell back to sleep. 
 
    Trae took a drink of water and chewed on the last piece of jerky. He hoped it would give him the energy he needed to keep moving on foot. He cradled Pentra in his arms and began moving up the steep incline. 
 
    In his foggy state of near sleep it took him several moments to realize that he had reached the first part of his destination – The Orften Mountains. He searched up and down the mountains looking for caves, or homes, or anything that would indicate that there were people living here. He saw nothing.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do?” Trae had taken to talking out loud, whether to himself or to Pentra, he needed to vocalize his thoughts to help him focus. 
 
    The only settlement he knew was in the mountains was Vinsiad, a large mining village that had the richest silver mines in Denall. He looked north, and then south again. “Where am I?” 
 
    Not knowing where he was in relation to Vinsiad he turned south. As he crossed the mountain stream he talked to Pentra. “Don’t worry, we’ll find help.” 
 
    Trae smiled, thinking that if Pentra were conscious she would probably tell him he was a fool, and needed to search for tracks. She always wanted some kind of sign to tell her where to go, but he found that if he followed his instincts, things almost always turned out for the good. He needed things to turn out now more than ever, and his instincts told him he was not moving fast enough. He took a long breath, and then pulled power from the Strength Stone, the power of speed. The last time he used it to save Pentra at the bridge, it didn’t make him pass out, so he hoped it would work for him this time. He began running south, darting up the path at amazing speed. He felt his body’s exhaustion, but knew he needed to move on. 
 
    To keep his body upright, Trae pulled strength through the Strength Stone. After an entire day moving south on foot his body was worn down, and incapable of anymore. He knew that the moment he stopped concentrating on using the stone, he would collapse, and any hope for Pentra’s safety would be lost. He didn’t know if pulling so much power from the Strength Stone was safe for him, but at this point he didn’t care. Pentra’s pulse was weak, and the naturally full rouge color of her lips had been replaced with an almost white color. “Please hold on. Not much further.” 
 
    As he spoke, he smelled something that registered in his nose as being out of place, but it took his mind several moments to figure out why. Not fully understanding what was different, Trae looked up from the ground and scanned the mountains. 
 
    The mountains looked beautiful with the sun hitting them one last time before sinking below the western horizon. They seemed to be aflame with color. A thin line of smoke was like a beacon of white among all the other evening colors. Trae also noticed that his shadow stretched long, almost reaching the foot of the mountain to his left. 
 
    In a daze, Trae shook his head again - smoke! The smell was smoke. He saw a line of smoke; that meant a fire and people. He reached deep within to find the strength to move faster. He jogged to the mountain foot and continued jogging until it became too steep. When he was unable to jog, he walked, until he needed to crawl, and finally climb up a short, steep cliff with Pentra in his arms. The hope at seeing and smelling smoke gave him renewed vigor and he pressed his body far past its limits to get up the pitched slope. 
 
    When he crested the ridge he looked down on a small village and some involuntary tears streaked lines down his travel-worn face. “We made it.” He spoke to Pentra. “You’re going to be all right.” He looked down at her and bowed his head down to gently kiss the top of her head. 
 
    He walked closer to the village. As he approached, the few people who were out and about in the village common area seemed to apprehensively await their arrival. Vinsiad was not a place that strangers came to visit, especially from over the sharp ridge. Trae tried to call out to the people, but his voice only made a harsh croak. He fell to his knees from exhaustion, but he was filled with pure joy that he had found help. For the first time since they left the bridge, Trae released Pentra from his careful hold and reached out to the villagers for aid. Then he fell to the ground next to her.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The waves crashed violently against the jagged rocks that lined Southern Denall. For the safety of ships, crew, and cargo, experienced sailors avoided these choppy waters. The ocean heaved violently upwards, covering many of the rock protrusions, and then quickly dropped several yards to reveal the rocks again. If a ship was caught in the current, it was quickly chewed up by the rising and falling of the salty ocean water over the jutting rocks. 
 
    The cliffs, sharp rocks, and unstable waters were a natural barrier that had kept Denall safe for ages. No army, traveler, or merchant had ever tried to enter Denall from the south, and although the king’s patrols had occasionally ventured into the hot, unforgiving Coffal desert, they never made the long journey through to the southern border of the island. It was a well-known fact that even if somebody was able to land and disembark, they would quickly perish in the desert — and that was exactly why Mordyar and his armada were approaching from the south. 
 
    The dark sails of fifty large ships billowed in the wind as they approached the rocks and cliffs. “Sorcerer Mordyar,” a timid captain ventured as he saw the rocks jutting out of the water. “If we continue on this path we’ll be smashed to bits.” 
 
    Mordyar hated when fools told him obvious things. These hired sea captains and the mercenaries they had recruited for him were almost unbearable to him after decades of living among his own, trusting followers in the Scorched Lands. Not one of them would ever have thought to doubt him in such a way.  
 
    He stood still, crimson hair blowing wildly in the salty air. He narrowed his dark eyes into a glare. Under the penetrating stare, the captain instinctively looked at the deck boards under his feet. It brought Mordyar great satisfaction to terrify Captain Shule, by all reports an otherwise capable man, into complete submission.  
 
    “Hold the course,” Mordyar commanded as he began walking from the helm to the bow of the ship, leaving the captain to steer them forward. 
 
    Mordyar had learned through decades of tyrannical leadership, that the more the people knew, the less control he had. In this mission, he needed full control. He would tell them what they needed to know only as they needed to know it. He could have nothing go wrong. 
 
    He had received word from several seekers that a Stone of Power was on the Island of Denall. From the reports, he had concluded that two, or perhaps three were currently on this island. Such a concentration could only mean one thing: the Gathering had begun. A small thrill ran through his whole being at the idea of finally having the Stones of Power in his hands. 
 
    He was brought back to the task at hand as the ship surged forward at full sail, closing in on the perilous rocks that lay between the armada and the cliffs of Coffal. The tall sorcerer stood dangerously on the bow of the ship with his frail looking arms outstretched. Years ago those same arms had been strong, with well-defined muscles, but centuries of unnaturally prolonged life had taken a toll on him, making him look withered and weak. All that would change when he finally had the Stones of Power – when he at last would control the power of the Changing. He would show the world that he was the strongest, most powerful being to have ever lived.  
 
    Undaunted by the violent tossing of the large waves, he stood on the bow, moving his body with the rocking of the waves. The ship was caught in an upheaval of water that carried the vessel up over some jagged rocks. Using his enhanced hearing and sight, Mordyar could sense the fear in Captain Shule, noting the way he gripped the helm with white knuckles, and the pounding of his heart as if it would burst from his chest. This trip had been filled with similarly terrifying moments, and Mordyar enjoyed watching the mercenaries squirm and tremble with fear.  
 
    It was not just an exercise in showing his dominance, it was also a calculated necessity. Although much of the army was made up of unmarked men who were completely loyal to him, almost half were marked mercenaries, and he needed their complete submission. Each step of this journey had been calculated exactly using his enhanced intellect. Mordyar brought them to the brink of destruction, and then saved them at the last minute so they would know he was their only hope for survival.  
 
    As Mordyar stood upon the bow, he closed his eyes and licked his upper lip. When the ship reached the top of a wave, Mordyar moved his hands in a sweeping motion like he was cutting under the ship. The crew stopped to watch the sorcerer, keeping completely still as the ship paused for a moment before descending down, knowing that if he failed, they would all die.  His magic did not change the movements of the waves or the momentum of the ship as it lurched forward over the crest of the wave, and the ship dropped several yards. The marked seamen men grabbed the rigging or the rail when the ship began its descent. 
 
    Just as it was about to collide with the sharp rocks, Mordyar looked over his shoulder at the crew and saw that Shule had closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, waiting for the impact. The ship crashed down with the wave, but did not meet any resistance of rocks or hard ground. The crew all breathed a united exhale of relief as they realized that all the jagged rocks that had previously been impeding their route to the cliffs were gone. Mordyar had sliced through the rocks and pushed them aside, clearing the way. 
 
    The captain released a long breath. “What are all of you standing around for? Get back to work!” he called out. For a moment the crew all struggled to regain their footing and looked around, not sure what to do. 
 
    Mordyar stepped down from the bow of the ship and turned to look at the captain. “Get me up next to those cliffs.” 
 
    Shule knuckled his forehead, and Mordyar could tell he was struggling to steady his breathing and calm his heart. “Yes, Master Sorcerer.” 
 
    Despite the cleared path, the water next to the cliffs was rising and falling tumultuously. The captain guided the ship forward, dropped sail, and steered into position. Each wave brought the ship lunging forward. “Master Magician,” Shule called out, “the cliff!” 
 
    Without acknowledging the captain, Mordyar again raised his arms and held them out as if pushing off from the sheer walls of the cliff. The ship slowed to a cushioned stop next to the walls where it rose and fell evenly without rubbing against the rock face. Mordyar left the magic cushion of air so the ship would continue to rise and fall without destroying the hull. After ensuring the safety of the vessel, he looked up the almost one hundred yard smooth-faced cliff. 
 
    This was the part of the landing that would take a lot of magical energy, and would be very time consuming. He looked down at the coils of rope that were neatly piled on the deck of the ship. He concentrated on one of the rope coils, specifically on the large knot on the end of the rope, and used his magic to teleport the rope up the cliff face and put the knotted end deep inside the rock at the top of the cliff. 
 
    Satisfied that his plan was working, he teleported up the remaining coils of rope, one after another. The deck was almost cleared of rope by the time the loose end of the first rope slapped down against the cliff face, just above the ship’s deck boards. 
 
    “Quit staring and get moving!” Mordyar curtly addressed the captain. 
 
    “Yes, Sorcerer.” Shule quickly moved among his men, preparing them to scale the cliffs using the ropes that were now hanging within reach of the port side of the ship. 
 
    “I will be back tomorrow morning. Get the men and supplies up these cliffs.” 
 
    Shule bobbed his head. “Master, you can’t expect that the entire army will be up in a single day? There are just one hundred ropes. It is not possible. And the supplies will take at least a week.” 
 
    “Captain, have you ever sailed through a desert?” Mordyar asked, eyes boring holes into Shule. 
 
    Shaking his head hesitantly Shule replied, “No.” 
 
    “Exactly, so I really don’t have need of a ship’s captain anymore, do I?” Allowing time for his meaning to sink in, Mordyar continued, “Get as many of the men and as much of the supplies up to the top of that cliff as you can by morning. When I return, if it is enough, I will not throw you off the cliff.” 
 
    Shule stood motionless, staring with fear-filled eyes at the sorcerer. Mordyar then vanished from the deck of the ship, and teleported himself to the top of the cliff. 
 
    Glancing down to the bobbing ship below, Mordyar saw Shule running frantically around his ship giving orders, tying supplies to his men’s backs, and getting the incoming ships lashed together to transfer supplies and men. His face contorted into a thin, evil smile. No matter what the captain was able to do today, in the morning he would be killed, and his mark would be given to one of Mordyar’s unmarked soldiers. Killing some of the marked men from time to time would keep the others in line so he could use them until they were no longer needed. 
 
    After surveying the progress, Mordyar teleported further into the desert. Moving from sand dune to sand dune was a simple way to travel, and required a minimum expenditure of energy. He could see why Coffal had been the preferred place for the high magicians to settle. But he was not here to enjoy the scenery. He had one last recruitment effort to make. 
 
    It was true he had desired nothing more than to finally possess each of the Stones of Power, but another long-held desire of Mordyar’s had been to force the Magicians of Coffal to face him. They had denied him once, and had escaped his wrath by binding all life in the desert, leaving him to believe that the magicians themselves had all been bound as well – trapped forever by a spell that even Mordyar himself had been unable to unravel. 
 
    From the reports he had received from his seekers over the last one hundred years, however, it had become clear that an enclave of magicians had survived, and now he knew where to find them.  
 
    Dinbar. 
 
    It had required years of careful tracking, spying, bribery, and cunning deduction, but finally the location of the magicians’ home had been uncovered. 
 
    The tall sorcerer moved with caution as he closed the distance to Dinbar. When he had come as close as any being without the enhanced gift of sight would be able to see, he decided to make his way on foot, keeping his eyes open for any scouts that might be about, and for an escape route if his plans did not work as he wanted.  
 
    Though he didn’t often find it necessary anymore, Mordyar called up his enhanced hearing and sight, and the five marks on his left ear and left temple flared maroon. He scanned all around him carefully for any sign of life; he didn’t want to be caught unawares in a place where hundreds of magicians would know the lay of the land better than himself. For several minutes the wind was the only thing that called to him, moving the blistering heat of the midday sun across the barren dunes, and filling in the tracks his feet had left behind him. 
 
    When the wind finally died down, his ears picked up the slightest of sounds. He dropped to the ground, sinking into the sand as he waited cautiously. Then he realized the noise was coming from beneath him. It could have been the scratching, of a distant animal, but as he focused his hearing it became clear that the source of the sound was an underground aqueduct. An idea occurred to him. 
 
    Mordyar pressed his hands downward, and using magic, he created a small tube that reached through the endless sand until he reached bedrock. He turned over and kicked the rock. A quick, concentrated blast of magical energy caused the stone to crack. Through the small crack in the bedrock, Mordyar threw a magic light that revealed an underground cavern. He smiled at his good fortune.  
 
    He teleported himself down into the cavern, lighting upon a rock ledge that extended several hundred feet along the edge of an underground river. The water down here was crystal clear and the cavern opened up into a long, winding corridor that led in the direction of Dinbar. Mordyar hung an orb of light on the wall before moving forward. 
 
    Mordyar formed a small ball of fire that hovered above his hand. It provided the light he needed to walk through the rocky underground cave, while also giving him a weapon if he needed to strike out at a magician. After walking for several minutes, he began to sense the use of magic ahead. He knew he was still several hundred yards from being under Dinbar, so he cautiously kept moving, dimming his fireball so it was barely lit. He strained his hearing to listen for any noise, but there was complete silence, even the underground cavern seemed to have no life besides him. It was strangely unnerving. 
 
    The sorcerer reached out his hands in front of himself as he came to a solid stone wall. The cavern ended. Mordyar could still sense the use of magic coming from the direction of Dinbar. He brushed his hands against the surface of the rock wall until he came to a small sliver of a crack. He formed a magical wedge, and with his enhanced strength he pressed the magic into the crack, forcing it slowly open. The rock groaned against the pressure until the crack was the width of a knife and light was coming from the other side. 
 
    Looking down the crack, Mordyar could see what was making the light, and the reason he could feel magic being used. On the other side of the rock, there was a magic orb. It lit up a small cave where a string held a large bucket. Mordyar was only a few feet away from the well that was located under Dinbar. 
 
    He had found his escape route. 
 
    Mordyar teleported back to the magic orb he had hung at the place where he had entered the cavern, then up to the surface of the desert where he reinforced the magic around the tube to the cavern, making sure it wouldn’t be covered or filled in by the ever-shifting sand.  
 
    Teleporting to the base of Dinbar’s well-concealed entrance, he waved his hands above his head, gathering some power. Then using wind, he blasted the side of the sand dune, pushing away all the loose sand from the side of the structure until the elaborate stone door was revealed. Though he wanted to rejoice, some familiar, yet unsettling sensation tugged at the corners of his memory, and a strange shudder ran through him. Shaking it off quickly, Mordyar took a deep breath and prepared for a particularly concentrated spell. He knew he would need to act quickly if he wanted to maintain the element of surprise.  
 
    Using fire, Mordyar blasted a hole in the door and stepped in through the broken side of the dome. 
 
    The inside of the structure was beautiful! The interior of the sand dune had been turned to sparkling glass, with magical light caught in orbs that had been seamlessly created at strategic points along the walls. Light reflected from a hundred geometric surfaces as though he had just entered a cavern of enormous crystals.  
 
    Having apparently interrupted a community mealtime, Mordyar’s quick assessment of the scene before him told him that likely the entire population of Dinbar was currently gathered, seated in family groups. Responding with a predictable delayed response, everyone turned with startled faces to regard Mordyar.  
 
    He felt a deep sense of satisfaction as he noted recognition dawning on many faces as their eyes passed over his red hair and gaunt face, and parents pulled their children close.  
 
    “Hello, my people,” he bellowed above all the commotion. “I have come to gather the oppressed people of the world. You hide here out in the desert, away from the lush, green fields of Denall for fear that you will be taken as slaves and used for your abilities. Join with me and you will no longer quiver in darkness, but you will rule all of Denall!” 
 
    An elderly magician, still holding a fireball in each hand, stepped forward. 
 
    “We are not your people,” he shouted. “We are here in this place because we choose to be here. We know of you, Mord of Yar, and we have no need of your ‘liberation.’ Instead I think it more appropriate that someone administer the justice which you have earned many times over!” 
 
    An evil smile spread across Mordyar’s lips. “Justice. What does any marked man know of justice? You have denied justice to the unmarked of the world long enough, and I am not leaving,” he said in a quiet, dangerous voice that was carried by magic to echo off the walls of the dome. “I will conquer Denall with or without your help. Your only choice is whether you are going to live a long life with your families or whether you will watch them all die today. It’s up to you.” He stood silently for a moment, waiting for a response and calculating possible weak points within the structure. When the elderly leader began shaking his head, Mordyar had his answer. 
 
    He burst into action. He shot out with psionic blasts, striking at key structural points inside the dome. As the dome began to fall, he ran forward, shooting out in all directions with fire attacks that blasted the magicians to the walls and consumed any attack they tried to throw at him. The roof above began to crack and large chunks of glass fell inside, followed by sand pouring in for all directions. The cracks spread, and many magicians raised their hands up to hold the roof from collapsing, allowing Mordyar to safely run to the well. “Goodbye,” he said, then jumped down into the well. 
 
    As he fell, Mordyar held his hands up and some magic attacks blasted upwards from the well, striking the last solid points along the roof of the dome. As his feet were about to hit the water, Mordyar looked south and saw, with his enhanced sight, the light through the crack in the stone. He teleported to the far side of the rock wall as sand, debris and some counter attacks fell into the water under the well. 
 
    Using his enhanced strength, Mordyar drove his hand into the knife-sized wedge in the stone he had previously created, spreading the crack wide open. The wall cracked and crumbled, forming a huge gap that spread out under Dinbar, but it needed to be bigger. He wanted to make sure that the quaking was sufficient to completely bring the glass structure of Dinbar crashing down, and to bury any magical resistance that might choose to stand against his army. 
 
    Mordyar strained to break the stone apart, and when it was open enough, he pressed his body into the space and pushed outwards with his enhanced strength and magic blasting from both hands in opposite directions. Just then, a memory of another time he had been at Dinbar, and a face, flashed in his mind. It happened so fast, he could barely even process the image, but something deep inside him responded, and before he knew what was happening, Mordyar had called forth more magical energy than he had ever channeled in his many years of life. A massive wave of energy shot out, bursting the crack in the bedrock wide apart, and Mordyar was flung out of the chasm, scarcely conscious. 
 
    From underneath him there was a massive rumbling that shook the entire desert. Exhausted and dazed, Mordyar struggled to understand what was happening, but finally realized: his magic had affected a natural fault line, sending a rippling earthquake blasting out to the north and south. 
 
    The shaking lasted for a full five minutes, and when it had ended, Dinbar had become nothing more than a hole in the ground, and the earthquake had left a crevice that spread North farther than his enhanced sight could see. 
 
    Mordyar tried to call forth enough magical energy to teleport, to shield himself from the sun, to do anything at all, but his magic had been entirely drained. He had heard of magicians who had burned out, using more magic than their beings could withstand, and he knew the only reason he was still alive was because of his other enhanced gifts. And yet, not even they would keep him alive for long if he didn’t get out from under this blazing sun.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    He looked back south toward his army and struggled to his feet. It would be a long walk, but by the evening, he might have just enough magical energy replenished to teleport the rest of the way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Algernon caravan traveled undisturbed through the eastern region of Omer's realm. Each year as they traveled through these parts, they were stopped by bandits and saved by Omer's guards at least once. Some years they would avoid Omer completely by taking the road south that led to Pike Point. This year, however, the caravan traveled a straight course, specifically to encounter Omer. Each night when they stopped, the caravans formed a tight circle as though expecting an attack at any moment, but the attack never came. There was no sign of soldier or bandit as they traveled toward Omer's Keep. 
 
    Two young companions walked alongside the wagons in full armor. Angela began talking as they easily kept pace with the wagons. “Farin, what do you think you will find at Omer's Keep?” She had expressed her concern many times about going to the keep, but Farin’s mind was set.  
 
    Farin squeezed her hand in his. “I don't know what will be there, but I just hope to find answers.” 
 
    “We'll get there tomorrow. You need to think about it. What if the answers are not what you are looking for? What then? Will you keep searching? Will you leave the caravan to find something that might not be there? Where will you go? What will you do?” 
 
    “Slow down! One question at a time.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, I know men can't think of two things at once.” She tried to ease the seriousness of the conversation by using humor, but Farin could see the concern in her eyes. “I'm just nervous, I don't want to lose you and I'm scared.” Angela gripped his hand at this declaration, an affectionate display that was becoming more and more common. 
 
    Farin gripped her hand tightly to convey comfort. “There's nothing to be afraid of. We're just here to do some trading and ask for news. We're not in any danger.” 
 
    “We're not in danger now, but I just worry that we will be. We have no idea what to expect when we get there.” Farin knew that Angela liked to have things planned out. She wanted to know where the caravan was going not only tomorrow, but the schedule for the next year. He felt terrible that he had no answers for her, but he had learned on his Troven that he sometimes needed to change plans and move into the unknown. 
 
    “All the more reason to train harder today,” Farin responded. “If anything does happen I want you to be as far away as possible, or right by my side. Either way I can be sure you are safe.” This time Angela was not offended by the offer of protection. 
 
    The two continued to walk at the pace of the wagons until the caravan came to a halt in a small clearing. In no time, they had set up the wagons in a circular defensive formation, and they were preparing for a night of double watch duty. 
 
    Odon came to Farin's wagon before the sun was setting. “What are you planning to do tomorrow?” 
 
    Farin had heard this question from Blade and Angela and now from Odon. Although tired of hearing himself respond, he answered. “I plan to go to Omer's Keep, trade with him like we do at every stop and gather information. I will speak with guards, servants, nobles, and Omer himself if I have to. I am going to find out if Bendar has been in this area.” 
 
    Odon nodded thoughtfully before speaking again. “I don't know if you have considered this, but you are welcome to join our caravan on a permanent basis. You won't need to worry about future plans or getting to some distant destination. You can have peace in life.” 
 
    The thought had crossed Farin's mind a thousand times through their months of travel. He loved working with the caravan, collecting goods and trading, learning a trade from Blade, and he especially liked spending time with Angela. There was a part of him that didn't want to go to Omer's Keep, but he made a promise to himself when Garin died and Bendar left. He needed to do all that he could to bring closure to that part of his life and to help a friend in any way he could. Thinking of Bendar reminded him of Garin and he noticed that he was unconsciously putting his hand into his pocket to touch the worn picture his brother had given him. “Thank you.” Was all Farin could think to say, but he would not accept that offer of peace until he had found peace inside. Farin retired to his wagon and spent a restless night, despite the relative comfort of the warmth of spring. 
 
    In the morning, the caravan assembled to complete their journey to Omer's Keep. Although they traded with Omer most years, there was still an uneasy feeling among the traveling group knowing that Farin had something on his mind other than trading. By mid-morning they turned off the main road to go down the private road to the keep. The road had soldiers on either side, from time to time, as guards against the bandits that tried to rob those carrying goods to and from Omer's Keep, but otherwise the road was relatively clear and the trip continued without event. 
 
    When the keep came into view, Farin felt a tension he had not expected. In his previous experiences he had fought one person at a time, usually in practice rings. The few times he had encountered bandits they were not overly prepared and they were easily dispatched. When the keep came into view, he knew that if Bendar was held in that looming building, there was nothing he could do about it. The tall grey structure had armed guards at every entrance, archers on the walls, and soldiers training in a small barracks only three or four hundred yards from the keep. Even if he could best one or two of these guards, he couldn't dodge an arrow or fight his way through fifty armed guards. He was beginning to feel that he had come all this way just to be completely outmatched. 
 
    At the gate a guard approached Odon. Farin strained his hearing. “Is there a young man in this party named Farin?” 
 
    Odon responded as casually as he could, but Farin knew he was not good at lying. “Why would you be looking for a young man?” 
 
    The guard continued in a no nonsense tone. “We know that Farin travels with this group and Omer wants to speak with him.” Having heard this, Farin stepped off his wagon without hesitation and moved to the front of the group. Although Farin walked with deliberate strides and appeared to have full composure, inside he was terrified. Why are they looking for me? How do they know I am with this group? Should I just leave now? But he continued walking. 
 
    As he reached Odon's wagon the guard motioned toward Farin. “Is this the boy?” 
 
    Odon shook his head. “This is Farin, but he is no boy.” 
 
    The guard blew a deliberate breath out his nose to scoff at this point. Ignoring Odon, he addressed Farin. “You will leave your weapons here and come with me.” The guard then turned and began walking back toward the keep, with full expectation that his orders would be obeyed. 
 
    “This is very unusual, what is going on?” Odon demanded. 
 
    The guard turned back around and faced Odon. “If he is a man, then he can speak for himself. Come on, boy, Omer will see you now.” The guard walked away. 
 
    Odon spoke softly to Farin. “You do not need to do this. We can turn around and leave right now.” 
 
    “I know,” Farin replied. “But I don't intend to fight today. All I came to do is trade and perhaps ask some questions. I think Omer may be the only one who can answer them for me.” With that, Farin unstrapped his scabbard and handed his boot knife to Odon and followed the guard into the foreboding keep. Just before he passed the gate, he felt a familiar hand slip into his, as Angela joined him. She looked at him with a determination that said she was not backing down or letting him face danger alone. The guards paid no attention to Angela as they led the pair into the keep and raised the large drawbridge. 
 
    Inside the keep, they silently walked past the main entrance and deep into the inner halls. Farin was searching every wall and every window so he could keep his sense of direction in case he needed to fight his way out. His top priority was to get Angela out safely and his best plan right now was to surprise the guards and take a sword. Fighting his way back down the hallways was not going to be too difficult, as they had only passed three guards on duty inside the keep. The biggest challenge stopping them would be lowering the drawbridge. Then they would be in the range of the archers. The farther he moved into the keep, the less chance he would have to get out alive if Omer meant him harm, but he continued to monitor what he passed making sure he had a backup plan. 
 
    While Farin considered how he would escape if their upcoming conversation turned south, Angela spoke in a whisper that was barely audible, but she knew he would be able to hear with his enhanced ears. “I’ve worked with Omer before. Let me do the talking, I know how to speak to these nobles.” 
 
    Farin nodded his head and squeezed her hand to let her know he got the message, but he didn’t feel like he was going to have much choice in what happened. If Omer summoned him personally, there was definitely something strange going on, something they couldn’t prepare for. 
 
    Their procession climbed up a flight of stone steps and into a small audience chamber. They were directed to be seated. Shortly after being seated, a man who was shorter than Farin and had a small tuft of grey hair on his head entered the room. He was dressed in colorful clothing that reminded Farin of the kind of clothing Bendar said was the fashion for the intellectuals in the universities. “That’s Omer’s advisor,” Angela whispered as he approached and bowed slightly. 
 
    “Please come this way,” he said as he showed them into the audience chamber. “Omer commands that all leave this room for his private interview with Farin and his guest.” When the advisor made this announcement, the others waiting in the chamber filed out. There were some grumbles of complaint, probably from those who had been waiting to see Omer, but they obeyed the command. 
 
    When all the room had cleared, the advisor made an announcement. “Now I present to you, the Lord of this realm, Omer,” the advisor said. He bowed and left the room leaving Farin and Angela alone.  
 
    In the empty room, the words echoed off the walls. Angela stood up and pulled on Farin's arm, urging him to do likewise. Angela's grip tightened on Farin's hand. “Let me do the talking at first,” she reminded. “You didn't even know to stand…” Despite his doubly enhanced gift, Farin did not hear any other words Angela was whispering to him when he saw Omer enter the room. His eyes met with the man dressed in royal robes and he broke into a wide grin while tears brimmed in his eyes.  
 
    Forgetting all protocol Farin blurted out, “Bendar!” Farin rushed up to the front of the room to embrace his smiling friend. “You're here and you're alive.” 
 
    Bendar returned the embrace and reassured his friend. “I am here; the main question is why you are here?” 
 
    “I came to find you, to get you out if I needed to,” Farin replied. 
 
    “You came to save me?” Bendar asked, stunned. He released Farin and looked at his friend. 
 
    “Of course I did,” Farin answered. “That's all I have thought of since the time we were separated. I couldn't leave you not knowing what happened.” Looking around, Farin asked, “What did happen, by the way? Where's Omer?” 
 
    Bendar furrowed his brow in deep contemplation before responding. Ignoring Farin's question he spoke. “When we started our journey I was planning to leave you in Norwell and head south to the universities. My plans were so big that I only saw you and Kaz and Garin as ways to get me to my goals. After we started our journey, I soon realized I couldn't leave any of you. Then when Garin was killed...” 
 
    Farin cut Bendar off. “You don't have to say anything.” 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” Bendar continued with emotion in his voice. “When I freed those men and left the caravan, I did it so I could make up for the mistakes I had made that led to injury, danger, starvation, and losing Garin. I also left because I couldn't face you, knowing that my plans had led to Garin's death. I never thought I had much to learn from Dungan, the Troven, or the three of you, but I was wrong.” He stopped for a moment to gather his thoughts and regain his composure before he continued. “I thought you would hate me and never forgive me. I thought you would be happy that I was gone. But since I have been here, both you and Kaz have come back, risking your lives to save me.” 
 
    Farin looked up sharply at the mention of Kaz. “Kaz was here? When did he come? Is he okay? Is he still here?” 
 
    Bendar smiled, as he looked down at Farin. “There is a lot we need to discuss, and, if you choose to accept, I have a task for you to perform for your country, but first things first,” he said with a smile, “who is this fine lady who has agreed to put up with your company?” 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kire looked over his shoulder as he made his way down a small, almost hidden path leading south from Omer’s Keep. Odon followed close on horseback surrounded by a handful of men and women from the caravan including Blade, Farin and Angela. “Where are you taking us?” Odon asked as he shifted uncomfortably in the saddle. Caravan life did not often require him to get off his wagon and onto a horse. 
 
    “I want to ask you a very large favor,” Kire answered cryptically, “but first I need for you to see this.” The group rode through Omer’s large vineyards and through some vast rolling hills. When they were coming up on exceptionally steep hill, Kire slowed down. “It’s just over this ridge,” he said. He pointed out into a small valley as they crested a hill and rode down the steep incline on the southern side of the hill.  
 
    Kire watched Odon’s face turn from inquisitive to a dark anger as he closed in on Hess and realized what he was looking at: a secluded village where each small cabin was exactly the same size as the next. There was no room between the houses for gardens or anything other than walking paths. The people in the village stopped and looked up at them as they walked their horses forward. On the people who were close, it was easy to make out a branded ‘S’ on their arms. As the riders closed in on the village, many of them ran away and ducked into their small homes for shelter. “This is a slave village,” Odon concluded. “Does the king know about this?” 
 
    “This is Hess,” Kire explained. “This village has been kept from the knowledge of the king so Omer could exploit them for their labor. The people here know how to work the fields, they can grow just about anything, but that’s all they know how to do. They have never had any independence or freedom. Some were imported secretly from other countries, and many of the younger ones were born in captivity.” 
 
    Angela covered her mouth in shock and distress. “The king needs to be notified at once!” 
 
    Kire nodded, “That will happen very soon, but right now he is preoccupied with important military matters. These people cannot wait for King Robert to help them, and I don’t know how much good he could do for them.”  
 
    Blade shielded his eyes from the sun and looked at the village. “Do they have any kind of carpenter?” Kire shook his head, “Tailor? Blacksmith? Cooper? Baker?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” Kire replied. “They were given what they needed to survive and nothing more. It was another way Omer kept them hidden. If someone tried to leave, they would quickly die on their own.” 
 
    Odon nudged his horse forward. As they trotted into Hess, he looked out sadly at the people. “They’re terrified,” he said. He jumped down from his horse. “Please,” he said to them loudly, “you don’t need to be afraid.” Some stopped where they were, but they fell to the ground on their knees. 
 
    Odon walked up to one man who was prostrate on the ground. He put his hand under the man’s chin and turned his face upwards. “Hello,” Odon said softly. “My name is Odon. What is your name?” 
 
    The man looked confused. His eyes wandered up to each member of their group then rested back on Odon. “They call me Rut.” 
 
    “Rut? How did you come by that name?” 
 
    “When I was small, they said I was too small to do anything useful. They said all I could do was make a rut in the soil, so the name stuck.” He looked down again. 
 
    “What did your parents call you?” Odon asked in a kind voice. 
 
    The man’s eyes came to life and his face was brightened by a smile. “My mom told me I was the joy of her life. When the guards were not listening, she called me Athit, it means sun.” 
 
    Odon stood back up and extended his hand to the man. “Athit, please stand up.” Slowly Athit rose to his feet and looked down at Odon’s hand. Odon took one of Athit’s hands in his own, and shook it slightly. “This is the way free men greet each other. I want you to remember the name your mother gave you. That is who you are, you are a light to others, and you can bring joy into their lives. Your mother was right in her name choice.” Odon released Athit’s hand and turned to introduce him to the other people, but Athit quickly dashed away and hid in his cabin. 
 
    Kire gestured at the village that was now looking very empty. “They’re terrified,” he said, although that was already obvious.  
 
    “Of course they are,” Odon replied. He looked at Razer then back down at the village. “What did you think?” 
 
    “They are malnourished,” the healer said instantly. “I noticed a bruise on Athit’s left arm,” he added. “They need someone to come here and take a look at all of them, care for any wounds, treat any diseases. But they won’t let a stranger near. They have lived their lives in fear. They need training, mentors, tools, supplies. They need someone they can rely on. You can’t just throw materials at them; someone needs to stay here with them,” he said, looking at Kire. 
 
    Kire turned to look at the caravan leader and waited for a moment, hoping Odon would volunteer for the job. That was why he brought him to see Hess. “You are right. I need someone who can run an efficient community, someone who can bring a functioning village here and settle down for a time to help get these people on their feet.”  
 
    “You’ll need more than that,” Odon answered. “They need food storage and defense. Look at how they left those carts of food out in the sun, all the food will go bad if it stays there.” The more he said, the more the caravan members around him got animated. 
 
    “You’ll need roads coming in and out of here,” Raven said pointing to the small path that led to Omer’s Keep. “They can’t make everything here. They’ll need to learn about commerce and trade.”  
 
     “First they need some kind of skill, like blacksmithing or barrel making so they have something worth exporting,” Taylon added. 
 
    “They’ll need livestock too,” Haylan spoke up from behind the group. “When things are good, they can breed and grow the herd. When the crops are low, or trading is down, they will still have something to eat.”  
 
    “You are all absolutely right. They will need all of that and more,” Kire said. “They need someone who can take a bandit and make him change his life,” he said, looking at Odon. “They need someone who can see their potential and help them rise to it. They need mentors who can tell them about all those things, then show them how to be successful doing it. They need all of you.” Odon looked at Kire, and then at the village. Before he could answer, Kire added, “You will be compensated for the time you cannot continue on your trade route, and you will have all the resources of this realm at your disposal.” 
 
    Odon stood silently for a long moment as he looked around the group of houses, then back to the members of the caravan he had brought with him. Kire wished he could know what the other man was thinking so he could help answer his concerns, and convince him to stay. In his short time with the Algernons, and through Farin’s stories, Kire was impressed by Odon’s ability to help men change, and he could think of no better person for the job. “What do you think?” he asked, looking first to Razer. 
 
    The healer immediately nodded his head. “We can help these people,” he answered without hesitation. 
 
    “Also if there is a military emergency as Kire suggested,” Taylon added, “it might be safer for us to stay in one location, at least for a little while.” 
 
    The others all shook their head in agreement. Odon reached out and grabbed Kire’s hand. “When can we start?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kire returned to Omer’s Keep satisfied that the people in Hess would be well cared for. Having that burden lifted, he went to the next most pressing puzzle that needed to be solved. He entered the lower levels of Omer’s Keep and went to a small office that belonged to Maven. The older man who advised Omer for years and tried to gather information about the Stones of Power had left all his research behind when he left with some of Mordyar’s men. Each day, Kire spent hours sifting through the mess of Maven’s office trying to piece together what the old man knew about Mordyar. He hoped that the time spent would yield something that could help them when the sorcerer came. 
 
    Kire began searching through one of Maven’s notebooks. He flipped through the pages, able to read all the words on a page as quickly as he could turn to the next. When he had read the notebook, he placed it neatly on the bookshelf on the left side of the office where he could find it quickly if he needed it. Like Maven’s other books, this one was only partially filled and the pages that did have writing were filled mostly with things Kire had already seen. Reading Maven’s personal hand written notes sometimes added small bits of information to what Kire already knew, but so far it was just fragments. In this notebook, it repeated three times that Mordyar had all level five gifts, but didn’t share why that might be important. It seemed strange to Kire that the intellect would even bother writing down something so obvious.  
 
    He grabbed a small roll of papers from the floor and sat down to read them. This page did not quote any ancient writings, but instead was just Maven writing. Kire read the passage in a glance: 
 
    Mordyar is the strongest sorcerer alive. He strengthens his magic each day. All battle reports include massive shows of magic. Earth thrown hundreds of yards, explosions, teleporting, blasting fireballs and the like. He kills even the strongest magicians with ease. He is a level five strongarm, but doesn’t need to fight with his gift of strength? It never comes down to that. Does he use enhanced intellect daily? If he is hundreds of years old, how often does he really learn something new? I barely exercise my intellect. I get bored with the fools in this Keep and I’ve only been here a few decades. I doubt he uses that gift much, why would he need to with such powerful magic? Nobody knows him because of his enhanced sight. No rational people speak quietly miles away because they fear Mordyar will hear them. My hearing can reach many places inside the keep, but if I had a hundred years to focus on that gift it would be legendary, but his is forgotten. Four level five gifts forgotten. Does it even matter that he has five gifts? His magic is so powerful he doesn’t even need the other gifts! He is a legendary unstoppable sorcerer! All must kneel before Mordyar. 
 
    As he finished the first page, Kire stopped reading. It was something he had never taken the time to think about. Maven spent years obsessing about Mordyar. Most of his writings had been focused on how powerful Mordyar was, but this was different, this exposed what might be considered a weakness. While Maven’s conclusion seemed to be that Mordyar was so much stronger with magic that he didn’t need anything else, Kire saw an opportunity. Mordyar was a level five strongarm, but if he didn’t use that gift daily, perhaps a level four strongarm could match him, or perhaps beat him in strength. Together inside of one person, Mordyar’s gifts seemed unstoppable, but the stone holders together could each overpower Mordyar. Kire was starting to get excited about the idea, until it came to the natural conclusion. A huge problem still remained. Even with the Stone of Power, Dune could not stand alone against Mordyar, the magic he had developed over his lifetime was unlike anything they had ever encountered. He needed to find a way to nullify Mordyar’s magic. 
 
    Kire got up off the floor and dusted himself off. He left the study and made his way up to Omer’s audience chamber. Bendar was sitting behind a desk with his head held tightly between his hands. The pressure of fixing all of Omer’s evil was weighing on the young man, and Kire knew what he was about to do was not going to help matters. “Bendar,” he said softly. 
 
    The young man looked up and shook his head slightly, then pointed at the seat across the table. “Please, come in.” 
 
    Kire crossed the room and sat down. “I found something in Maven’s notes,” he said, getting right to the point. “It suggests that if we try to stand against Mordyar’s magic we will lose, but if we target his physical strength, hearing, sight, or intelligence, we might be able to overpower him.” 
 
    “Maven said that?” Bendar said with a confused look on his face. 
 
    “That was my conclusion based on his writings,” Kire clarified. “But for us to have any chance we need to even the playing field a bit. We need to nullify his magic.” 
 
    Bendar sat for a moment before responding. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    Kire drew a small pigeon scroll from his pocket. The scroll was still sealed and on the outside of the scroll it said, ‘For Kire’s eyes only.’  
 
    “I received this from Pike Point a few days ago.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you opened it?” Bendar asked. 
 
    Kire looked sadly down at the note, then back up to the younger man. “It doesn’t matter what the note says,” he responded, “what matters is where it came from. Melna was spotted.” He knew that Bendar would not know the connection between Melna and nullifying magic, so he continued. “Melna has a ring. It protects the one who wears it from any kind of magic attack. I have seen the ring in action. No matter how strong the magical attack is, the person wearing it cannot be harmed. We can’t get rid of Mordyar’s magic, and we might not be able to match it for strength, but we can keep one person immune to it. I need to go to Pike Point, and I need to take some of our new friends from the Algernon caravan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dune stood for a time on the top of a large mountain of sand in the Coffal desert. His tan robe, almost the same color as the sand, made him blend in perfectly with his surroundings. He pulled the hood down and shaded his dark eyes searching as far as he could see. It had been many years since he was last in the desert, and he had no plans of returning until he met with Maggie. The strange girl with the dark birthmark had somehow known so much. She spoke words from the teachings of the ancient magicians. 
 
    The Magicians need what they lost. 
 
    The phrase had been in Dune’s mind from the time he began his journey to the Southern Desert. He knew what the magicians lost, and he was here to return it. He rubbed the Magic Stone that was under his robe. He teleported to the next sand dune as he continued moving toward Dinbar.  
 
    From the time he was a boy, he knew those exact words, though he had not thought of them for many years. They spoke of destruction, loss, death, The Changing, and ultimately of hope. He thought it was something that wouldn’t happen within his lifetime. It seemed so distant to a boy living beneath a sand dune, but now it was becoming reality. On his way to the desert, the earth shook, he could not deny that. As he made his way south through the desert, he could see that the land had changed, and the farther he travelled, the more his heart sank as he realized that the cracks in the earth all seemed to be pointing to his old home, Dinbar.  
 
    The closer he came, the more he wondered how he would be received by the people. When he was taken away, nobody from the desert came after him. As a young man, he thought that meant they didn’t care, but as he grew older, he was not so certain. Perhaps they did come, and they just did not know where to look. Whatever the reason he felt some anxiety about returning.  
 
    While he had some reservations, and he was concerned about the earthquake, he also found himself smiling the farther he moved into the desert. He was looking forward to seeing his family again. His parents had died before he left Dinbar, but his sister, Gwen, was probably married. Perhaps he was an uncle. He also had many friends, and teachers who he hadn’t thought about in a long time. 
 
    Dune moved quickly bouncing from the top of one sand dune to the next. In a few short hours he had travelled a distance that would be impossible for anyone to walk without running out of water and dying from the scorching heat. He appeared on the top of the final mound of sand and paused in his teleporting as he looked down at the place where he stood. The smile and any hope for a happy reunion were gone. From his vantage he could see where Dinbar should have been, but it was gone. 
 
    Dune teleported one final time, landing at the edge of a small indent in the ground that was Dinbar. Sharp shards of glass that used to be the inside of the magic dome, now protruded from the ground. Some sand had drifted over, covering what was left of the city, but some large stones were still visible. Dune fell to his knees and tears streamed down his cheeks as he looked at what was left of his home. 
 
    In a fit of anger, Dune pulled the magic from within him and blasted the entire site with wind. The sand rose up in a flurry then blew away clearing some of the site. He threw more wind down at the depression in the ground, then more and more. He drew in magic through the Magic Stone and waving both hands to the side he cleared layer after layer of sand until there was a deep hole in the ground and he could see more of the remnants of the city. Frantically, he ran down into the hole and began turning over anything he could find. He pushed aside small stones, and moved some broken furniture. 
 
    He called out as he searched for survivors. It had only been a few days since the earthquake, so he grasped on to the hope that perhaps someone had lived. He threw a thick slab of glass to the side as he picked his way through what was left. In the distance he saw a hand reaching up from the sand. He rushed to it, using magic to blow the sand away. He lifted a large rock that pinned the person down, and looked down at the lifeless face of a young child. Dune raised his hands to his mouth and began to sob. There was no way for him to know who this child was, but for all he knew it was a relative, barely starting life, and now she was dead.  
 
    Dune held his hands over her body and using magic, opened up a hole large enough for her body. He lowered her down into the grave and covered it again with sand. He kept moving hoping to find a survivor. From time to time he would get excited when he saw an arm or leg, but when he cleared the sand, everyone he found was dead. 
 
    It was as barren and lifeless as the rest of the desert now. Dune held the Magic Stone in his hand and squeezed it tight. If he had been there sooner, perhaps he could have saved some of them. He had failed to return what was lost. He had failed his people. 
 
    He collapsed to the ground not knowing what to do or where to go. Mordyar’s invasion, the gathering of the Stones of Power, The Changing. It all meant nothing now. Every magician of the Coffal desert was dead. Dune’s mind was swimming with emotions ranging from guilt, to sadness, to uncontrollable anger. 
 
    From behind him, Dune heard a faint shuffle. He quickly turned around excited and hopeful; wishing for a survivor. Whoever it was, was still out of sight over the lip of the crater Dune made in the earth. He wanted to run forward, but then he felt some dread. What if the person who did this was coming back? Had he, with his display of magic and throwing sand high into the sky drawn unwanted attention? Without turning his head, he drew magic from within himself and prepared an attack. He didn’t know who was coming, but if there was a second attack coming, he was ready to fight, and he would blast whoever did this into the next life. 
 
    In an instant, Dune teleported to the lip of the hole in the ground and landed with both hands held out to his side with large balls of energy ready to strike. He prepared to blast magic energy out, but suddenly stopped when he saw who had approached. “Shiphtan?” He dropped the magic and ran forward. “Shiphtan, what happened here? Where are the others?” He grabbed the older man in a tight embrace. 
 
    The older magician looked just as Dune remembered him. He was dressed in a gray robe and had a long white beard, and wrinkled bags under his kind eyes. When Dune left the desert, he was the most powerful magician in Dinbar. He was one of Dune’s trainers. The older man shook his head slowly, and a single teardrop fell down his cheek. “We were attacked by Mordyar. He demanded our loyalty. When we refused, he sunk Dinbar. He just opened up the earth sunk the city, and buried it. I’ve never felt such power in all my life.” Shiphtan’s voice had changed since Dune last saw him. His voice was cracking with fear and devoid of all hope. 
 
    Shiphtan stumbled a little, and Dune reached out to steady him. “Where are the survivors?” Shiphtan did not answer, but just shook his head. “What are we going to do?” Dune asked. 
 
    The older magician took a deep breath and had a dangerous look in his eyes. “We’re going to get revenge,” he replied. 
 
    Dune was concerned by Shiphtan’s tone. The older man was obviously hurting and angry, and now he was suggesting going up against Mordyar. “But how?” Dune questioned. “He was able to sink an entire city.” 
 
    “We’re going to the lost temple,” Shiphtan replied. “We’re going to unleash the desert on him and make him pay for what he has done!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken a full two days for Mordyar to recover his strength. He had woken from time to time, and with his enhanced hearing had heard the mutinous whisperings of the mercenaries, questioning Mordyar’s ability to successfully lead them through the desert if the journey so far had drained him to the point that he needed to sleep for days. They complained of heat and thirst. The supplies they had brought with them on the boats was running out.  
 
    At one point he had been tempted to leave his rest prematurely and throw each and every one of them from the cliffs, but then one of his lieutenants had spoken up. He had declared that the earthquake of the previous day had been caused by Mordyar himself, clearing the way for his faithful followers to conquer. Then his people had thrown the loudest dissidents from the cliffs themselves. 
 
    When he finally emerged from his tent on the third day, all the supplies from the ships had finally been brought up the cliffs.  
 
    In preparing for this trip, Mordyar had insisted that the men pack very little fresh water. Though they were able to catch fresh rain each day on the ships, here at the southern end of Denall, they had not received rain since arriving, and the supplies had dwindled to nearly nothing. 
 
    “Master Mordyar, the men are dying of thirst,” a young, fair skinned sea captain reported. It seemed had been appointed a leader of the mercenaries after the others had been thrown from the cliffs. He visibly shook as he approached Mordyar, begging for water. 
 
    “How many have died?” Mordyar asked coldly. 
 
    “None,” the man began timidly, “but thirty-two are unconscious, and many more are suffering from heat exhaustion.” 
 
    Much faith had been shown on the part of his unmarked followers, as a quick scan through the camp proved that more than half of the ill and unconscious were from among the unmarked. And yet they had not questioned or complained. Now was the right time to show some benevolence and win the loyalty of even the pathetic mercenaries. “Get me as many containers as you can.” The captain hurried away to fulfill the command. 
 
    Mordyar moved to the edge of the cliff and looked down at the water. The sea was unpredictable on the surface, but he reached down with magic to where the water was calmer. Mordyar made a circle with his hands and held them out from his body, facing the water. He hated working with the element of water; it was so unpredictable and required the most effort to manipulate. Instead he chose to use air and fire. From his hands he made a long cylinder of hardened air that traveled down from the top of the cliff and deep into the water, creating an invisible tube. 
 
    He pulled some air up through the tube he had created. The pressure created by the air moving through the tube pulled the water up and out of the top. He created a circular motion of air that, on its own, would work like a pump bringing water up to the top of the cliffs. 
 
    When the water came up, Mordyar let it splash over the hot rocks and sand, immediately causing steam to rise, which brought groans of complaints from the men who desperately wanted drinkable water. He could have told them his plan for the water, but then he would have missed seeing their disappointment and grief as they watched the water disappear. 
 
    Mordyar let the water spill out on the ground. Hundreds of gallons of water poured on the rocks and sand, but he left the pump running. Some men came forward with containers, but he waved them back, leaving them to watch this precious resource sink into the ground. 
 
    When he had brought up enough water, Mordyar infused the ground with heat. The steam that had first risen when he dropped water on the hot stones and sand was nothing in comparison to the billowing clouds that he created. The men stood back, not knowing what to do as the large, thick, white cloud came up from the ground in bursts. Instead of vanishing into the sky, it hovered in front of them, getting thicker and thicker. 
 
    Mordyar contained the cloud of steam within a large, clear dome. As the steam condensed on the sides of the invisible barrier, it poured down the sides into the waiting containers the men had gathered. He filled the buckets and leather water skins with pure, drinkable water. The men were amazed at the display and began to share the water and drink happily. When all the containers were filled, the steam from the ground ceased, the water stopped pumping from the ocean, and the thick, white cloud hovered in front of them. 
 
    Mordyar raised his arms and the cloud moved up higher into the air. He pressed his arms away from his body and the dome moved until it rested over the army of men. Some looked up in fear, others seemed filled with curiosity, and a few, too weak to move, acted grateful for the shade provided by this unnatural cloud. After getting the water he needed, Mordyar pulled the heat from the steam, and instantly there was a downpour of cool rain. 
 
    A cheer sounded in the camp, praising his name. Mordyar inwardly smiled. I have an army that will fight and die for me, and all I need to do is give them water.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The following day, the army was ready to move out. Watching the marked men work seemed to motivate those without marks to work as hard as they could assembling carts and wagons from the parts that had been hauled up the cliff. They wanted the promised gift of gaining their own mark as they took over Denall. The construction of the wagons and carts was unlike any they had seen before. The wheels were thick and cumbersome.   
 
    While some men complained at first about the awkward carts, through practice they had all come to understand that each oddity was for a purpose. Without the wide wheels, the carts would sink deep into the sand, and each cart had a canvas covering to shade the supplies from the direct sunlight. The men marveled at Mordyar’s foresight and knowledge, and solidified their trust in his ability to bring them through the desert.  
 
    After he purified the salt out of the water and brought rain down on them, the men’s spirits lifted and they worked harder and faster, completing the assembling of goods in short order. To urge more speed, he occasionally threw another slacker off the cliffs, forcing the soldiers to move faster. He was pleased with himself in the recruiting that he had done. These soldiers, when given the right incentive, were good workers and would be good fighters. He grunted in satisfaction as he watched them work. With the proper motivation, and some transferring of gifts, he knew that he could make them into the fiercest army in history. 
 
    Now that they were ready to move away from the water and into the interior of the desert, Mordyar would need to prepare his solution to the mens’ need for shade and water. 
 
    He held his hands away from his body and moved them back and forth in a half circle motion. While his hands moved, he magically hardened layers of air to create a large dome that was crystal clear, strong as iron, and almost weightless. This dome was similar to the one he used to distill the water for his men, only it was large enough to cover the entire army. When he was finished with the dome, he moved his hands in flat circles as he sealed the large dome on all sides. He smiled in satisfaction at the massive, air tight container he had created. 
 
    Mordyar snapped his finger and water again began to gush through his invisible pipe. After the water came up, he began infusing heat and evaporating the water into his newly created container. Pulling heat from the desert, he was able to conserve his energy as he evaporated hundreds of thousands of gallons of water to fill the large space with thick steam. He smiled wickedly as the large clear dome filled up into an unnatural cloud that would get his army safely through the desert. It was shade they could drink. 
 
     Once the steam was gathered, the sun’s heat and the pressure of the dome worked to keep the steam from returning to its liquid state. During the cool desert nights, he would need to infuse some heat from the desert into the dome to keep it hot, but that would be a small trickle of magic compared to what he was capable of doing. 
 
    “You there!” Mordyar called to a soldier who was taking his break. The man jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Yes, Master Mordyar,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    “Do you see that cloud over there?” he asked, pointing to the huge dome. The man nodded. “Good. This army is going to carry it above our heads through the desert.” The man’s jaw dropped as he looked at the size of the cloud. Mordyar’s shoulders dropped and he exhaled loudly. “It’s steam, you fool, it doesn’t weigh anything. You just need to lift it up above our heads. That’s what those poles are for.” Mordyar pointed at a large pile of posts. “Gather some men, lift up the cloud, and fasten the posts under it. Understand?” 
 
    The man nodded his head and stood still, waiting for more instructions. Mordyar turned his back on the warrior and walked away. I certainly didn’t recruit him for his brains. 
 
    When the poles were fastened in place, Mordyar looked at the dome appraisingly. He nodded in approval. Figuring out the logistics of providing shade and water to a force of twelve thousand had been a challenge he couldn’t resist, and now with his plan almost complete, he started thinking forward. With the small army coming down from the northeast, the assassination of their leaders, and the gathering of his loyal followers, Denall would be completely distracted and the army would be overwhelmed. When they see my full army appear out of the desert, they’ll fall down at my feet, begging me to be their new king. I’ve seen it time and time again. I don’t need this army for the strength of the men, but for the fear that they will cause just by being here.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie rode next to Odon through the thinning forest that filled up the small hills along the base of the Orften Mountains. She wasn’t entirely sure what she would encounter when they crested the next hill, but she felt a strong urge to get there quickly. She knew that if she could just get Odon to this place, he and his men would certainly join with Wren, Jurden, and the others who had been on their way to defend Denall.  
 
    In the days that Maggie had been with Odon and his men, she had learned about the day Odon had taken his new name. Mercy and trust from a man he barely knew had turned Odon’s life around, and in honor of such a man, a new name had been taken, and a new life begun. 
 
    The group that rode behind her was made up entirely of roadside bandits, pickpockets, and thugs who had found a path to a new life in similar ways, mostly guided by this new Odon. It was an unorthodox group, but they all followed Odon with hopes to change their ways and make the world better, and Maggie felt certain their chance was about to be presented. 
 
    She slowed Gapol down and pointed ahead, but motioned for them to remain quiet. “Odon, come with me,” she said in a voice that was loud enough for him to hear, but soft enough to show that she wanted them to be silent. 
 
    The two edged closer to the top of the rise in the hill and then looked down on the valley below. There was a small beach, about fifty yards wide with steep cliffs on both sides. From where they stood Maggie could see a group of men standing on the top of the cliffs, and another group clearing the beach. “Where are they going?” Odon asked. 
 
    “It looks like they are getting into the woods,” Maggie replied. “They’re getting into position.” 
 
    “Position?” Odon asked.  
 
    Maggie could tell he wasn’t very observant, but there was a reason the voices in her mind had her bring him here. She pointed out to the water. Three large ships with sails furrowing were easily seen. 
 
    Odon looked at her with questioning eyes, “Are you serious? They have less than one hundred fighters, a handful of men in rags, and they are all gathered on the beach.” 
 
    Maggie pointed at the man on top of the cliff on the right side of the beach. “There are some more. That’s Jurden,” she replied. “He appears to be setting up to shoot arrows down at the beach. The one leading the group on the beach is named Wren. He is a capable leader,” she added, “but he is woefully outnumbered.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Odon replied with a chuckle. “There could be more than a thousand men on those ships.” Maggie nodded. “Hmm.” Odon placed his hand on his chin as he watched the soldiers moving around on the beach. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Maggie asked. 
 
    Odon released his chin and pointed out at the ocean. “Setting up an attack when the ships land is a good start, but they’re not going to be able to stand here long. If they want to really make a dent in that army they need to think like thieves, not soldiers.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Hide in the woods,” Odon responded. “Set up traps, chop down some trees to slow them down. When they camp sneak among them and take their supplies or sabotage their wagons. Steal their horses, poison their food. A small group can do a lot to harass an army if they know the lay of the land.” 
 
    Maggie nodded as he spoke and a smile began forming on her lips as she started to see his value in this effort. He stopped talking and looked at her, then shook his head slightly. “Okay,” he said as he placed his hands on his hips. “There is definitely an army here, and there are invaders coming. I’m not charging my friends down there to make a stand against those odds.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s why we are here,” Maggie responded in shock. From her vantage, she saw a volley of arrows shot down from the cliffs toward the trees. “I think we might be here to save some of those soldiers.” Maggie jumped onto her horse and kicked him into a gallop and watched as Jurden and his small group on the top of the cliffs shot arrows down among his own people. 
 
    “Come on!” Odon called out to his friends, then he charged forward. “What is he doing?” Odon asked from behind Maggie. 
 
    Maggie looked up to the cliffs in confusion. “He must be trying to help the invading army land safely,” she reasoned. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she responded quickly, not having any kind of answer for the man. “We just need to get down there and get the men to safety. Then you can help them slow down this army, bandit style.” 
 
    “I like the second half of your plan,” Odon responded. He was now riding beside Maggie through the trees and she could hear the pounding of his companions behind her. 
 
    Maggie got to a clearing and saw another volley of arrows raining down on the soldiers. She looked over to Odon for a split second, and began to formulate a plan. “I’m going to go up to the cliffs and stop Jurden. You get down there and get the soldiers to safety. I’ll meet you back where we made camp last night.” 
 
    Odon, usually full of questions, was now looking intense and determined. It was like he suddenly had a mission he needed to complete. “Yes, ma’am,” he responded, as if it had been an order from his superior officer. Maggie was glad for his quick obedience, and hoped the soldiers on the beach would listen to him. She pulled on the reins of her horse and veered to the right, heading on a more direct route to the cliffs where Jurden and his men were hiding. 
 
    Maggie galloped down the small hill. As she came closer she could hear the shouts of men on the beach, most were shouts of anger directed up at Jurden, but some were groans of pain from men who were injured by his archers. She came out of the forest on the left side of the beach and pulled Gapol to a stop by a small stone walking path. As she dismounted, Wren ran up next to her, followed closely by a handful of soldiers who had just run across the open beach. “Hello,” he said with an incline of his head. “What are you doing here? Did you bring Trae and Dune back?” 
 
    “They needed to go,” she responded. “But I did bring some friends. We’re here to help you get out of here and somewhere safe where you can regroup and plan a new attack.” 
 
    “We can’t leave now,” he argued. “Jurden can’t win!” 
 
    “We need to get the men off this beach,” she said. “We’ve lost the element of surprise. They’ll all die if they stay there.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Wren asked in an annoyed tone. “We can’t just let them land.” 
 
    “If you try to stop them with this small army, you’ll lose.” 
 
    Wren shook his head resolutely. “I’m not leaving while he’s alive,” he said pointing up the mountain at Jurden. “He’s a traitor and we’re taking him down.” 
 
    Maggie could see in his eyes that he would not be swayed. “Then I’ll go with you,” she said. She felt two strong impressions at the same time; if they chose to leave now they could all live, and if they went up the hill and she did not go with them, they would all die. “But your men need to be ready to retreat. My friend, Odon, can help them get out of here safely. He knows these parts better than anyone,” she pointed back across the beach. 
 
    Wren nodded pointing at one of his soldiers. “Atwater, once we get up to the top and it is safe, I want you to go back and tell the men that if the soldiers start landing and they can’t hold the beach, they need to follow Odon in a retreat.” 
 
    Atwater knuckled his forehead. “Yes sir.” 
 
    Everyone turned sharply when some rocks fell down the path and from around a bend just a few yards up the cliff, Wren held up his bow ready to shoot the next person to come into sight. Asher came down and instantly held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t shoot,” he said quickly. “I started up the cliff,” he began, “but an arrow sailed over my head. They have the path secured.” 
 
    Wren looked at Maggie with hard eyes. “We are taking down that traitor,” he said, pointing up the path, “and we are going to take out as many of those invading soldiers as we can. Let’s move out.” 
 
    Wren began walking up the small path followed by his five soldiers and Asher. Maggie shook her head sadly as she followed. She hoped that there was some way she could help him live through this uphill assault. 
 
    “Sheath your swords,” Wren said to the men. “Get your bows ready and I’ll take the lead. If you see someone, do not hesitate. Take him out.” 
 
    The men hesitantly obeyed, but Maggie could see the concern on their faces. They were moving up a small path hoping to protect six men with a small round shield as they advanced on a group of archers who were on the higher ground. “Let’s move out.” 
 
    Asher tapped Wren on the shoulder before they began moving. “The first archer is in a small crevice just up above that bend,” he pointed about ten yards up the path. “When I came up, his arrow flew over my head. Perhaps if an archer was crouched low, he might be able to take him out pretty easily.” 
 
    Wren patted Asher on the shoulder, “Sounds like a good idea.”  
 
    Before he could assign anyone to go up, one soldier raised his hand. “With permission, I’d like…” 
 
    Wren interrupted him with a quick nod, “Go Quinn.” 
 
    Maggie felt odd following this group up the mountain. She had her bow ready, but wasn’t feeling specifically directed what to do. She was used to going on her own, and now she was just following as another person risked his life. They followed Quinn single file up the narrow path until it curved to the right. Wren lifted his shield up for everyone to stop, but Quinn did the opposite, he nocked an arrow took two quick steps crouched down low and slid on the rock ground. As he passed the corner Quinn shot his bow, then like lightening drew a second arrow from his quiver. He dropped to his back and an arrow sailed over his head. He quickly recovered and from his position on the ground released his second arrow. Wren ducked around the corner and held his shield up for protection as he reached out and grabbed Quinn’s arm dragging him along the ground back behind the rock corner. “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “There were two archers,” Quinn answered. Then he added with a slight smile, “The path is now clear.” 
 
    “Nicely done!” Asher encouraged while slapping him on the back. Maggie was very impressed with Quinn’s speed and precision.  
 
    Wren lifted his shield up and moved up the path, keeping the shield up in front of his body. It wasn’t much protection, but it was more than anyone else had with them. 
 
    As they walked cautiously up the hill, Maggie drew an arrow and aimed it high over their heads, and released. The arrow flew out of sight, and a moment later there was a thudding sound and a scream of pain. 
 
    Wren turned around and looked back at her with a questioning look in his eyes. “Lucky shot,” she answered. He shook his head not looking convinced, but quickly maintained his trek up to the cliff top.  
 
    The path curved several times to make it up to the top cliffs, and at each turn, Wren popped his head around the corner to check for hostile archers before he kept moving. “Around this bend we will be completely exposed,” Wren said as they came to a corner. “Quinn and I will make a run forward to the next protected spot, the rest of you provide cover for us.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we all go?” another archer asked. 
 
    Wren shook his head, “We can’t all fit,” he argued. “Quinn and I need to get up just a little further. There is a ledge that is directly under the overhang where the archers are stationed. From there we could see what is happening on the beach, but they can’t attack us without leaning out over the cliff. If we could control that ledge and you hold your position here, you can pick them off if they stand up to shoot down on the beach, and we can hit them from the side if they try to get down off the cliff. The six of us could keep all of them pinned down.” 
 
    “They can still attack the beach from their position, on the far side of the cliff.” Asher argued. 
 
    “Right,” Wren agreed, “but if they stand up to get a better vantage, or if they come too close this way, you can take them out. It should help reduce their visibility, and help us get the advantage.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Asher said. 
 
    Maggie didn’t know the layout of the cliffs, so it sounded like a good plan at first, but she wasn’t sure what he was planning to do after he was on a small ledge overlooking the beach. 
 
    Wren held his shield up, turned over his shoulder and nodded at them. Each of them holding a bow in his hand nodded back. Wren leapt out from the corner and ran forward with his shield held in front of him. All of the men shuffled to get out around the bend where they would be able to provide cover for their leader.  
 
    Joining them out in the clear, Maggie could see some of Jurden’s men with bows drawn. Wren’s shield already had two arrows sticking out of it. Asher and the others shot arrows at the enemies they could see. Jurden’s men ducked behind the protection of rocks. Maggie lobbed an arrow over a boulder. A man fell to the side clutching his leg. She drew another arrow and shot it at nothing. As it flew, one of Jurden’s men, who had previously been hiding, popped up with his bow ready, and the arrow sunk into his chest. 
 
    With the path now cleared, Wren and Quinn made it safely to the ledge. Maggie stood waiting, wondering what his plan was now. 
 
     “Wren!” came a voice from somewhere out of sight. “So glad you’re here.” It was Jurden. “When my brothers land and crush this pathetic army, you’ll get to see it all happen. You actually did them a favor by coming up here. It’ll be a lot easier for them to overrun a leaderless army.” 
 
    Wren gripped his bow tight in his hand. “Why are you doing this?” he asked. 
 
    Jurden began laughing. “It’s what I was sent here to do. The best part was when Trae questioned me about my loyalty. I told him I would rather die than fight against my people, but he was too dense to realize that my people are not from Denall.” He chuckled as he spoke. 
 
    Wren looked back at his group. “The ships are setting anchor,” he called out to them. 
 
    “Oh, look what else I see.” Jurden said from above him in a mocking tone. “There are some soldiers at the edge of the trees. They look really lost without anyone to lead them. I wonder if they think they can come onto my beach.” There was a pause and Maggie saw a volley of arrows shot out from behind the rocks down onto Wren’s men. Wren screamed out a warning as arrows descended. Maggie couldn’t see what happened with the arrows but she knew they were in a terrible position, and it was too risky for them to retreat back the way they came with Jurden on the top of the cliffs and the army landing. 
 
    She suddenly had a prompting; it seemed strange, but she drew back an arrow to her cheek, pointed it far out past the cliffs and released. She pulled a second and a third in quick succession. Each arrow flew high into the air and hit a bit of a wind current that sent them sailing far out to sea and out of her sight. “What are you doing?” Asher asked from her side. 
 
    She was about to shrug her shoulders or admit she didn’t really know when Wren held his hand in a fist and clenched tight by his side. “You got them!” he called back excitedly. “I don’t know how you hit it from there, but you hit their ship.” Wren and Quinn began shooting out the same direction at the anchored ships, and Maggie drew another arrow.  
 
    “Try to aim with me,” she said to the men who were on the path. They all aimed their arrows up at the same angle as she did and she released a split second before they followed. When the arrows were flying in the air she was suddenly struck with urgent dread. “Duck!” she shouted loudly. She dropped to the ground and held her hands over her head just as a large fireball smashed into the cliff face. 
 
    She slowly opened her eyes and stumbled back to her feet shaken from the blast. “What was that?” Asher asked as he regained his footing. 
 
    “That was a magician,” she answered. 
 
    Asher’s eyes opened wide in fear and he began to panic. “We can’t stand against that!” he said pointing out to the sea. 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” Jurden replied with a laugh from his hiding place. “That was just a warning shot, and he’s not even half as powerful as our master.” 
 
    Maggie felt a slight shift after he said this. She had mainly been following Wren up to this point, but now she knew she would need to be leading again. She looked at the commander of the army and saw that he was looking out at the ship, back to the boat that was landing and over to them. “Maggie, Asher,” he called out. “Take command, and get the men to safety.”  
 
    “What?” Asher asked in shock. 
 
    Without giving a reply, Wren pulled another arrow from his quiver and began releasing arrow after arrow at the anchored ship. Quinn joined with him shooting arrows as fast as they could draw them.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Jurden shouted. 
 
    “Making a magician angry!” Wren called back. 
 
    “Let’s move!” Maggie called out as she realized what was happening. She began running down the path away from the cliff. She didn’t look back but she could hear Asher and the others following close behind. She ducked around a corner and slid down the path skidding on the loose rocks and fell down to her knees just as an immense explosion erupted, shaking the other men off their feet. 
 
    She stood up and shook her head. “Asher,” she said as she pulled the older man up to his feet. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Asher looked back at her with sadness in his eyes. “That blast must have killed him! Why did he do that?” he asked. 
 
    “It was the only way he could think of to kill Jurden,” she replied simply. “He knew what he was doing, and now you need to obey his final command. We need to lead these people to safety.” 
 
      
 
    Maggie stood up and began jogging down the path led by the ideas in her mind. She needed to slow down the invading army while making a successful retreat and saving as many soldiers as possible.  
 
    When she stepped out onto the beach, she saw that the first oar driven landing craft was reaching the shore. It was her first good look at the invading soldiers. They were dressed in bulky black armor and they had large curved swords. It seemed odd to her that the armor seemed to be loose-fitting and many of the soldiers struggled to hold the swords with two hands. “Why are they so small?” she asked as she looked at Asher. 
 
    “Trae told me the original plan was to kill the men from Hess and give their gifts to these invaders.” 
 
    “So they are not very strong. That might work to our advantage,” she replied. She drew an arrow and shot it across the beach taking down a man who had just stepped foot onto the sand. “Cover me,” she said, then started running at the invaders. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot them down,” Asher said to the archers by his side. 
 
    He pulled on his bow and shot out toward the invaders. Although Asher’s arrow glanced harmlessly off a shield, one soldier did stumble down and fall in the water, only to be trampled by the next man who jumped off the landing craft. 
 
    “Don’t let them take one more step on our land!” Asher called from behind as Maggie ran across the beach. One soldier still on the ship lifted his hand to show he had a bow. He weakly drew his weapon and shot it right at Maggie. She kept running forward, and tilted her body slightly to the left as she grabbed the arrow from the sky. In one motion, she spun the arrow around, nocked it, drew back the bowstring and released it shooting back at the archer from their landing vessel. 
 
    From the trees a wave of arrows pounded into the landing craft taking out another dozen soldiers who fell into the shallow water that was now red with their blood. Maggie shot down the last two soldiers on the landing craft and dropped her bow to the ground as she closed the distance to the craft.  
 
    She grabbed a fallen sword from a dead soldier and jumped up onto the craft, swinging down with all her might. She plunged the sword down piercing it through the hull of the vessel. She hacked at the wooden boat with the sword, cracking it in several places. Before she could do much damage, she knew she needed to move. She took three steps running over the seats of the boat and jumped, diving into the water just as a large fireball smashed where she had been standing. The water shook with a pulse when the fireball struck, throwing Maggie down several feet so she was flat on the ocean floor forcing the air from her lungs and heating the water all around her. After the initial strike Maggie pushed her body up and put her head above the water and gasped for air. She half ran half swam out of the salty water then ran back across the beach with steam from the hot water rising off her clothing. She only stopped moving when she reached the relative safety of the trees. “One less transport landing craft,” she said to Atwater.  
 
    As she made it to the trees another explosion erupted on the beach, throwing sand and water in all directions. The blast was followed by another and another, making potholes all over the small landing sight. “Let’s move!” Asher commanded from behind a nearby tree.  
 
    Atwater stood taller and hesitated to move. “We’re supposed to defend our country. I’m not letting them land.” 
 
    Maggie placed a calming hand on the man’s chest. “We are not prepared to stand against a magician,” she corrected. “Wren didn’t plan for any of this to happen. We will still stand and fight them, but we can’t do that here today.” 
 
    Asher nodded and addressed everyone around him, which made up about a third of the army. “The magician is blasting everything. He is destroying the trees, and the cliff—anywhere we could hide or attack them. They have won this battle. But,” he added with a hopeful tone, “they will be hours delayed in their landing,” he reasoned. “When they do land they will be on full alert and they will be protected by a powerful magician. If we stay here we will die or be captured. If we are captured, their magician will take our strength to help his men be stronger. We can’t let that happen.” He looked around at the men and then added, “We were supposed to bring them supplies. Believe me, I know what it is like to be hungry,” he said, trying to make them listen. “I know what it’s like to be so weak you can’t lift up a tool to do another task and your master whips you until you do it anyway. We can win this war, but to do that we need to leave. We need to leave them without any supplies or any support. When they are weak and desperate we will attack and we will win. But we can’t win here. We can’t win today.” 
 
     “So what are we going to do?” Atwater asked. 
 
     “Atwater,” Asher began, “this is Maggie,” he said pointing to his right. “She’s here to help get us all out safely. We’re going to follow her and the people she brought here.” 
 
    “Odon,” Maggie called out, knowing that he was somewhere close by even though she could not see him. He popped up from behind a bush. “Send some of our friends with Atwater and get word to the foot soldiers on the right side of the landing. Tell them what is happening and have them retreat. We’ll need to do the same for the cavalry. Make sure we take all of our supplies. Everyone else, follow Odon. Let’s get this army to safety.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after the sun had risen to its apex Maggie pulled her horse to a stop. She looked west down the road. Although he was out of sight, she felt comfort knowing that Asher had a head start and was taking charge of some of the soldiers and all the refugees they were picking up along the way. They were moving as quickly as possible, but it was not fast enough. Mordyar’s invading force was gaining on them and would quickly overrun the group if they could not be brought to a stop. She turned to Odon. “This is the perfect place to stage your first ambush on the army,” she said as she pointed to the side of the road. “There is a steep hill there that will give you the upper hand and you can chop down several trees to block the road.” 
 
    “Yes,” Odon said continuing, “I know all of this. Why are you telling me?” 
 
    Maggie took a deep breath and looked down the road. She was starting to feel some dread about her next part in this war. “It seems you have things well in hand. I know you are the right man for this. I, however, have another mission. I need to go meet up with the army.” 
 
    “What?” he blurted out. “If you’re going to face them head on, so will we. You’ve brought us this far.” Some of the others gathered, nodded, and began voicing their agreement. 
 
    “No,” she cut in. “I need to do this next part alone. You are needed here.” 
 
    Odon looked questioningly at first, but slowly began to nod. “If I’m needed here, this is where I will be, but what is your part?” 
 
    Maggie nodded her head in appreciation. “I need to take out the magician,” she said softly. Odon moved as if to argue with her but she held up her hands to stop the protest. “Trust me,” she said, not giving him anymore information. She got off her horse and handed the reins to Odon. “He’s the fastest horse I’ve ever seen,” she commented. “You’ll need all the speed you can get.” Odon raised an eyebrow but she continued. “Slow them down as much as you can, and then run for Cotham. I have a feeling word has been sent there and they are getting their defenses in order.” 
 
    “How much time will they need to get the defenses set up there?” Odon asked. 
 
    “If they can have one week that would be best,” she said, although she knew it was a near impossibility. With Cotham only two days ride away, bringing an army of one thousand to a halt for five days was beyond anything she could hope for. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need more time?” he asked with a smile. “I have the best group of pickpockets, cutthroat and thieves you could ever assemble. One week will be child’s play. That is assuming we let anyone from the army live to get past us,” he added with a smile. 
 
    Maggie grinned and patted Odon on the shoulder. She loved his light sense of humor. “No, I think one week will be plenty,” she said through her smile. “Just try to be safe,” she added in a slightly more serious tone. 
 
    Odon shook his head, “You just told me I’m facing down an army of a thousand with a group of forty, you give me your horse like you are on a one-way suicide mission, and you ask me to be safe. I just want to let you know that you are a very strange person.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Maggie replied, “And I want you to know that leading you here like this doesn’t even make the top ten of strange things I’ve done in the last year.” 
 
    Odon laughed, “When we meet in Cotham you’ll have to tell me those other stories, and I’ll be the judge of ranking their strangeness.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she said, concluding their conversation. As she turned away to walk down the road her gift activated showing her a glimpse into the future. She took a calming breath and wiped a tear from her eye knowing that she would not make it back to Cotham, and they would never have that conversation.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asher rode at the front of the large group of soldiers and refugees as they came to the end of the road to Cotham. He smiled with satisfaction at the speed he had been able to move this large a group, and he hoped it would be enough to outpace the army that was chasing them down. As he broke from the freshly cut trees and entered a large clearing that surrounded the village of Cotham he saw that they were well on their way to setting up a sturdy defense against anyone trying to get through. 
 
    The field was cleared of trees so the army would need to run out in the open for several hundred yards before they reached the village, and scattered in the field were stumps, sharp stakes and other obstructions that would force the army to split up, slow down and hopefully injure themselves. 
 
    “Who goes there?” a man shouted from behind a large embankment of earth. Asher tried to see who was talking, but he was hidden behind a row of sharpened staves that were pointing outwards. 
 
    “My name is Asher,” he called back. “We are Denallian soldiers come here to make a stand against the invading army.” He began walking across the field, carefully picking his way through short cut off sticks that were scattered through the field. He proceeded forward slowly with his hands raised, and waved for the people to follow him in single file to Cotham. 
 
    “Wait,” the man called from the village. “I didn’t say you could start moving forward.” 
 
    Asher kept moving cautiously forward and when he was a little closer he called out. “We don’t have much time and we have a lot of people to get through. Do you honestly think the army coming to attack you is going to come in single file with women, children and livestock?” There was no answer. “If you could send out people to help us that would be wonderful.” 
 
    In short order, a section of the pickets opened up and a handful of villagers came out to help direct their group safely through the field and into the village. Asher was the first to cross past the mound of dirt that surrounded the eastern side of the village. “Hello,” he said to a man who was standing cautiously watching. “My name is Asher.” 
 
    “I’m Caleb,” the man replied. “This is my friend Boon,” he added pointing to the large man at his side. 
 
    “I’m happy to meet you,” Asher said as he reached out to help one of the people following him to step over the dirt mound. “This is an impressive set up you have here.” 
 
    Caleb patted Boon on the back. “It was mainly Boon’s idea. He was in the king’s army years ago. We received word from Omer’s Keep that an army might be passing this way and ever since, we’ve been preparing for the worst.” 
 
    Asher nodded. “We saw the army land and tried to make a stand at the shore against them. We were outnumbered and needed to retreat and regroup. Odon is back that way slowing down the army to  give us some time to prepare. 
 
    “Odon?” Boon said in surprise. “The one who used to be a bandit?” 
 
    “Still is one,” Caleb said with a disgusted look on his face. Boon shook his head and looked as if he were about to start arguing. 
 
    “Well, whatever he is,” Asher cut in with a sidelong glance, “he is marching with forty against an army of one thousand to help us survive.” 
 
    Caleb looked sheepishly to the ground and remained silent for a time. Trying to change the subject, Asher added, “Well, we’ve come to help, so just point us in the right direction. We have some supplies, we can cut down trees, set up stakes around the field, or go wherever we are needed.” 
 
    Boon clapped Asher on the back and his face split with a friendly smile. “That sounds great! We’ve got a lot of work left to do.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Silently Maggie hid in the dense woods waiting for the perfect moment. She knew what she needed to do but was scared by what she knew would happen as a result. She crouched lower behind the thick evergreen bush as a soldier in dark foreign armor walked within a pace of where she was hidden. She stopped breathing as she waited for him to pass. 
 
    As soon as the man passed, she stood up and walked forward, and then dropped to the ground just as another scout looked over where she had been standing.  
 
    When the scout’s gaze passed, she got up onto her hands and knees and crawled forward three more paces and waited silently. In this position she remained, motionless, for close to an hour as hundreds of soldiers passed. As she watched she wondered if Odon would be able to do much against this army. The sheer number of soldiers was overwhelming, and while most were relatively small, some did have unnaturally large bodies. Their armor was poorly constructed and clanked loudly as they marched, and their swords were curved like none she had ever seen. The thought of being a captive of these evil men was terrifying, but the alternative was worse. 
 
    It was impossible to know what the outcome would be, but just as she had the instinct to hide when she needed to hide and move when she needed to move, she knew that she needed to be captured by these invaders. Her instincts had never steered her wrong in the past and although it was difficult and frightening, she knew that if this army was to be stopped, now was the time to stand. 
 
    Maggie stood up and moved out from behind a large tree with her bow in hand. With one fluid movement she drew the black feathered arrow from her quiver, nocked it and drew it to her cheek, then released. The arrow sailed over many soldiers toward their leader. The tall magician leading their army didn’t have time to react before the arrow pierced through his heart and magically exploded outwards sending bodies scattering in all directions and leaving a large crater in the earth. Despite her distance from the blast, Maggie was pushed backward and leaned against the tree for support.  
 
    Before she could fully recover her balance, pain raced through her body as one of the soldiers came from behind and struck her over the head. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Asher stood on top of a command tower and overlooked the defenses of Cotham. He hoped that the wall of dirt, the sharp protruding spears and the obstacles in the field would be enough to slow down the invading army and stop them from breaching the defenses. The villagers were farmers, not warriors. If the invaders faced them in hand to hand combat, Cotham would quickly fall.  
 
    Their entire defense was built around slowing down the army and using long range weapons that could keep the soldiers and the magician back. The locals used slings and stones more than bows and arrows so they had built a thin wall, tall enough for them to stand on to throw farther out into the field to target the soldiers as they advanced. Boon had also armed as many of the weaker villagers as he could with bows that they could use to shoot volleys of arrows. He didn’t know how much good it would do, but any soldiers who were injured or killed meant that many fewer making a frontal assault on them.  
 
    In the days since he arrived at Cotham, some of Omer’s soldiers had organized a handful of carpenters to build some rudimentary catapults that now also stood behind the wall of dirt ready to rain down destruction on the soldiers as they crossed the field. He hoped it would be enough. 
 
    While he looked out, Asher saw some motion by the edge of the woods. He squinted to see who was coming as the alarm sounded on the village wall. As he watched he saw a horse ride out into the field leading ten riders. As they came close, Asher recognized Odon. He pushed open the picket gate and waved excitedly at the young man. “Odon!” he called, “You’ve made it.” As Odon closed in, Asher stopped smiling as he saw a long cut on Odon’s arm and a stream of slick blood that had soaked most of his shirt. 
 
    As he approached the wall, Odon called in a croaking voice, “They are less than a mile behind us.” He began swaying back and forth, until he was no longer able to keep himself upright, and fell from his horse. 
 
    Asher ducked through the defenses, and lifted Odon up from the ground. He turned to go back behind the barrier. Caleb was standing on top of the dirt mound.  
 
    “Please call for a healer,” Asher called out as he began walking forward. He led the small group back into the relative safety of the village past the spiked picket and the large mound of dirt. He set Odon down on a soft patch of grass. “Where are the others?” Asher asked. “Where’s Maggie?” 
 
    Odon spoke in short spurts through gasping breaths as he winced in pain. “A few days back, Maggie left. She went to take out the magician. We were overrun by the army this morning, and there was never a magic attack, so I guess she succeeded.” One of the village healers came and looked quickly over Odon’s body. She reached out with a damp cloth and put pressure on his wounded side. “I think it’s too late for that,” the young man said, shaking his head. 
 
    The healer nodded sadly, “You’re right, there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Everyone around looked surprised by this declaration of a dying man. “I slowed them down for a week. I kept my word. Now I can be remembered as an honest man, one who was honorable in life and death. Can someone tell my son that I…” His voice was soft, almost indistinguishable. “Can you tell him what I did?” 
 
    “I will tell him myself.” Caleb stepped forward and knelt by Odon’s side. “His mother will have a place in our village, and he will always know of his father’s great courage and honor. He will know that the people of Cotham survived because of you.” Caleb reached down and grabbed Odon’s hand. 
 
    Odon’s only response was a thin smile. His eyes closed and his raspy breathing stopped. 
 
    The warning alarm sounded for the final time. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    From behind the wall of dirt and throughout the village of Cotham, an eerie silence fell. They were all in position watching as the woods darkened with soldiers. The arrival of Asher’s soldiers, and more recently, Odon’s appearance, had thrown the villagers into a frenzy, but Mordyar’s army filled them with fear. The men in black armor came into view shortly after Odon gave the warning. It was not a group of men coming, but an unending sea of darkness emerging from the thick woods. If there was any hope of survival, it quickly vanished. 
 
    “Release!” The air was filled with dozens of rocks that flew into the army as they pressed slowly through the brambles at the edge of the woods. While some of the rocks hit tree branches or fell harmlessly into the ground many found targets reducing the number of men that would eventually scale and overpower the small force that defended Cotham. 
 
    In the time it took to reload the catapults, the front line had pushed through the fallen foliage and made its way almost to the clearing. They moved more than twice as quickly as anticipated, which was going to be devastating to their plans. “Release!” The catapults’ projectiles landed in the middle of the mass of soldiers, making a seemingly insignificant difference. 
 
    Boon had hoped that the men would come through in small groups, advancing as they broke free of the fallen trees, but to his dismay they had a different strategy in mind. They were piling up the cut down trees into a tall wall-like barrier behind which they gathered their forces for an organized assault. The archers could not hit them at this range and the catapult’s small rocks were having less and less impact as they were pounding into the tree wall. 
 
    “Release!” The force continued to move forward. 
 
    Boon called to Caleb as he climbed down the tower. “Hold things together here, I have a surprise for them.” He ran to the catapults looking for Ethem, the young man leading the catapult attacks. 
 
    When Boon arrived at the middle catapult he drew the attention of all the men around, “Ethem, where is the special treat I gave you?” 
 
    “Right over there.” Ethem pointed to a medium sized barrel that was filled with dark oil. Boon reached in and the red marks on his arm flared to life as he pulled out a ball of dense wood that had been soaking in oil and was now fully saturated. He loaded it in the catapult. 
 
    “Fire that one in your next batch,” Boon said, “and be sure to light a fuse on it like we discussed.” 
 
    “As you command,” Ethem replied as he removed two small rocks from the basket to make sure it would launch far out into the field. All the men working the catapult waited in anticipation to see what the fireball would do. 
 
    “Don’t be expecting a miracle.” Boon cautioned, “It’s just oil and wood.” He waved to the tower and Caleb ordered for the next wave to be fired. Boon stood back and watched as Ethem lit the fuse and the projectile was launched out into the field. From behind the large dirt mound he could not see what happened, but Caleb waved happily and shouted. “Direct hit! Their barrier is burning to nothing. Hit them again!”  
 
    Boon patted Ethem on the back. “Great work! For now, just hit them with more stones. I’ll signal if we need another fireball.” He left to return up to the tower, wishing he was in better shape for all this physical exertion.  
 
    With their barrier quickly burning up, Mordyar’s army fought through the burning wall of debris and began to charge into the open field. A large body of soldiers was in the field and more were still pouring out of the woods. Odon had slowed down and reduced this army, but it was still a formidable force.  
 
    “Archers!” Asher gave the signal and the archers loosed their first volley into the field. In their inexperience, and haste they overshot their mark. Instead of taking down the front line, causing them to trip up the soldiers behind them, the arrows fell into the body of soldiers, and did not have the maximum effect. 
 
    “Loose!” A second wave of arrows fell. Many of the soldiers now held small shields up above their heads as they moved forward, they had not made a solid wall of shields, but some were protected using this tactic. “Loose!” Asher called again, having them shoot waves of arrows as quickly as they could reload their bows. 
 
    As the army advanced, the catapult teams had started using larger projectiles which were pounding the army. Despite all that was going well, the army was still gaining ground quickly and Boon estimated they would have between five and six hundred men when they reached the ditch. They were very lucky the magician was not with this group, or they wouldn’t have had any sliver of success. 
 
    “Shields up!” Boon called as he saw some arrows coming back at his archers. The front line of three archers dropped their bows and hefted large shields to protect those who were still firing arrows. An occasional thud was heard as an arrow hit one of the shields. He waved for three more villagers to come and pick up the bows so they would still have as many archers as possible. “Loose!” he shouted again. 
 
    Boon watched the army trying to figure out their plan of attack. From among the mass of men there were a handful of archers returning fire now that they were in range, but the attacks were random, uncoordinated, and there were no enchanted arrows. He shot an arrow down taking out one of the archers, and then he ducked back down behind the half wall of the tower.  
 
    The soldiers were out of formation, and leaderless. This attack was making no sense. He worried that there was something he was overlooking but there was no time to think.  
 
    “They’ve reached the sharpened stakes. Fire at will!” The archers began to fire arrows as quickly as they could to take out as many soldiers as possible before they reached the ditch. Boon was drawing and releasing arrows into the soldiers too, no longer caring that he was completely exposed.  
 
    All of the army was now out of the woods and advancing. It was time to divide their forces. Boon reached down and drew an arrow from a small bucket of oil. He held it over a lit torch and the end of the arrow came to life. He drew back the bow and shot it in a high arc out into the field. When it struck the ground it made a small explosion, and a wall of fire spread in both directions across the entire field as the oil and dried wood caught flame. The hot flame effectively divided the army in half, and some of the soldiers backed away as if they thought it was a magical attack. 
 
    While the field burned hot a little less than half of the force moved forward continuing through the spikes and down into the ditch. With the invading army now in range, the slingers began pelting them with stones. It was impressive to Boon how a stone thrown from a skilled slinger could dent or penetrate armor sending Mordyar’s soldiers falling backward. The archers were also firing arrows down on the soldiers trying to hold back the wave that swept down through the ditch and up the other side of the mound, but Boon could see it was not enough. 
 
    He shot a second flaming arrow into the ditch, where the ground was soaked with oil, further dividing the force and consuming all those who were in the ditch. The sounds of battle that were once faded and distant were now a loud reality for Asher’s soldiers waiting behind the large mound of soil. When the first line of invading soldiers crested the hill, they were met by Asher’s men. They sliced and stabbed, cutting down anyone wearing dark armor. As they were in close quarters, the slingers and archers were forced to aim past them trying to take out those who were still scaling the dirt mound. Caleb was rushing from side to side trying to see what was happening all around him as he shouted out and pointed at any group that looked like they would break through Asher’s line of soldiers. It did not take long before the inevitable happened; the men rushing down the slopes of the hill were too great for the soldiers to repel. The black clad men smashed through Asher’s line.  
 
    Mordyar’s soldiers were driven by a fear of their master and they fought like their lives depended on it. They slashed through Asher’s soldiers, the freed slaves, and the villagers alike, constantly pressing forward. Many of the villagers dropped their slings and picked up spears rushing forward to fill in where the lines had broken. From the tower, Boon now ignored the main army as he looked down and shot his bow into the large soldiers who were pressing on Asher’s men. As he was drawing his bow to take a second shot, an arrow from the field found an opening in his armor, piercing him through the ribs. He fell down to his knees as he slowly watched his defenses, and his friends being consumed by the black army. 
 
    From the ground, Ethem and the young men from the catapults ran forward with spears in hand charging at the soldiers who broke through. “Form a line, drive them back!” he yelled as he pressed forward. 
 
    Boon noticed that joining with them to reinforce the line were many women and children barely old enough to shave. He closed his eyes against the carnage he was sure would come as these inexperienced villagers faced off against seasoned killers. 
 
    The villagers and soldiers took severe losses, but they were determined. They fought and pushed the invaders back until they killed off the first wave and formed a solid line again. They planted their spears in the ground waiting for the next wave to come over the hill. 
 
    A tear streamed down Caleb’s cheek as he looked down on the people he loved. He turned to Boon and wept, “I don’t think we’ll survive.” 
 
    Boon groaned loudly as he struggled to see what was happening on the ground. The fire wall in the field was dying and the larger portion of Mordyar’s army was preparing for a final charge. The first group of invaders had broken through their lines and killed one in every three men. There was no oil left on the ground to divide this force. Boon knew the outlook was grim.  
 
    Before he could give an answer, the fire in the field and ditch winked out and the soldiers began a full charge from across the field. It wasn’t long before they would reach the village and completely overrun them. The archers were getting ready to fire down on the men when they came into range, and the rest of the men had dropped their slings and abandoned the catapults to pick up spears and help fill the lines, so Mordyar’s soldiers ran unopposed across the open field. 
 
    Boon struggled to speak. “We may not survive,” he answered through labored breaths, “but we will not give up.” He pushed himself to his feet and lit another arrow. With all the strength he had left he shot it out at the army. As he released the bowstring, Boon cringed in agony.  
 
    Caleb rushed to his side with tears in his eyes. “What have we done? We should have left.” 
 
    Boon shook his head. “No,” he answered, “we needed to make a stand. We needed to show them that we’re not giving them Denall without a fight.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll work,” came a voice from below them. 
 
    The tower began to shake slightly as a woman appeared, climbing up onto the platform. She was dressed in gleaming plate armor and had a shoulder guard with the crest of the king. “If you try to stand against this army you’ll lose,” she said as she set foot on the platform. Despite her petite frame, she had a commanding presence and a strong voice. 
 
    “Who are you and what are you suggesting?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “My name is Captain Conrad,” she responded. “And I’m suggesting that we change our tactics a little and win this battle. Your people are good with slings, right?” Caleb nodded. “Good, then let’s use that to our advantage. Get your man back on the catapults and up on the rooftops and follow my lead.” 
 
      
 
    “Boon!” came a familiar voice from behind him. Boon turned around and saw Kaz who had joined him on the platform. Despite the battle all around, Boon was warmed by Kaz’s familiar and friendly smile. When Kaz’s eyes fell on the arrow wound, his smile was quickly replaced with concern. “You need a healer,” he said as he approached Boon. 
 
    “It’s too late,” Boon said as he shook his head. He reached up and wiped a line of blood from his mouth. “Just let me stay here to witness our victory. That’s all I want.”  
 
    Kaz blinked back some tears, as he turned to Captain Conrad. She sadly shook her head back and forth. Kaz’s tears streamed down his face. “What can I do?” he asked, looking around, “How can I help?” 
 
    Boon slowly reached up and grabbed Kaz’s arm. “You can push these invaders out of my country. You can show me how good you’ve become with that bow.” He coughed and lowered himself down to sitting on the platform. 
 
    “Kaz,” Captain Conrad said softly as she stepped close. “We need someone to direct the archers. Let’s drive these monsters back!” 
 
    Kaz drew an arrow and shot it far out into the field. While it was out of range for most soldiers, he easily took out one of the larger soldiers. “Yes ma’am,” he responded.  
 
    Captain Conrad turned to Caleb. “Fire the catapults into their army until they are too close, then have your men get out of here, clear the front lines and get them on the rooftops.” 
 
    “You want me to let them get past our defenses?” 
 
    Captain Conrad patted him on the shoulder. “Nothing is going to stop that from happening,” she answered, “But I have a bit of a surprise for them once they are in the village.” 
 
    “Okay,” he responded hesitantly. “Ethem,” he shouted, “get back on the catapult, the rest of you, take your spears and slings and get back there.” He shouted out orders following Captain Conrad’s new strategy. While Mordyar’s soldiers ran across the field, Kaz shot into the army, and when they were within range for the other archers, he started calling out for them to send volleys into the army. It didn’t seem to do much good in stopping the group of nearly three hundred, but he knew that every arrow that found a target was one less soldier to come through into the village. 
 
    The soldiers held their shields up as they charged over the dirt mound and began hacking at what was left of the wooden fence that protected the city. “Ethem,” Captain Conrad shouted. “Get your men out of there!” 
 
    Kaz was now shooting almost straight down on the soldiers who were shaking down the fence, breaking through and running into the village. He kept the soldiers back from the tower as they parted to go around him and past them into the village. “I hope you know what you’re doing!” Caleb said as the dark clad soldiers ran between the buildings of the village. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Standing out in the open in the middle of the village green, Mylot watched Mordyar’s soldiers came up over the ridge and began running between the buildings. “We need to get their attention,” Mylot said, his commanding voice carrying over his group. A dozen soldiers grabbed bows and shot arrows out into the crowd of soldiers. The arrows did little damage at this distance against armored soldiers, but it had its desired effect. 
 
    The men who had come over the ridge pointed at Mylot and began running with their shields held up and their swords ready. “That seemed to do the trick,” Mylot said. “Swords ready!” he called, and the men around him dropped their bows and held out their swords, weapons with which they were more comfortable. His group of fifty men from Omer’s Keep stood in a solid line looking vulnerable. Captain Conrad’s soldiers were strategically placed around the green, ready for when the attackers came closer. The black clad men ran through the narrow streets of the village between buildings closing in on the open space of the green. Mylot knew he needed to time his attack perfectly so his men would act as a block keeping Mordyar’s soldiers funneled in the streets while he faced a narrow front line of soldiers. If he attacked too quickly, his soldiers would end up wedged between the buildings, if he waited too long, Mordyar’s men would all get into the open space of the green and overwhelm him by their numbers. 
 
    He had never led men into a battle, so he was happy to hear that when he took his first step forward was at the exact moment he could hear a command from the command tower. “Now!” Captain Conrad shouted above the sounds of battle. 
 
    Mylot charged forward with his sword drawn, he quickly crossed the green and met the running line of soldiers. He leaned his shoulder into one of their shields throwing the man backward into some other surprised soldiers. Then he jabbed with his sword and followed with a quick front kick that got the dead man off his weapon. The soldiers at his side, joined with Captain Conrad’s group, met the invaders with equal force, forcing them to come to a complete standstill. 
 
    “Attack!” Mylot shouted as loudly as he could. From the roof tops of all the houses and shops in the village men, women and children stood up holding their slings, spears, or some children simply threw stones down. The soldiers were pressed in from all sides. They were unable to move forward, hundreds of small or large projectiles showered on them from above, and Captain Conrad, Kaz, and the archers were now able to shoot arrows at them from behind, preventing their retreat. 
 
    The invaders couldn’t compete with this force. They tried smashing into the shops, but the doors had been barred shut, so they pushed forward trying to break past Mylot and the soldiers in the green with their arms raised above their heads relying on their ill-fitting armor for protection. 
 
    “Hold the line!” Mylot called out as he sliced his sword in a wide arc taking out two more soldiers. He watched as more and more men fell down in the streets, overcome by the amount of debris that was falling on them. He saw a large wooden table thrown from the top of one building. 
 
    In a matter of less than an hour, the battle had gone from an inevitable defeat to a decisive one-sided victory. Mylot fought his way through the streets and climbed up the ladder of the command tower. “We have secured the streets,” he reported to Captain Conrad. “None of them are surrendering, so it might take a little time to dispatch of the remaining soldiers, but the victory is ours. Well done Captain.” 
 
    “That,” Captain Conrad said to Caleb after Mylot made his report, “is what we call a cliff drive. They think they’re winning when they’re running as fast as they can forward, and it’s too late when they find that they are falling off a cliff.” 
 
    Kaz looked around the tower and shot a few more arrows into the village at some soldiers who were rushing around looking for cover, then after making sure all the invading soldiers in sight were killed, he turned and knelt down beside Boon. “We did it,” Kaz whispered. But Boon did not answer. Kaz patted his shoulder and looked up to Mylot. Mylot could tell that the older man was dead. He reached down and gripped Kaz’s shoulder tightly. “I’m so sorry Kaz, he didn’t make it.” Although he didn’t know their relationship, it was clear that Kaz had a strong connection to the man. 
 
    Tears started streaming down Kaz’s face as he spoke to his friend again. “Your defense worked! You kept back an army. You saved all of Denall,” Kaz said to the older man. His eyes had glossed over in death, but his face wore a satisfied smile.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trae groaned heavily. “What happened?” 
 
    “He’s moving again!” The voice he heard was a child with a thick, eastern accent.  
 
    Trae squinted and blinked to clear the blurry view he had. He moved to sit up, but his head pounded as if it were going to explode. “Where am I?” 
 
    A motherly voice spoke sternly to him. “You need rest or you’ll never recover. Lie down and be quiet.” 
 
    Instinctively, Trae obeyed. After a few moments of lying still, the woman held Trae’s head up and tilted it back, pouring cold water into his mouth. To his parched, tired body, the fresh mountain water tasted cleaner than anything he had ever drunk before, and it soothed him as he drank it. “Slowly, slowly.” The motherly voice insisted. 
 
    He reached up to touch his head and massage away the pain, but his hand was slapped. “I said lie down!” 
 
    “Mother!” The voice of a young man sounded shocked. “You can’t treat the Sreun like that.” 
 
    “He needs rest. I’ll treat him how he needs to be treated. I’ll ask forgiveness later.” 
 
    “Forgiveness? What are you talking about?” Trae asked, confused by the partial conversation. 
 
    “No more words!” He couldn’t be completely sure, because of the accent, but she sounded very stern and almost angry. “It’s time for sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time to eat. I’m sure you’ll have quite an appetite after what you’ve been through.” 
 
    Trae didn’t dare ask the questions that burned in his mind about his location, or food, or the Sreun, but he did venture to speak the one question that was most pressing on his mind. “Is she all right?” 
 
    His caretaker leaned over him, and although his vision was still blurry, he could make out the deep orange shade of her thick, braided hair. He could not make out her facial expression, and braced himself for another abrupt response. But the woman leaning over him spoke kindly, “Sleep now. Your wife is safe.” 
 
    Trae ignored her mistake, and breathed a sigh of relief. Pentra was safe. He was able to relax and get some rest. 
 
    As promised, Trae was gently awakened at meal time and moved to a cushion on the floor inside of the small. One side of the house was a solid rock wall, as it seemed the home had been built against a small cliff. The other three walls were made from roughhewn logs that had been sealed with pitch. 
 
    Everyone else sat on a bear skin rug that spanned the entire floor around a short table. They handed bowls of meat, vegetables, and colorful fruit around, and the aroma started an unstoppable grumbling in Trae’s stomach. “This smells amazing! Thank you for your hospitality. My name is Trae.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” the young boy at the table said. 
 
    Trae turned to the boy. “I’m sorry, why does that make sense?” he asked. 
 
    “The woman has been calling out for you in her sleep,” the boy responded in a chipper voice. He seemed so eager to answer Trae, almost unnaturally excited, like he was talking to some kind of celebrity. 
 
    Trae looked away from the food. “Where is she? Can I go see her?” 
 
    The mother beamed with a smile. “You see, Cooper?” she began, addressing her husband. “That’s the loving concern I’d like to see from you for a change. He’s more interested in her than the food.” 
 
    “That’ll change; just give it time.” Cooper, a large strongarm, smiled broadly through a curly red beard. “Caroline, I’m just joking. I love you more than your food.”  
 
    He leaned over and gave her a kiss and the children turned their heads away in unison. “Eww gross.” 
 
    Still waiting for a response, Trae looked at the people around the short table expectantly. 
 
    “She’s asleep now, and may be for quite some time. First you need to eat and get your strength back.” 
 
    “Well, as long as she’s in good hands, I guess it would be very rude for me to not focus on this fine meal,” he said with a sideways look to Cooper. 
 
    “Thank you,” Caroline answered. “But that is not for you.” She set down a steaming bowl of broth in front of Trae. He raised his eyebrow, looking down at the hot soup that didn’t seem to have any kind of smell. “Your body can’t eat meat. Only broth for your first day.” 
 
    “At this point, I’m hungry enough to eat anything put in front of me.” Trae began hungrily scooping down the broth, trying to satiate his hunger. When he was almost finished with the bowl, he looked up to see the entire family all staring at him. “I’m sorry, did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Cooper waved his hand dismissively. “Oh no, you honor us with your presence. We just wanted to see how the Sreun eats.” He turned to the children. “Emma, Andrew, eat up. Your mother didn’t do all this work for this food to go to waste.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” They answered in unison. The two children looked like identical molds of each other, only a few years apart. They both had bright red hair, piercing blue eyes, and light skin. 
 
    Recognizing that he was the center of their attention, Trae slowed down his eating. “So what exactly is a Sreun?” 
 
    “We’ll have time for that later,” Caroline responded quickly. Her no-nonsense tone told him that the conversation was over. He could have almost predicted the next words out of her mouth. “You need to eat or you will not get your strength.” She stood up and returned with a massive, steaming pot of broth, which she used to fill up Trae’s large bowl. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said politely. 
 
    Cooper turned his head to address the children as he held out a hand pointing at Trae. “Do you see that?” he asked. “He remembers his manners.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mama,” the red heads replied in unison. 
 
    Cooper turned to Trae and smiled, “How many children do you have?” 
 
    Trae almost choked on his broth, and struggled for several seconds to get his breathing under control. “I don’t have any children.” 
 
    The parents gave Trae a sad look. “I’m sorry to hear that,” Cooper said. “One day soon you will be blessed with children as we have been.” 
 
    Trae looked uncomfortably across the table at Cooper. “I hope to have children someday, but I’m not married.” The table went silent and the children exchanged confused glances before they looked back at Trae, staring with looks of dismay. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    Caroline was the first to answer. “That woman who you brought, she is your love is she not?” 
 
    Not sure he was ready to answer that question, Trae fumbled, “I guess… I mean I care for her deeply, but she is not my wife. I don’t think she looks at me that way.” 
 
    The parents began to argue loudly in a foreign language. Trae watched in dismay as they waved their arms wildly and pointed at each other, at Trae, and at the door. While the parents were occupied, Emma grabbed Trae’s shirt sleeve and tugged on it to get his attention.  
 
    “Hey there,” he said kindly. 
 
    “Hi,” she said tentatively. “Can I see the mark?” 
 
    “Mark? I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The mark, the letter S on your arm,” she responded, reaching out and pointing at his arm. 
 
    Hesitant to show the branded wound to a young child, Trae bit his lip. “It looks kind of scary, I don’t know if you should see it.” 
 
    “I’ve seen lots of scary stuff. Can I see it?” She looked up to him with eyes wide in anticipation. 
 
    “I’m not sure if your parents would want…” 
 
    “They’ve already shown half the village. Can I see it?” She eagerly interrupted, bobbing her head each time she asked to see it. 
 
    Trae looked wide eyed at the little girl and asked, “Half the village? Why would they do that?” 
 
    She inched closer to him. “It’s the sign that you are the Sreun. Can I see it?” 
 
    “If I show it to you, will you tell me what the Sreun is?” Emma nodded fervently. 
 
    In the end, her persistence paid off as Trae pulled up the sleeve of his shirt to show the branded S on his arm. The wound had healed so that it no longer hurt to touch, but it had left a gnarly scar. Emma reached over and tenderly traced the brand mark with her index finger. The arguing quieted, and slowly came to a stop as her parents watched. “The Sreun is the marked man who comes with his wife seeking help, but in the end saves the people. It’s a great story.” 
 
    Cooper clarified, “It is an ancient prophesy that has been turned into a children’s story so that it would not be forgotten.”   
 
    Trae sat uneasily, and then looked down at his empty bowl. He didn’t remember eating it all, and his stomach still ached for more. “I’m not sure what to tell you,” Trae began. “I am not married, and I don’t know how I can save your people. You seem to be living in peace and comfort.” 
 
    “Not the people of Vinsiad,” the father said, shaking his head. “All the people of Denall. The main island and the broken off islands of our people.” 
 
    It had been days since Trae had thought about the mission Dune had recruited him for. He had been so focused on Pentra that he had, for a time, forgotten his duty as a stone holder to stand up to Mordyar and defend his country. How had fate followed him here? 
 
    Trae set his spoon down and began to tell them where he had come from. While explaining the current situation of Denall and the coming invasion, Trae was surprised at how up to date this couple was with the affairs of the kingdom. When he told them of his desire to return to Norwell and join with the king in a unified stand against Mordyar, they turned to each other and nodded. “It is settled then.” 
 
    “What is settled?” Trae asked in complete confusion. 
 
    “You are the Sreun. You have been brought here to us,” Cooper answered. 
 
    Trae shook his head slowly. “I don’t know what to say about this Sreun, I was working to help save our country, but I’ve gotten far off course. I don’t know if we’ll get back in time to help anyone. Our friends back at Omer’s Keep are probably searching for us, but I’m not leaving until Pentra is well.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Caroline interjected. “After the clans unite, they’ll get you to Norwell in no time.” 
 
    Trae furrowed his brow. “I’d love some help getting back, but I’m really sorry, I don’t know what you are talking about. What clans?” His head was swimming with the new information. 
 
    “All of them!” Andrew shouted excitedly. “Most of them are on their way. The others will be moving soon! It’s super exciting!” 
 
    “Get back to eating.” Cooper silenced the excited boy with a wave of his hand. “The prophecy says that when the Sreun comes, the clans must unite and join you in battle to save Denall.” 
 
    Trae’s jaw dropped, and he sat silently for a moment, trying to process all that was happening. They thought he was part of some ancient legend, so they had gathered an army. It was greater than any good he could have done if he had stayed back at the keep. “That is amazing, more than I could have ever hoped for! An army of strongarms from the Orften Mountains will be like a solid, steel wall.” 
 
    The couple beamed at the compliment. “There is one small detail.” Caroline cautioned. 
 
    “What is that?” Trae asked. 
 
    She clenched her jaw and sucked in a tentative breath through her teeth. Trae could tell by her reaction that he wasn’t going to like this part. “You don’t quite fit all the parts of the Sreun prophesy, and in our culture, you are not considered a man.” 
 
    Trae looked back and forth between the couple, not fully trusting the look in their eyes. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Caroline answered excitedly, “We need to get you and your love married.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mylot sat comfortably on Gapol, happy to have his horse returned to him. He rode next to Captain Conrad as she led the army west away from Cotham back toward Lexingar. She had a small pigeon scroll in her hand; orders from Sir Theodore. By the way she crunched the paper, Mylot could tell what she thought about them. Almost immediately after the battle in Cotham was over, they had received orders that would separate them by sending them in different directions to support their king. She needed to get to Lexingar to escort the interim baron and any available troops down to Norwell, and Mylot had been ordered to go directly to Norwell.  
 
    Mylot was happy that they had arrived in time to save Cotham, and he hoped they would have the same luck with getting back to defend against Mordyar’s larger invading force. From what Kire had said back at Omer’s Keep, if the northern army landed, Mordyar had also begun his crossing of the southern desert. 
 
    As they continued, he stretched out his hand and pointed down the road. “There’s the bridge,” he said to Bethany. 
 
    He could see the muscles in her jaw flexing as she took a long, calming breath. “I can see the bridge,” she responded in a flat tone, “but what I do not see is the reason you need to go south now.” 
 
    Mylot moved his horse closer to her and spoke softly so only she could hear. “I am the next in line for the throne,” he reasoned. “When King Robert goes into battle, I need to be safely in the captial city by the most direct route. I need to give leadership to the barons in the absence of the king. It is my duty as the next in line to the throne to be there for him.” 
 
    “We’re all going in that direction,” she argued. 
 
    Mylot reached out toward her, but she glared at him. He withdrew his hand. “I need to go the most direct route to Norwell. You have orders from Sir Theodore to escort the baron safely from Lexingar to Norwell,” he said, pointing in two different directions. 
 
    She squeezed the pommel of her saddle until her knuckles went white. “I understand what you are saying,” she said with a slightly annoyed tone, “but you can come with us through Lexingar and it will only add three or four days to your journey, and I’ll be able to make sure you arrive safely.” 
 
    “Believe me,” he said as he looked into her eyes, “I want to stay with you. However, we just fought a battle where minutes made the difference between winning and losing. I can’t risk any delay. I can’t be that selfish.” He was almost surprised that he was this forward with Captain Conrad. “As I was in Omer’s dungeon, I was filled with guilt about leaving you behind. However, when we put our duty first, things worked out and we both survived. I hate to leave you again, but my duty calls me to the south.” 
 
    She sat in silence for several minutes as they came closer and closer to the bridge. “Well, at least you’re starting to sound like one of the King’s Guard,” she finally said with a smile. “It looks like my training has started rubbing off on you.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he replied with a grin. “Don’t worry Beth,” he added with a playful smile, “I’ll see you in Norwell in no time.” He was happy to see that she didn’t slap him or glare at him for using the playful nickname.  
 
    She shook her head at his remark, “Are you sure you don’t need a new body guard?” she asked, pointing at Kaz. The young man rode with his head down, still upset about losing his mentor and friend in the battle at Cotham. 
 
    Mylot watched Kaz for a moment, and shook his head. “He’s the best archer I’ve ever seen,” he responded. “It’ll be good for him to get away from the army for a bit and have a peaceful gallop through the countryside.” 
 
    “What about taking a small patrol, or…”  
 
    Before she could suggest any more people go with him, Mylot waved her to silence. “We need to move quickly. More people would slow us down.” He pulled his horse to the side of the road as they passed the bridge, and got down off his horse. 
 
    Captain Conrad joined him at the side of the road, and reached out with blurring speed to slap him on the cheek. Before her hand reached his face, he reacted with lightning speed to grab her hand. “Stay alert,” she warned. “Be careful, little mouse,” she added in an almost whisper. 
 
    Mylot released her hand.  “I will see you in Norwell,” he reassured. 
 
    “You’d better be there,” she warned. “And if there was ever any doubt,” she added with a flat look, “getting there safely is an order.” He stood at attention and saluted. She got back onto her horse, and trotted to the front of the line of soldiers leading them west toward Lexingar.  
 
    Mylot watched until she was almost out of sight. Watching her leave again was hard for him, but their paths were leading to the same place and he knew there was little danger until they reached the captial.  
 
    He turned around and noticed that Kaz was waiting beside him with a wide grin on his face. “I told you she was pretty,” he remarked. 
 
    “Are you ready to watch my back?” Mylot asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “I probably won’t do as good a job as you just did watching hers, but I’ll try,” Kaz said with a smirk. 
 
    Mylot mounted Gapol, pulled on the reins, and began a light canter south. While they rode, Kaz’s gaze fell back down to the trail and his shoulders slumped again in sadness. As they moved, Mylot broke the silence. “I remember when we met,” he said to Kaz. “You were full of energy, and spunk, and even a little rude. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. I was just trying to help someone,” he answered.  
 
    “Help someone?” Mylot asked in surprise. “Who were you helping?” 
 
    “Maggie,” Kaz responded. “The woman in the archery tournament,” he added for clarification.  
 
    “I know who Maggie is,” Mylot replied.  
 
    “Well anyway,” Kaz continued as they slowed their horses to a trot, “the crowd was being so awful to her, and I just had to do something to stop them. I went over to speak with her, but she didn’t say much. She didn’t really have any kind of reaction until she saw you and her eyes filled with fear. I just couldn’t stand the thought of her getting further ridiculed, so I jumped off the stage and ran out to stop you.” 
 
    Mylot reached up and ran his fingers through his hair, and couldn’t help himself from laughing. “I guess I should thank you,” he finally said after not really knowing what else to say. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kaz asked. 
 
    “Thank you for looking out for my half-sister,” Mylot commented. “Although you did stop me from getting something to her. I was just trying to give her a chest our father wanted her to have after he died.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kaz rode silently for a time, looking everywhere except at Mylot. “I was just trying to help her. I hope it wasn’t anything too important.” Kaz stopped talking and stared at Mylot with wide eyes. “Wait a minute,” he said bringing his hand up to his mouth in shock. “If Maggie is your sister that means she is from the House of Tran.” 
 
    Mylot shrugged slightly, “I guess it does, but she doesn’t have royal lineage; that came from my mother’s side,” he added as a quick clarification. 
 
    “I’m not interested in the lineage,” he responded absently. He started looking down the trail, then back toward the road to Lexingar. He looked back and forth as if trying to make up his mind about something. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Mylot asked, not sure what caused Kaz to be so frantic.  
 
    Kaz stopped looking around and turned to lock eyes with Mylot. “Maggie might be very important,” he responded cryptically. “Kire needs to know about her.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mylot asked. “Is she in some kind of danger?” he asked. He was surprised by Kaz’s reaction, but he was also happy to see the spark returning to the young man’s eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said automatically, “but I need to find Maggie.” 
 
    Mylot laughed slightly and patted Kaz on the shoulder. “You seem quite smitten with her,” he remarked, half-jokingly. “Should I start calling you ‘brother?’” 
 
    Kaz’s face began to burn red and he tried to hide it by glaring at Mylot. “It has nothing to do with that,” he argued. 
 
    Mylot laughed out loud at Kaz’s reaction, noticing that the young man didn’t deny the accusation. He urged his horse to move faster down the road. “I’ve had my servants and friends try to locate her ever since the tournaments in Lexingar ended. Nobody could find her. I think she’ll be found when she wants to be,” he said.  
 
    “Why are you looking for her?” Kaz asked with confusion on his face. 
 
    “To give her my father’s chest,” he responded with a slight tightening of his eyes. “When he was dying, it was the last thing he asked me to do. He acted like delivering that box was the most important thing in the world to him,” Mylot added. “What could possibly be in a box this small?” he asked, putting his fingers together in a closed circle, “that could be so important?” 
 
    Kaz didn’t reply, but looked shocked, and tried to hide his surprise with a dismissive wave of his hand, “I can’t think of anything,” he replied, though it was clear to Mylot he was lying. Mylot looked skeptically at Kaz, but returned his gaze down the road. What does he know that he’s not telling me? 
 
    “Up ahead,” Kaz said, pointing far away out of Mylot’s view.  
 
    “What are you seeing?” Mylot asked. He gripped his sword, but did not draw it from the sheath. 
 
    “Smoke,” he responded. “There is a small campfire off the road that way,” he pointed to the left. 
 
    “I still don’t see anything,” Mylot responded, squinting his eyes to detect what Kaz was talking about. “Do you think it’s some kind of ambush?” 
 
    Kaz shook his head. “Probably not,” he said, “but we should be cautious. Most people travel by day and make fires at night. People who make fires off the road during the day are usually trying to avoid being seen. We can avoid them pretty easily if we stay on the road, but we’ll want to be wary.” 
 
    Mylot shook his head. “What if they are bandits? We can’t leave them alone to prey on the next travelers who come by.” He remembered back to the incident with the krydox when Captain Conrad taught him about his responsibility to his country. 
 
    Kaz raised his hand in objection, “I thought we were supposed to stay safe. That’s what Captain Conrad told us to do. We’re also in a bit of a hurry. You remember that, right?” 
 
    “We’ll go investigate as safely and quickly as possible,” Mylot responded with a smile. “Better get that bow ready, we don’t know what we’ll find up there.” 
 
    Kaz and Mylot continued up the road for a few more minutes before they dismounted and began sneaking through the woods. They walked silently between the trees until Kaz held up his arm. 
 
    “Stop,” he whispered. He ducked behind a tree and crouched down to the ground. 
 
    “What did you see out there?” Mylot asked as he joined Kaz. 
 
    “It’s Mordyar’s men, twelve of them. They are in dark armor and they have a captive.” 
 
    He leaned toward Kaz, speaking so only his friend could hear, “Can you hit them from here?” 
 
    “The distance is not a problem,” Kaz responded, “but we have to get a little closer so there aren’t as many trees. Plus, I think that they’ll have time to kill their prisoner before I can shoot them all down.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Mylot responded as he thought through the situation. He could use his speed to get to them as Kaz shot some of them down, but he didn’t see a way that he could take them all out and ensure the safety of their prisoner.  “Let’s get a little closer.” 
 
    They crept from tree to tree, slowly moving in on the campsite. When they were about ten yards away from the site, Kaz drew an arrow and pointed at a large nearby tree, showing that there was a scout standing watch there. Mylot slowly moved forward toward the tree while Kaz swung in a wide arc trying to get a line of sight on the scout. 
 
    Silently, Mylot made it to the tree. He could hear breathing from the other side of the large oak. The red marks on his arm flared to life as he used his gift for speed. He took two steps around the tree, grabbed the soldier over his mouth, and snapped his neck before he could sound an alarm. Mylot slowly lowered the body down to the ground. He looked over to his left and saw that Kaz was now in line with him. They moved forward again, closing in on the group of soldiers. 
 
    “He’s on our side,” Mylot heard one man say as he came into earshot of the fire. “We all started out like you, but he has the power to give us gifts.” 
 
    “I’m not killing someone to take their gift,” came the response. Mylot recognized the female voice, but couldn’t place it exactly. He looked over at Kaz and motioned for them to close in on the camp. Kaz nodded, then stepped out to the side for a clear shot at the camp. 
 
    At the same moment, Kaz drew his bowstring and Mylot charged into camp using superhuman speed. Mylot dodged among the surprised warriors with his sword drawn. He stabbed two soldiers on either side of the captive, before they had time to react, then he moved around her and cut the rope that tied her hands. He looked up for the first time and instantly recognized that it was Maggie. What was she doing here? 
 
    As he stopped for a split second to look at Maggie, an arrow sailed over his shoulder, taking out one of the soldiers in dark armor who was directly behind him. Mylot spun around to face the soldiers, and Maggie grabbed a sword from one of the fallen men and stood up to join him. They were in the center of a circle of eight soldiers. In a way, it reminded Mylot of his training with Sir Rodnik, but this was not tournament fighting. 
 
    Another arrow came from the woods, taking down another soldier, and when it struck, Mylot and Maggie both went into action. Mylot lunged out with his sword, cutting down one soldier while he ducked to the side around another man’s attack. He turned and jammed his elbow into the man’s nose, sending him sprawling to the ground, then he kicked out at the next soldier in line. The kick was enhanced with speed and strength and the soldier’s armor dented in as Mylot’s attack crushed his ribs and sent him flying several yards into another soldier who had an arrow protruding from his helmet. 
 
    Mylot looked over his shoulder and saw that Maggie was now outnumbered. The three remaining men were grabbing at her, as if trying to catch her rather than fight her, but each time one of them moved forward, Maggie sidestepped, or dodged at the perfect time and struck them with her stolen sword, cutting exposed parts of their skin. As he stepped forward to help her, an arrow sailed past him, taking out one of the men and she stabbed upwards with her sword, killing another, leaving her standing in front of the last standing soldier. She held her sword up pointing at him. 
 
    “He’s come to help you,” the man said with a confused, but sincere look in his eyes. “Why can’t you see that?” 
 
    “He’s invaded my home,” she responded as she thrust forward with a single attack, killing the man. 
 
    Mylot stepped up to Maggie, and Kaz came running from his hidding place in the woods. “Are you all right?” Kaz asked as soon as he was in the clearing.  
 
    Maggie looked down at the fallen soldier in front of her and had a sad look on her face. “They didn’t want to hurt me,” she replied. “They just wanted to bring me to Mordyar.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Kaz asked as he stepped closer. 
 
    She shook her head and looked up from the dead body to face Mylot and Kaz. “Because I don’t have a mark,” she answered simply. “Most of Mordyar’s army is made up of people like me; people who are unmarked. They are here to kill everyone who has a mark as Mordyar uses his magic to give their gifts to us.” 
 
    “So that’s why they follow him,” Mylot responded. He looked down among the people who were at the camp. They never stood a chance fighting against a level five strongarm. 
 
    “I guess we’re pretty easy to recruit,” Maggie said. “We’re the ones who are outcasts, bullied, and even killed because we are different. If their lives have been anything like mine, they have a lot of reason to be angry and seek revenge.” 
 
    Kaz stepped close to Maggie, “So why didn’t you join with them?” he asked, voice filled with concern. 
 
    Maggie took a deep breath and looked from Mylot to Kaz, then at the bodies around the camp. “I don’t believe you can fight hate with hate. Joining with Mordyar just because he’s a bigger bully doesn’t make anything right. It makes me the same as them,” she said pointing out with a wave of her hand as if grouping all of Denall together. “But let me tell you one thing,” she said with a note of concern in her voice. “They are very dedicated to Mordyar, and they are hungry for revenge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Farin rode next to Angela and behind Blade and Kire as they approached Pike Point. Farin had never seen the city before, and despite all that he needed to concentrate on, his mind was wandering. 
 
     “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Not well,” he replied simply. 
 
    Angela reached over and squeezed his shoulder tenderly. “I know the past two weeks have not been easy for you.” 
 
    Farin reached up to his shoulder and gripped her hand. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    They rode in silence for a time and a stray tear streamed down his cheek as he thought of the time he had spent in Dungan. When Kire had recruited Blade, Angela, and Farin to go to Pike Point, Farin insisted that they stop in Dungan on the way through. His return was bitter sweet. He was accepted as a man, but then had needed to deliver the news of Garin’s death. His mother was crushed, and adding to it his own hasty departure, she was inconsolable. The hardest part about leaving was seeing the fear in her eyes, knowing that another son was going back into harm’s way. She did all she could to stop him from going, but in the end she knew that she had to let him go. 
 
    The entire village mourned the loss of his twin. They had seen him grow up. They knew of his goodness, and that his greatest desire was to return and start his own life in Dungan. While the words of sympathy were welcome, for almost two days Farin’s mom did nothing but cry and grab on to Farin, insisting that she would never let him out of her sight again. She only let go of him when Fenn came to visit. 
 
    The two women seemed to feel the loss of Garin more deeply than anyone else. Fenn had been especially touched when Farin delivered her picture back to her. She smiled, and wiped away tears when he told her about Garin’s efforts to keep the picture safe. She even laughed a little as he described how Garin was often found sneaking a look at the picture, or even kissing it when he thought nobody was looking. 
 
    Watching his mother break down was expected, but nothing could have prepared him for his father’s reaction. At first his Dad was silent. He quietly tried to comfort his family, but he didn’t seem to believe that Garin was gone. The second day of their visit in Dungan, his Dad had gone out to work in the fields. Farin watched as Blade went out with him. 
 
    Farin easily heard the distant conversation. Blade spoke of Garin’s courage, he wept as he thanked the village farmer for sending out his sons who had saved Blade, his daughter, and their caravan community. Partly out of shock, and partly to avoid intrusion, Farin had stopped listening as the two men cried together and embraced. When his father returned to the house, he sat with the family and shared fond memories of Garin. 
 
    From that time forward, the tears were more frequently replaced by smiles as they reminisced about the life Garin had led. Celebrating Garin’s life was a good memory from the time in Dungan. He also remembered fondly meeting with Bendar’s parents and Gran to tell them that their boys were alive, and working to support the king in the upcoming invasion. Bendar’s parents had nodded and acted pleased, and Gran had beamed with pride. 
 
    Angela’s comforting grip on his shoulder began to tighten, returning Farin to the present. A slight tug on the reins centered the horse on the small path. After a moment of silent reflection, Farin smiled and turned to look at Angela. “He was the best person I’ve ever known. I wish you could have met him.” 
 
    “I feel like I have,” she said, blinking back tears. 
 
    Farin looked down at Angela. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She sniffed and wiped her eye, taking a moment to clear her throat before speaking. “Being in Dungan, meeting your parents, sharing with them in the mourning, and hearing so many stories about him makes me feel like I knew him.” 
 
    Farin nodded slowly. “Thank you for coming with me. It meant the world to my family to meet you and your father. I think it was especially comforting for Fenn to meet some of the people that Garin saved.” 
 
    “It’s the least we could do.” Angela leaned over and kissed Farin tenderly on the cheek. She no longer cared that her father was riding only three or four paces ahead. “Fenn is a very sweet girl. I can’t imagine what she’s going through.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Farin said with a grin, “If you lost me like that, you’d...” 
 
    Angela cut him off. “I’d be a complete wreck. Don’t even joke about that.” 
 
    Farin’s true smile rested on his features. The past year had been one of constant changes for him, not all of which were good. But the one thing that he would never change was Angela.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” Angela scowled in concentration, trying to figure out what he was talking about. 
 
    “Caring for me, making me laugh when I’m feeling down, and being my best friend.” 
 
    Farin expected a witty remark or a playful nudge of some kind, but instead Angela placed her hand on his cheek and pulled him in for a long, soft kiss. 
 
    “Personally,” Kire said loudly to deliberately interrupt them. “I think you should train a lot longer before you start kissing the daughter of one of the best swordsmen in all of Denall.” 
 
    Farin pulled away from Angela and looked up to see Blade glaring at him while Kire had a smirk on his face. “So, what are we doing when we get into Pike Point?” 
 
    “We keep the plan simple,” Kire answered. “I will find the target. Her magic knife provides physical protection. If she doesn’t have it with her I’ll point at her and you three can kill her with arrows.” 
 
    “What if she has the knife on her belt?” Farin asked. 
 
    “If it’s near her body or in her remaining hand, she’s safe, so we’ll need to figure out a way to get it away from her. Remember,” he added as he pointed his finger to emphasize the words, “If I approach her, you need to keep your distance. You must never find out her name. You also can’t be looking in her eyes. Or else this entire mission is a waste.” 
 
    Farin nodded, but he wasn’t sure how he would be able to be near her without hearing her name. His heightened hearing basically picked up everything around him. “Where are we going to start?” Farin asked. 
 
    Kire looked out over the city as they came closer. “I have a pretty good idea of where she will be,” he answered, “but I can’t be sure until I get into the city.” Kire led the small group through the streets of Pike Point. The large city was almost empty and felt awkward and quiet as they trotted past some houses on the outskirts. When they passed through several blocks of homes, the noise of the crowded market on the docks started to pick up and they began to notice the smells and excitement coming from the west side of the city. As they approached the docks, the air was filled with smells of foods, livestock, and fish. 
 
    Farin held his nose as they walked and Blade nudged his elbow. “Don’t do that,” he cautioned. “It makes you look like you don’t belong here.” 
 
    “I don’t belong here,” Farin argued. “I’m dressed in armor, not work clothes. We stick out like a bull in the sheep field.” 
 
    Blade grabbed Farin’s hand and moved it away from his nose. “You’ll stand out even more if you look like you’ve never been on a dock before.” 
 
    Kire moved into a side street and had the others gather close. “Once we get onto the dock, we will gather some attention, but we are four people from out of town so it shouldn’t be too bad. Fortunately, I think I already know where she is.” 
 
    “Really?” Angela said in shock. “How could you know? We haven’t even asked a single person about her.” 
 
    Kire looked at the throngs of people only a few blocks away who traded and moved supplies on the long street next to the wooden docks. “She likes to hide in the open,” he answered. “She will have a group of six or seven thugs around for protection. The only place she can be out in public with a group that size is down there,” he pointed at the thriving trade area. 
 
    “If she is in the open,” Blade added with concern, “how are we going to get a clear shot at her, and avoid being arrested or killed?” 
 
    Kire smiled and nodded as if to agree, “Exactly,” he said. “That’s another reason why she’s out there.” 
 
    Blade shook his head from side to side in disagreement. “I think we should verify her location, and then wait for her to be alone and secluded. We can’t make an attack in the daylight.” 
 
    “By nightfall she will disappear, and by the morning she will know we are here looking for her. She is smart, cautious, and devious. We need to go in now and we need to kill her as soon as we can. It is worth the risk of being caught if we can take her out.” 
 
    Blade scrunched his eyebrows questioningly, “How do you know so much about her?” 
 
    Kire held up his hand to stop the question. “I’m the one who gave her that dagger.” Kire’s companions all stared at him in shock. “Perhaps I’ll tell you about it after she is dead, but for now the less you know about her the better.” Farin watched the interaction and his concerns were doubled. He didn’t want his first act after being recognized as a man to be getting into a brawl in the streets, killing a woman, and landing in prison. “I’m fairly certain she is at or near The Sinking Crown; a rather nasty pub down near the north end of the docks. I’m going to go ahead,” Kire began, “I want you three to fan out and follow behind at a safe distance. Try to not make it obvious you are together, or that you’re with me,” he said with a look at Farin and Angela who always liked to be close together. 
 
    Without saying anything further, Kire ducked out of the alley. Farin turned to Blade, “How is this going to work?” he asked, not sure of Kire’s plans. 
 
    “I think we’ll end up in jail if we kill a woman in the streets,” Blade admitted. “I might have some leverage as a former member of the King’s Guard, so if we can, I should be the one to take her out. Either way I’d rather you two were free and I was caught, so when it is all over, you get away from there as quickly as you can and regroup just east of the city, where we made camp last night. If I’m not there in an hour, you make for Norwell.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Angela protested. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Blade insisted. “If Mordyar is coming, I want you behind the city walls of Norwell, do you understand me?” Angela nodded and Blade turned to Farin. “I expect that you will support me in this,” he added sounding more like a command than a question. Then Blade ducked out of the alley following Kire. 
 
    Farin grabbed Angela’s hand and squeezed it tightly. “I don’t like this plan,” he admitted. “It leaves so much to chance and there is so much we don’t know.” 
 
    “I know,” Angela agreed, “but we need to listen to Kire. He seems to know what he’s talking about with this situation and I trust him. This woman sounds terrifying and if we need to go to prison to stop her, I’m willing to do it.” She leaned in and gave Farin a small peck on the cheek, then followed after her father. 
 
    Farin sat on his horse silently waiting for a few moments before following Angela. He wanted to be by her side, but understood the need to be spread out. Although he trusted Kire’s judgment to a certain extent, the plan seemed like it was missing a lot of important pieces.  
 
    “Hello,” came a raspy voice from behind him. 
 
    He turned around slowly and saw a woman standing behind him. When he met eyes with her she clicked her tongue and raised her eyebrows, “Aren’t you a handsome young man,” she said. Farin tried to speak, but his throat was completely dry, this woman before him matched Kire’s description perfectly, down to the dagger held in her one hand. It had to be her. How did she know where he was? How did she get here? He saw her begin to speak, and he tried to focus his hearing in a different direction, he narrowed his range trying to block out her words, but his gift was too strong. “My name is Melna,” she said with a wicked smile. “It’s so nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dune followed close behind Shiphtan as they teleported from the top of one sand dune to the next, crossing vast distances of the desert. He had never seen the lost temple, so he kept a watch on his mentor and followed him exactly. Shiphtan had not said much before they left, and Dune’s mind was filled with questions. How did he know where to find the lost temple? What did it mean to release the desert? How would that stop Mordyar? Why did Shiphtan need his help? 
 
    “There,” the older magician said, pointing to a distant mountain of sand. He vanished and Dune followed appearing next to him. Shiphtan held his hands up and the sand seemed to come to life, flowing backward to reveal a rectangular opening into the dark inside of the sand dune. Shiphtan stepped into the darkness and Dune quickly followed as the sand began moving again, closing in behind them. 
 
    When the sand sealed off their exit, light flared to life all around the inside of the dune. It looked like large torches hanging along the wall, but Dune knew they were not real flames, but magic made to look like fire lighting the interior of the sand dune. As the room was lit, Dune recoiled back and pressed against the door he had entered. “What is this place?” The floor was covered with a dozen bodies. They were covered in dust, but had not decayed. 
 
    “The lost temple,” Shiphtan said calmly.  “Before my father died he brought me, and made me promise to keep it a secret.” 
 
    Dune gingerly stepped around the bodies and followed Shiphtan through some corridors. Each hallway had at least one body fallen down in a strange state of death. Shiphtan remained quiet as he walked down a thin staircase into a room that was filled with books. “This library contains writings of ancient magician kings dating back hundreds of years.” 
 
    “I thought we had that in Dinbar,” Dune asked confused. “I read many ancient writings from that library.” 
 
    “Copies,” Shiphtan answered. “These are the original writings, which is why they are so valuable no magician would ever dare to do this.” Shiphtan raised his arms up in the air and large fireballs appeared above his hands.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Dune asked. He reached out to stop the older man, but he was too late. Shiphtan brought his hands together and threw a stream of fire at the ancient tomes. The entire wall burst into flames consuming all the ancient writings. “What have you done?” Dune grabbed some magic in his own hands and reached to put out the flames. 
 
    “Wait,” the older man cautioned as he placed a hand on Dune’s arm. Dune watched as the books disintegrated into ash. He couldn’t believe what he saw, centuries of writings all destroyed in an instant. As the final charred shelf fell to the ground, the blackened wall opened up and revealed a hidden passageway. “It is only revealed by magical fire,” Shiphtan explained. 
 
    “What about all the books?” Dune asked, looking at the pile of debris on the floor. 
 
    “When we return they will be back on the shelf. Those magical books are there to stop anyone from finding that passage.” 
 
    Dune had never heard of this kind of magic, but he had also never known Shiphtan to be wrong about magical things. He stepped carefully over the destroyed books and followed down a short hallway. As they walked, magical flames came to life on the walls illuminating the hall. This was the only place they had travelled in the temple that didn’t have bodies. Then they came into a large open stone room. There were five bodies on the ground in front of a large wall that was covered with writing. “This is what I needed you to see,” Shiphtan said pointing at the wall. 
 
    Dune stepped close and read the words. “A warning to all magicians. Do not unleash the desert. They will destroy all living things. They are drawn to all that breathe. Only Dinbar is spared.” Dune looked at Shiphtan, shaking his head in confusion. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “The ancient magicians had a powerful magic enemy here in the desert. They were losing in their fight against it so they stopped it by sealing all life in the desert except in Dinbar. They sacrificed themselves so that our colony could live. Through the years knowledge of this temple was lost and only a few have ever known about it.” 
 
    Dune looked again around the room. These men had given their lives to perform some kind of spell that sealed the desert, and from what Shiphtan said before they left Dinbar, he had brought him here to undo it. Dune began to shake his head. “The warning says we should not unleash the desert,” Dune said, looking at the other magician. 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied. “That tells me that it is possible to unleash it.” 
 
    “If we don’t heed their warning, we might end up sharing their fate. They were obviously in such bad shape that they were willing to die to stop whatever the desert was doing to them.” 
 
    Shiphtan slowly came close to Dune and put both hands on his shoulders. “The only thing that is left living in this desert is an army led by an unspeakably powerful sorcerer who took everything away from us. We have nothing left to lose,” Shiphtan said, voice thick with emotion. 
 
    Dune looked at Shiphtan and turned to look around the room. He knew his old mentor was not thinking clearly, he had just lost his entire family and he wanted revenge, but Dune also understood that there was logic to what he was saying. If there was a power strong enough to threaten the complete annihilation of the magicians in Coffal, it was probably strong enough to stop Mordyar. “What do we need to do?” 
 
    “I’m just here to add my magic strength to yours and provide some guidance,” he clarified. “You are the one who needs to release the desert.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Shiphtan sat cross-legged on the floor across from Dune. He activated his magic gift, then opened himself up, connecting with Dune. Dune felt strange leading the spell, as he was younger than Shiphtan, but the older man insisted that Dune’s youth and raw magical power would give them more chance of success. As Dune took control of Shiphtan’s magic it added to Dune’s strength and he found that Shiphtan was right. While the older man was powerful, it was nothing compared to how much magic Dune could wield, and with the Magic Stone he could easily access more. “Now search this room for a magic spell. Because it was cast in here it should be easiest to find here as well.” 
 
    Dune scanned the room with magic. Within the back room thousands of spells were active, from the lights to the hidden passage. Dune quickly ignored the familiar magic and focused the magic from Shiphtan to search for more subtle magic threads. The process was similar to digging for treasure, you first searched for a small hint of where it was located, and then you dug deeper and deeper until you found the source. 
 
    After several minutes of searching Dune found a spell that was unlike any he had felt before. It was complicated and strong, but thin, as if spread over a large area. He seized the spell and looked at Shiphtan. “Is this it?” 
 
    Shiphtan nodded, “Very impressive work. Now you need to follow the magic to the center of the spell and release it.”  
 
    Dune began the process of peeling away layers of magic to get to the heart of the spell. Within a few moments, Dune had reached down through the outer layers and was now ready to touch the center of the spell with his own magic. He began reaching into the very center, where the spell was held together, but it was like pressing against a strong barrier that tried was willing him to keep out. He pushed his magic forward and was able to perceive the heart of the spell. As he delved deeper, it became almost impossible for him to make any progress. A surge of magic blasted outward, pushing against Dune like a current of water cascading so quickly that he was doing all he could just to stop being pushed away. He quickly drew more magic from Shiphtan, and drew deeply from the Magic Stone. The magic pouring out from the spell was more than any other spell he had ever unraveled. It was like a flood, pushing him back, refusing to let him through. 
 
    Sweat poured down his face as he concentrated on the spell. He reached out to Shiphtan pulling all the magic from him that he safely could. He pressed forward, inching his way to the center of the spell. The closer he came to the source of the magic, the harder it pushed back, but he kept making slow progress little by little. The moment before he was able to touch the center of the spell and completely unravel it, he felt even more resistance. The spell did not want to be undone; it was made to be permanent. Dune pulled power through the Magic Stone until he was at the brink of not being able to hold it anymore, then he reached out one more time. 
 
    With the full power of his magic, he was able to push the center of the spell. The moment he touched it, a wave of power exploded outward. It radiated out and threw him backward onto the floor. 
 
    On the brink of consciousness, he blinked his eyes slowly, looking up at the ceiling. Shiphtan moved so he was standing above him.  
 
    Dune blinked his eyes several times, trying to maintain consciousness. The magical exertion had been a massive strain on him after an emotionally draining day. “What now?” he managed to ask. 
 
    Shiphtan looked back at him and responded, “Now we wait, watch, and hope that we did the right thing.” Dune’s head sagged down onto the stone floor and his world went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Caroline was grinning from ear to ear as she dressed Trae up in traditional Orften Mountain attire. The black pants he wore were tighter than he was used to wearing, and the shirt was a bright color that could be seen for miles. Trae felt uncomfortable in the clothing, and began itching against the scratchy wool shirt. “So why exactly do I need to wear such tight pants?” he asked as he shifted against the material. 
 
    “It’s called your battle skin,” Caroline corrected. 
 
    “Okay,” Trae said taking a deep breath and starting over. “Why do I need to wear my battle skin?” he asked feeling silly with the way his question sounded. 
 
    “It’s a tradition,” Cooper said as he slapped Trae on the back. “We dress up when we’re marching into battle…” 
 
    “And when we have important ceremonies like a marriage,” Caroline finished with an excited smile. 
 
    Cooper cleared his throat to silence his wife and he continued. “This pattern of material identifies you as a member of the Orf Clan,” he said pointing at the bright shirt. “It was my great-grandfather’s clothing.” Trae looked down at himself and nodded. Since he had woken up in the Often Mountains, he had a lot of information to process. Pentra was injured and recovering somewhere where he was not allowed to see her. The people thought he was the Sreun, a prophesied man who would come and lead them into battle, and now he needed to get married to Pentra.   
 
    “Thank you,” Trae answered hesitantly. “Don’t you think it is somewhat premature for me to be dressing in this?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Caroline answered. “You are leaving today to gather the tribes. Messengers have been sent and everyone will meet with you at Flat Stone, the other men will all be dressed for battle when you arrive and the Oft Tribe will expect you to be dressed properly to lead them.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m talking about the other thing. I’m dressed to get married.  Pentra doesn’t know that it’s happening.” 
 
    Caroline raised her hand, “Hush now. No need to raise your voice. The fact of the matter is that nobody knows you two aren’t married already. Otherwise they wouldn’t be gathering.” 
 
    “What?” Trae asked. “How are we supposed to perform a marriage ceremony without anyone knowing?” 
 
    “That’s where I come in.” Cooper joined them from the other side of their home. “I am the tribe clan chief and I have authority to marry you. You go in and see your love, and I’ll follow. I’ll give you plenty of time.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that I’m going to go in there, see her for the first time since we’ve arrived, catch her up to speed on everything, propose and get married right away?” 
 
    “Yes,” Caroline said nodding. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Cooper added, giving Trae a shove out the door. “I’ll see you in about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes?” Trae tried to ask, but he was forced outside and the door closed behind him. He quickly walked across the small settlement heading directly to where Pentra was being cared for. He tried to think of anything that he could say to breach the subject of their upcoming marriage, but when he arrived at her door he was still drawing a blank. He knocked. 
 
    An elderly woman opened the door and when she saw it was Trae, eagerly ushered him in. “I’m sure you two love birds will want some time alone,” she said as she backed out of the cottage. 
 
    Trae cringed at the pronouncement. I hope she didn’t hear that. “What was that all about?” No such luck, Pentra hears everything. 
 
    When his eyes fell on Pentra, Trae stopped and stared. She looked a lot better than she did the last time he saw her. The coloring was back in her face. Though her hair was a mess and she looked a little disheveled, she looked beautiful. Pentra squinted her eyes slightly, as if wondering why Trae had stopped. Seeing her questioning look made him realize he was just standing and gawking at her. “How are you feeling?” he asked, trying to act as casual as possible. 
 
    Pentra looked at Trae apprehensively. “What’s with the outfit?” 
 
    Trae exhaled then quickly joined Pentra sitting on a large pillow on the floor. “There is a lot to tell you, and not much time. How much do you remember from the woods?” 
 
    “I remember the bridge falling and you jumping off the edge to catch me.” Pentra sat in silence for a moment longer as if trying to remember anything else. “I remember being in a lot of pain...” Pentra said as she subconsciously reached over and touched her side and winced. “I….I….” as she concentrated, “I remember having an ongoing nightmare of being back in Omer’s Keep, living on the streets of Lexingar, or begging for food and stealing to survive.” Trae sat silently as she shared her feelings. He had not heard much about her life before they met and he figured it was something he should know about his future wife. “In every nightmare, you came to save me, speaking comforting words and tenderly caring for me. It was a little…odd,” she said as if searching for a better word, but not finding it. She took a couple of slow deep breaths to get her emotions under control before she whispered, “What do you think it means?” 
 
    Trae looked at her questioningly, not sure how best to help her. “Do you remember how we got here?” he asked. 
 
    Pentra shook her head. “A little bit. I remember being injured,” she said as if it was a question. 
 
    Trae nodded his head encouragingly. “You were poisoned. Can you think of anything else?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow as she looked carefully at Trae. “The poison made me have violent flashbacks,” she looked down where she was sitting and added softly, “just like the nightmares.” A tear began forming in her eye and streamed slowly down her cheek. Trae scooted closer and wrapped his arms around her and started smoothing her hair with his hand and rocked her back and forth consoling her. “It’s alright Pentra, you are safe now, I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Pentra looked up at Trae again and said in a hushed tone, “So it was real.” 
 
    Trae pulled back and gently said, “That’s not important now.”  
 
    “Yes it is. You saved my life, carried me here, took care of me, and protected me. You helped me get through reliving every horrible thing that I’ve ever experienced.” Trae began to look away, but she reached up and affectionately placed her hand on his cheek and turned him back to looking at her. “Thank you.” Trae intuitively put his hand over hers. 
 
    Trae reached up and held her hand in his.  “You’re welcome.” They sat for a minute just looking at each other just enjoying the calm moment together. Knowing he didn’t have much time to spare, he inhaled and spoke. “So to help fill in some other blanks, from the bridge I carried you to Vinsiad…” 
 
    “Vinsiad?” she sat up shocked. “That’s in the eastern mountain!” 
 
    “You’ve been going in and out of consciousness for a quite a while...” 
 
    Pentra brought a hand through her hair and shook her head. “We’ve come a long way.”  
 
    “Pentra, I know this is a lot to swallow, but you’re going to need to let me finish.” Trae waited a moment for her to nod before he continued. “I carried you up over those cliffs.” Trae pointed outside to a steep drop off. 
 
    Pentra interrupted again. “How did you… sorry, continue.” 
 
    “When I reached the top of the cliff, I passed out. When I came to, everyone here thought that I was the Sreun, a man who was prophesied to come in the future and lead them to war to save Denall. They sent out riders to gather soldiers from all the mountain clans, and they are now gathering in a place called Flat Stone waiting for us to lead them in a march out to battle.” 
 
    Pentra opened her mouth, then closed it again. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Trae encouraged, “I know it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
     Pentra grinned at him. “Are you saying that just by coming here we’ve been able to raise an army?” Trae nodded. She grabbed his shoulders and gave him a quick hug. “That’s fantastic!” 
 
    “There’s more.” Trae bit his lip and brought her hands down off his shoulders. He hesitated, not wanting to reveal the most important reason he had come. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked with a bright look in her eyes. The look made Trae hesitate as it seemed she was expecting some more good news. 
 
    “The prophecy of the Sreun said he would be near death, coming up over a mountain ledge carrying his true love.” Trae hesitated and watched Pentra to see how she would react. 
 
    Pentra turned her eyes onto Trae and batted her eyelashes. “So they think I’m your girlfriend?” she said in a flirtatious tone. 
 
    Trae felt his face flush, and he wasn’t sure how to say it subtly so he blurted it out. “Pentra, they don’t think you’re my girlfriend, they think you are my wife. They will only follow us into battle if we are married.” 
 
    “Oh.” Pentra’s flirty smile left her mouth as she looked around the room as if examining every detail of the furnishings without looking back at Trae.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Trae said awkwardly, after a few moments of silence. “I know this is very sudden and a lot to take in. What do you think about us as a couple?” He uncomfortably fumbled with his hands. 
 
    Pentra put a hand over his mouth to silence him. “It seems that the decision has been made for us. To save our country we need to get married.” 
 
    Trae removed Pentra’s hand from his mouth, gave a slight smile and asked, “Are you sure you are okay with this?” 
 
    “I don’t think I have much of a choice,” she said with a shrug. All of the sensitivity of the previous moment was lost as she clenched her jaw as if trying to hold back curses with her teeth. 
 
    Trae looked down at the floor in disappointment. Although she had sort of agreed, he was disappointed that she seemed almost angry at the thought of marrying him. With hesitation in his voice added, “No, I guess you don’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Pentra put a hand under his chin and lifted his head to meet her gaze. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “Trust me it’s not you. It’s just that my father tried to force me to marry so he could expand his influence and increase his wealth. When I left the keep I thought I was leaving the idea of marriage behind. That was one of the reasons I was so eager to get out of there.”  
 
    Trae let go of Pentra’s hand and rose to his feet. He paced the room a little while scrubbing his hand through his hair, not caring that he was messing it up. “I’ve just always pictured things a little differently, I never thought I’d feel so,” he stopped for a moment trying to think of the right word, “inadequate,” he finally said, still not sure it was what he was feeling.   
 
    Pentra rose to her feet and put a hand on her forehead in frustration. “Trae, you are not inadequate! You are one of the most giving and wonderful men I have ever met…” 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything.” Trae interrupted. “I get it. You’ll marry me out of obligation, and we’ll make a lovely indifferent couple.” He turned away, but she grabbed his arm. 
 
    “If you knew me, I’m pretty sure you’d run the other direction. Believe me; it has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    Trae raised his voice to match hers. “Well maybe one day when you see yourself the way I do, you’ll …” 
 
    Before Trae could finish his thought the door swung open and Cooper stepped in with Caroline at his heels. The two looked at Trae then at Pentra. “I’d ask how things are going, but I could cut the tension in this room with my saber.” 
 
    Caroline pushed Cooper to the side, “Hush now. It’s been a lot to take in.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Pentra asked. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t get time to tell you that part,” he looked over to Cooper and asked, “Has it really already been thirty minutes?” Cooper shrugged and Trae turned back to Pentra, “we need to be married very soon.” 
 
    “How soon?” she asked incredulously. She folded her arms over her chest and tilted her head to the side to look at Trae. 
 
    Cooper leaned in close to Trae, “Do you two need another couple of minutes?” 
 
    Before Trae could answer either question, Caroline grabbed Pentra’s arm and pulled her into a back changing room. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    While Caroline briskly brushed Pentra’s matted hair and scrubbed her clean, Pentra’s mind was consumed with thoughts she could not get in place. The upcoming battle, their location in the mountains, Mordyar- she felt completely overwhelmed. Without knowing exactly why, she started thinking about Trae and her experiences with him. She smiled thinking of the time that he followed her through the streets of Lexingar to protect her from the seeker. She knew that if she had asked, he would have stormed Omer’s Keep to get her out safely. He saved the slaves to answer her cloaked request, and even rushed back as soon as it was done so he could be with her. Without trying, her breathing had leveled out and her anxiety was replaced with a warm calm.   
 
    No matter how she tried to understand, she couldn’t figure out why someone so good would care about her. Maybe he was just chivalrous, always protecting helpless women from disaster. It was true that the first times he tried to save her they had never met, but she knew there was more than just a general concern for her well-being. 
 
    She knew that their relationship was deeper than just worrying for each other’s safety. It was deeper than just a bond of friendship. 
 
    “Hold still.” Caroline pulled a long black dress down over Pentra’s head. 
 
    Pentra cringed; she had been forced to wear dresses while growing up in Omer’s Keep and again as a prisoner there. She preferred the freedom of a sturdy pair of pants with long leather boots, but Caroline was not asking her opinion. She was pleased that it was a riding dress, made for travel, so it wasn’t terribly uncomfortable, but she looked forward to getting back into her normal clothing. “Isn’t a black dress an odd color for a wedding?” 
 
    Caroline pulled a sash over Pentra’s head that rested on one shoulder and under the other arm. “The black fabric is the most difficult to make. It takes weeks of dying and re-dying to get it just right. The first couple of times it comes out an ugly gray color, then it needs to be darkened again and again. We use black for all formal occasions to remind us that anything worth having a ceremony for is worth the time it takes to make something right. It is worth our best effort. It’s especially appropriate for marriage.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You look beautiful.” Caroline stepped back to take a full body look at Pentra. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, and the form fitting dress perfectly complemented her tanned skin. “Is there anything else you want to know before we start?” 
 
    Pentra paused a moment not sure what to do. They stepped to the door of the small room and just as Caroline reached to open it, Pentra grabbed her hand. “There is one thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How did you first know that you truly loved your husband?” 
 
    Caroline rested her hand on Pentra’s shoulder and gave her a kind smile. “I grew up with Cooper. I’ve known him for my entire life. As the clan chief’s son all the other girls chased after him. I watched them for years never thinking that I was good enough for him. One afternoon when I was climbing in the mountains I heard someone coming and I hid in the rocks. It was Cooper. I had never seen him alone and he was different. He was happy, but not jovial, just content to sit and silently look out over the valley below.” She paused in her story and looked at the door, as if remembering the moment. “He always put on a strong face for everyone else, but in that moment I saw a part of him that made me love him. From that time forward we met in the mountains almost every day.” 
 
    Pentra smiled weakly. “Thanks.” She looked to the door and took a step to walk out. 
 
    Caroline stepped in front of her, blocking her passage to the door. “What is troubling you?” 
 
    “I just don’t know if I deserve that kind of love. I don’t know if I’m ready to give that kind of love.” 
 
    Caroline gripped Pentra’s shoulders tightly, “I know that Trae is the Sreun. He was near death when he arrived here. He stumbled up that cliff, walked forward a few steps until he could see that help was coming, and then he fell to the ground. But even as he fell he cradled your head. He thinks more of your life and your safety than he does for himself. The Sreun prophesy says that he will come with his true love, and I believe that is true. I’ve seen how he looks at you, how he talks about you, and how he cares for you.” 
 
    Pentra bit her lip nervously then smiled. “He is a very good man.” 
 
    Caroline’s face lit up. “And he’s very handsome.” 
 
    “Yes, unquestionably,” Pentra admitted. 
 
    “You are a good match,” Caroline concluded. “Let’s get you married,” she said as she pushed Pentra out to meet Trae. 
 
    Pentra half stepped, half stumbled out of the small dressing room. Trae stared at her unable to force his eyes away with his mouth hanging slightly open, and her enhanced hearing picked up the fast pace of his beating heart. Pentra blushed slightly, and smoothed down her dress. She didn’t know exactly what he was thinking, but it was flattering that he couldn’t take his eyes off her.  
 
     “Welcome to this sacred and hallowed celebration,” Cooper began. “The tribes of the Orften Mountains have long awaited the Sreun.” As Cooper spoke Pentra looked down at first, then she looked up to meet Trae’s eyes. She thought of Caroline’s words as she saw the way he looked at her. She didn’t know how quickly love could grow, but there was definitely something there, something more than just friendship or a physical attraction. What surprised her more than seeing that look in Trae’s eyes was that she hoped he could see some affection in hers. She did like him, and she knew he was a good man, so she thought they should make the best of the situation. 
 
    After explaining the ceremony and the importance, Cooper addressed the empty room. “Are there any opposed to this union?” 
 
    While Cooper was searching the empty room for any opposition, Trae reached down and grabbed Pentra’s hands. He pulled her close so that their words could be more private and he whispered. “Pentra, please tell me right now if you do object.” 
 
    Not sure she was ready to expose her feelings, she asked. “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “If you really think I’m unfit to marry, just say the word and we’ll figure out another way.” His face was sincere, not seeking pity, or trying to be something he was not. He just seemed like he wanted more than anything for her to be happy. 
 
      “Trae, you are probably the most honorable man I have ever known. You are the one fit for marriage. Perhaps I should ask you that same question. Do you want to marry someone as unfit as me?” she asked. Her life had not exactly helped her prepare for being a housewife.  
 
    She was surprised when he responded, “Yes. Pentra I do.” 
 
    “Trae, I’m broken.” She looked down at the floor, never feeling more emotionally vulnerable in her life. 
 
    She heard Trae take in a deep breath and gently tugged Pentra’s chin up attempting to make eye contact. When she finally looked him in the eye he said, “Pentra, as I was telling you before, I see you so much differently than you see yourself. I see a strong, intelligent, beautiful survivor standing in front of me. I honestly feel like this forced marriage is a blessing in disguise. I hope someday I can help you see what I see in you.” 
 
    Trae and Pentra smiled for a moment then Trae began to blush as he realized Caroline and Cooper were both waiting for them. For a long moment Trae looked at Pentra expectantly. She shook her head. “No objections.” Trae smiled. 
 
    “As the Chief of the Orf Tribe, I pronounce you married.” Cooper started to raise his hands above his head, then he looked around the empty room and stopped. “Your first kiss will make your marriage official and binding.” 
 
    “Really?” Pentra and Trae asked in unison. 
 
    “Yes dear,” Caroline began, looking very eager to witness their first kiss. “It’s an important part of our heritage and traditions, it cannot be skipped.” She shot a look at Cooper, who nodded.  
 
    Although Pentra doubted the need for this part of the ceremony, one look at Caroline told her that there was no getting out of it. 
 
    Trae turned back to look at Pentra and shrugged. He leaned forward over their still clasped hands. Pentra did not move in to the kiss, but waited expectantly. As Trae moved close, Pentra felt her pulse increasing and her breathing became quick. She thought Trae could sense it as he had the hint of a smirk on his mouth. He kept leaning in until she could feel his breath brushing gently on her lips. With their lips almost touching, Trae waited. 
 
    What is he waiting for? Pentra’s eyes were open looking at Trae and she thought she saw a playful gleam. Is that it? He wants me to move in to kiss him. She inched forward and gave him a peck on the lips then turned to look at Caroline. “There it’s official,” Pentra announced. 
 
    Caroline scowled and shook her head. “For the marriage to last the kiss must last longer.” 
 
    Now Pentra was sure she was making this up, but she turned back to Trae. She released his hands and stepped into him. His strong arms wrapped around her slender waist and he pulled her in close. 
 
    This time Pentra leaned in to meet him halfway. Their lips met and Pentra instantly forgot about everything else. In his arms she felt a familiar safety and comfort. She remembered another kiss they had shared, a kiss he placed on her forehead as he thought she would die, but she couldn’t be sure if that was a dream or reality. At this moment she didn’t care. She reached her arms up and wrapped them around his neck to pull him closer to her. 
 
    When they stopped kissing Pentra leaned on Trae, seeking strength so her knees wouldn’t buckle. She looked over and saw Caroline grinning like a child with a new toy.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At the foot of the mountain a small army had assembled. Trae was amazed that they could gather such an army so quickly. “How many are here?” he asked Cooper. 
 
    “There are nearly two hundred here,” he said pointing over the gathered men. “We are the largest tribe, but it is only the Orf Tribe here with you today. We will have nearly a thousand if the other tribes send all their warriors. Though most of the Kheng clan is now working in the gold mines of Kinstock, and I doubt the Ungi tribe will send more than a dozen.” he added with a frustrated growl. 
 
    “Calm down, husband,” Caroline said, “The Ungi will gather for the Sreun. I’m sure they won’t hold a personal grudge that long.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘personal grudge’?” Pentra asked. She looked from Cooper to Caroline expectantly. They looked to each other, and then shook their heads. Whatever was meant by that comment would remain a mystery. “If we wait longer will more come?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but if you wait longer, it might be too late.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Trae admitted. “We can’t wait any longer. Mordyar could be landing at any time, maybe he’s already landed. We still have to get to Norwell. Even if we leave now, we may be too late.” 
 
    “Let’s get these men going! How far is Flat Stone?” Pentra asked as she strode forward toward the mass of soldiers. 
 
    Cooper gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “Pentra, they are called together to follow the Sreun. It seems you are used to leading, but on this trip, you will need to humbly follow your husband.”  
 
    Pentra clenched her jaw tight. “I haven’t been married for an hour and I’m already being forced to take a subservient role.” 
 
    “Shh!” Cooper said motioning his hands reminding them to keep quiet about their recent marriage. 
 
    Trae walked up to her with a sad look on his face. He whispered, “Sorry,” as he passed ahead of her.  
 
    “That’s not the way we do things here either.” Caroline said walking up behind the couple. She pressed her hand on Pentra’s lower back pushing her to stand next to Trae. She gripped their wrists and moved their hands together. “Trae leads, but you are partners. You work side-by-side, walk side-by-side and in battle you will fight side-by-side. You counsel together and then move forward with a united front.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Pentra said confused. “I’ve never seen a relationship like that before.”  
 
    Trae looked down at their clasped hands and then up to her beautiful brown eyes. “I like the sounds of that kind of partnership.” 
 
    Caroline and Cooper gripped hands and followed behind them. “This will be quite the adventure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie rubbed some cold water over her wrists where they had swollen from being tied up. Kaz came out of the woods with his arms filled with firewood. “Are you feeling any better?” he asked as he took a seat on the ground next to her. 
 
    “I’ll be fine in no time,” she said. She stopped rubbing her sore arms and looked around the small campsite that was now cleaned up. After searching their bodies for anything useful, Mylot had dragged the bodies a short distance away to bury. 
 
     “Have another drink,” Kaz said breaking the silence. He stopped dumping the water out and reached to hand the water skin to her. 
 
    Maggie took the water and gulped it down before responding. “Thank you,” she said, not remembering a time when water tasted so good. She looked at Kaz and didn’t know exactly what to say. It was the first time she had spoken to him since the archery tournament. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You too,” Kaz responded quickly. He looked out through the trees as if there was somewhere he needed to be, then he looked back. “So they kept you alive because,” 
 
    Maggie cut him off, “I have no mark. I was born without any gift and I’ve been an outcast my entire life.” 
 
    “What about the house of Tran? Mylot told me you were related.” 
 
    Maggie released a frustrated breath then shook her head, “My mother was not good enough for him I guess,” she responded, then trying to change the subject she added, “So Mylot told you we are related did he?” Growing up she didn’t think he knew they were half-siblings, and even if he did know he never acknowledged her existence. He was acting so different, and she hoped it meant he was growing into the man he needed to be. 
 
    “He mentioned it, when I told him I purposely went into the crowd in Lexingar to stop him from getting to you.” 
 
    Maggie smiled lightly and bit her lower lip as she thought back to that moment. “That was very brave of you,” she said, “facing the mighty Mylot of Tran,” she said rolling her eyes. “Why was he trying to get to me anyway?” 
 
    Kaz cringed slightly and looked apologetic. “He had something for you. A gift from your father,” he stopped talking and moved a little closer to her. “I’m really sorry to be the one to deliver this news, but your father has passed away.” 
 
    Maggie was silent for a long moment as she considered her thoughts. It felt odd to not feel bad at this news, and she had a tinge of guilt, but he really wasn’t a good father to her. “It’s fine. I’ve lived without him for my entire life,” she replied, “but I am a little surprised that he thought to give me something when he died.” 
 
    “Mylot said it was a chest, about this big,” Kaz said mimicking Mylot’s description. “Can I ask you something personal?” Kaz said abruptly. Maggie wasn’t sure how to react to this sudden change in subject, so she simply nodded politely. “You said you didn’t have a gift. Are you sure you don’t have a type of unconventional gift, perhaps a unique unknown gift?” 
 
    Maggie stopped eating for a moment and leaned back from Kaz surprised by the question. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Kaz rubbed his chin and hesitated as if deciding what he wanted to tell her. “An intellect I know thinks The Changing is coming. His research has a lot of information about the Stones of Power, the gifts that are connected to those stones. There are six gifts and six stones.” 
 
    “Right,” Maggie agreed quickly. “Sight, Hearing, Smell, Strength, Intellect and Magic,” she rehearsed back the list of gifts she knew from her childhood. 
 
    “My friend actually believes that there is no gift of enhanced smell. He thinks there is another sixth gift. One that is hidden from the world, one that Mordyar does not have. His writings say that the uniting of the Stones of Power will be the only thing powerful enough to stop Mordyar forever.” Kaz paused for a moment and Maggie tilted her head to the side, wondering what this narrative had to do with her. 
 
    “At one point he felt that it was somehow connected to or would manifest itself through the house of Tran.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head sadly and pulled up the left sleeve of her top showing her wrist and shoulder that were free of any marks. “I’m sorry, Kaz,” she said sadly. “I have no gift. I have no mark. I’m not the person you’re looking for. Perhaps Mylot will have a child one day.” 
 
    Kaz leaned in close and touched the dark birthmark that ran down Maggie’s right cheek. As he looked at her she felt somehow exposed like he was seeing directly into her soul. Surprisingly she didn’t shy away, but felt safe as he watched her. “You do have a mark,” he commented. He dropped his hand from touching her face and his own cheeks reddened slightly. “It’s just a different kind of mark. Perhaps you have a different kind of gift.”  
 
    Maggie reached up and touched the birthmark on her face. She had never considered that it might be her mark. Every other mark was on the left side of the body, or in the center of the forehead, and they were small dots. Could this long scar be the mark of her gift? “I sometimes know when things are going to happen,” she said before she could stop herself.  
 
    Kaz had a look of understanding come across his features. “So that’s how you won the archery tournament?” 
 
    Maggie nodded, “And how I saved your life at Omer’s Keep,” she added. 
 
    “So will Mordyar be successful in his invasion?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Maggie admitted. “I can’t tell the future at will,” she explained. It was the first time she had tried to fully explain her premonitions and it was hard to put her thoughts and feelings into words. “I’m not even sure it is a gift,” she admitted. “I just sometimes feel prompted to go somewhere and do something that needs to be done. I don’t know if Mordyar will win, but I’m going to keep fighting to stop him until I feel prompted to do otherwise,” she said. 
 
     “We’ve bumped into each other quite a bit,” he reasoned. “Can you tell my future?” Kaz asked with a playful grin. “I’m probably going to be rich and super famous throughout all of Denall.” He waved his arms in a grand gesture. 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes. “I see humility in your future,” she teased back. “Rejection, failure, and finally, if you’ll let it settle in, humility.” 
 
    “All right,” Kaz said cutting her off, “Be nice.” Then with a serious tone he questioned, “You really don’t think that you have a special gift?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Sometimes, when I help people, I feel like I have a gift. But it is different than being a visor or listener. I can’t control when I feel compelled to do something. I can’t use it to help get me bread, or make me successful in the world. I sometimes go months without feeling anything, other times I’ll be practically pushed from day to day, or minute to minute. Maybe it’s just fate, or a higher power that keeps me going, and not some kind of gift given from the ancient sorcerers. I’d tell your friend to keep searching for that sixth gift if I were you.” 
 
    Kaz grabbed a small loaf of bread from his saddlebag and brought it back for Maggie. “I’m alive because of it, so whatever you call it, I consider it a gift,” Kaz concluded. “Although it did also make me lose an archery tournament, so I guess it is a bit of a curse at the same time,” he added with a laugh. 
 
    “You probably would have lost either way,” she responded. Although she tried to keep a straight face, she couldn’t help but smile when she saw Kaz’s mock hurt look. She experimentally moved her hands around in circles and winced slightly in pain.  
 
    Kaz got up and moved into the trees. He came back with handful of leaves from a nearby fern. He shoved them into his mouth and started chewing on them. Through his nearly full mouth, he tried to talk, “That’s the plik fern, and it’ll help with the swelling. Hold still.” He reached out and took her hand. With his other hand he pulled a glob of chewed up greens from his mouth.  
 
    “That’s disgusting,” Maggie said, but she did not complain about him holding her hand. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Kaz argued. As he spoke she could see green leaves in his teeth. “It really does help.” 
 
    Maggie reluctantly nodded and Kaz rubbed some of the salve onto her arms. Although it was warm, it felt cool on her skin and began to sooth her arms as he carefully applied it on her swollen wrists. “Thank you,” she said. Although it was still a little disturbing to have someone rubbing their spit on her arm, and his green teeth made his smile look goofy, it was nice to have someone caring for her. She hadn’t had that since her mother died. While looking at Kaz her mind was filled with a strong impression that made her drop her head. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mylot asked as he returned to the camp.  
 
    Maggie and Kaz both looked up and Kaz kept rubbing the chewed up leaves on her arms. “It’s a healing slave Kire showed me. I’ll have the swelling on your sister’s wrists down in no time.”  
 
    Hearing Kaz refer to them being related irritated Maggie and she moved away from Kaz and walked up to Mylot. “Speaking of which, how long have you known I am your sister?”  
 
    Mylot looked a little bashful, but quickly recovered. “I just found out when my, or rather our, father was dying. I wish I’d known earlier.” 
 
    “Do you really think it would have mattered?” she asked with a flat look. 
 
    “Honestly,” he responded slowly, “I don’t know. I’ve been so selfish my entire life it probably wouldn’t have made a difference,” he admitted with a downcast look. “But it definitely makes a difference now.” It was very odd to see Mylot acting so humble and open. “You should know,” he added, “that his greatest concern was you.” 
 
    Maggie nodded slightly as she began walking her horse through the woods. “Kaz told me,” she said coldly. “He was concerned about me then, but he abandoned me in life.” She said with a bitter edge to her voice. “Mylot, I appreciate your honesty” she concluded.  
 
    She moved back and sat next to Kaz who was looking nervously back and forth between the two of them. “Sorry I brought that up,” he said softly as if he meant the comment for himself. “So where are you going from here?” Kaz asked Maggie. 
 
    His question seemed to trigger her promptings as her mind was filled with not only the direction she should go, but also missions for Kaz and Mylot. It was as if they were brought here together just to be quickly separated again. She balled her hand up in a fist and pressed it against her forehead in frustration. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kaz asked. “Did you have a reaction to the plik?” 
 
    “It’s not the plik,” she reassured, “although I do still think it is a little weird,” she added with a smile. “As I was looking at you I had a prompting. It is something that you need to do.” 
 
    “So you can tell my future?” he asked with a slight smile. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mylot asked interjecting himself into the conversation. 
 
    Kaz looked at Maggie expectantly, as if he wasn’t going to be the one to tell her secret. “I sometimes hear voices and ideas in my mind. They direct me and I follow them. I just actually had a strong feeling that you need to change course and go west. 
 
    “West?” Mylot said in shock. “I’m actually needed south in Norwell with King Robert, not going out into the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “If you go to Norwell, you will die with him,” she said over his objections. “If you are to serve your country you need to go west. On your way you will meet a group of travelers in need. This is the only way to stop Mordyar.” 
 
    Mylot sat silently for a long time with a conflicted look in his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We stopped to save you and I had no idea who it was I was saving. Now are telling me that the King is going to die and I need to ride away from him. I’m a member of the King’s Guard. I have no idea how you would know whether the king will live or die, but I have sworn to protect him no matter what the risk to my life. I have to go south to Norwell.” He stood up and prepared Gapol’s tack for riding. “Goodbye,” Mylot said as he jumped onto his horse and began trotting away. 
 
    He started riding south away from Maggie; she got on her own horse, leaving Kaz behind and called out to Mylot. “The chest,” she said before he was too far. He stopped and turned around to face her. She moved forward so their conversation was more private. “Your father’s final wish was to give me a chest.” Mylot nodded and opened his mouth as if to speak, but before he could, Maggie was prompted what to say. “It’s hidden, buried under the stadium in Lexingar.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” Mylot asked in surprise. 
 
    “Because I know things,” she answered. “I know that I need to go get that chest, and I know that King Robert will die, and I know that if we are going to save Denall, you need to go west. I don’t know what you’ll find there, or who you will meet, but if you don’t go, Mordyar will succeed. He will gain the Stones of Power and The Changing and destroy everything.” 
 
    Mylot sat in the saddle silently for a moment as he fought an internal battle. Finally he spoke, “Maggie, I made a promise.” 
 
    “You made a promise to protect your country and your king,” she argued. “King Robert’s path will lead to his death, you cannot change that. You need to protect yourself. You are the king.” 
 
    “I am not the king!” Mylot shouted. “He is alive and I need to protect him.” 
 
    “Why?” Maggie asked, exasperated by how he was acting. “Why are you being so stubborn?” Before she could say anything else, the answer came to her mind in perfect clarity. She took a calming breath as the understanding set in. In a more measured voice she continued, “It’s because of Beth. You are afraid you won’t see her again if you don’t go to Norwell now.” 
 
    Mylot didn’t answer, but his face visibly changed from frustrated and angry to a calm look. He slowly nodded. “You’re right. I don’t know how you are reading my mind, but you are right. Beth is going to Norwell. She is joining with the king. I need to keep her safe. I left her once to die; I promised I wouldn’t do it again.” 
 
    Maggie leaned forward and smiled. “You sound a lot like she did when I was dressing her wounds,” she said, “in Peyton’s cottage all she talked about was you. She wanted me to make sure you were safe. She cared more about you and the mission than she did about dying herself.” 
 
    “That was you?” Mylot said in a humble tone, “you saved her?” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “Perhaps the only reason I needed to save her was so that I could convince you now. If Mordyar starts The Changing she will die.” 
 
    “Can you promise me that if I go west, she will live?” 
 
    “I wish I could,” Maggie said honestly. “I can’t predict the future. But,” she added as she looked over her shoulder, “there is a fine archer who can go to her and keep her safe,” she said as Kaz approached. 
 
    “What did I miss?” he asked in confusion. “Who am I looking out for now?” 
 
    “I need to go to Lexingar,” Maggie began. “I had a strong feeling that Mylot should go west.” 
 
    “But I’m not going unless I can be sure Captain Conrad is safe,” he cut in. “Maggie has me very curious about her promptings, but I can’t risk Captain Conrad’s safety based on curiosity.”  
 
    Kaz ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t get this! I was commanded to protect Mylot. Aren’t we safer if we stay together?” 
 
    “It’s your choice,” Maggie responded. “It always is a choice. You can choose to follow the directions I’m giving you, or choose to try things your own way. That is up to you. But you can’t choose the results of your actions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kaz asked confusion clear on his face. 
 
    “I’ve learned that when I get a prompting, if I follow it, things are better, if I ignore it, things are worse. I don’t follow out of guilt, or pressure, I just want the best in the world.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that if I go with Captain Conrad, and I leave you and Mylot, things will be better in the world?” 
 
    Maggie wasn’t exactly sure how to respond. She didn’t know for certain everything that would happen, but everything in her past told her that things would be okay. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” she said trying to sound as confident as possible. 
 
    “But what about you? Are there more soldiers out looking for unmarked people? Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maggie responded. 
 
    “Well that isn’t very reassuring,” Kaz answered as he looked out into the forest as if considering his options. 
 
    “How am I even supposed to get to Captain Conrad?” 
 
    “Go south cut across to the main road from Norwell; she’ll be traveling with a group of soldiers. Should be pretty easy to find them,” she responded. “Look I know it’s a lot to take in, for both of you. I have a hard time with the voices in my head sometimes too, but they have been right every time, and they have helped me save both of you. I’m asking you to trust me.” 
 
    Mylot pulled a small leather bag from his saddlebag and tossed it to Kaz. “Just like I taught you,” he said. “You ride as fast as you can, stay in the saddle and get there to keep her safe. If you go to her, I’ll go with Maggie.” 
 
    Kaz and Mylot looked at each other for a moment and Kaz began nodding his head. “I’m not exactly sure why,” Kaz began, “but I feel like I need to listen to you.” 
 
    “It’s probably because I’ve saved your life,” she responded with a grin. “That, or the fact that I let you spit all over my arms.” She waited patiently as she watched Mylot waiting for a response. The fate of all of Denall rested on this decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cold water splashed across Farin’s face and he suddenly sat bolt upright. “What’s going on? Where am I?” He moaned, “I wished that was part of a bad dream.” His eye was swollen shut, so he could only see out his left eye. It took several minutes for his vision to clear, but that did not help him see clearly around the small dark room. It had a single oil lamp in one corner that cast dark shadows around the room, and backlit a large person who was approaching him. 
 
     “That was no dream.” Melna said, taking the seat next to him. She grabbed his hair and pulled his head back forcing his mouth open. He struggled against the ropes that tied him to a chair, but he couldn’t budge. “Time for a drink.” 
 
    A large man walked up next to Farin and dug his fingers into the sides of Farin’s face forcing his mouth even farther open until he was able to pour a liquid down his throat. He clamped Farin’s mouth closed and plugged his nose, forcing him to swallow. The gray liquid burned as it slid down his throat. 
 
    After drinking what was in the cup, Farin’s head was released and he tried to spit out the bitter potion. He had no idea what Melna had given him, but he doubted she would go to the trouble of bringing him here just to poison him.  
 
    “How is that working?” Melna asked, her words seeming thick in Farin’s mind. 
 
    Farin scanned the room that now seemed to be slowly spinning. It took several minutes for her words to register. In a moment of lucidity he realized for the first time the danger he was in. Even if he was not tied to the chair, Farin couldn’t move. He was quickly losing control of his muscles. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    “Nothing compared to what I will do to you shortly.” 
 
    “If you try anything my friends will kill you,” Farin said to her as he glared. “That’s the whole reason we’re here.” Farin stopped looking at her and blinked his eyes as he looked around the room again. He didn’t understand why he told her what he did, it just came out automatically. 
 
    The large woman leaned in close to Farin. “It seems like it is working. So tell me more. Why are you in Pike Point?” 
 
    Farin clenched his jaw tight in a futile effort to stop the words, but they just blurted out as if by their own power. “My only reason for being here is to see that you are killed before you can join with Mordyar.” Once the words were out Farin’s body sagged as if released from a great pressure. He couldn’t explain why, but each time she asked a question, he had to answer. His body forced the truth out. 
 
    “Very good. Now you see, it’s getting easier for you, isn’t it? All you need to do is answer and there is practically no pain at all.” 
 
    “What have you done to me?” Farin asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “You are here to answer questions, not ask them.” She paused for a moment. “However, since you’ll be dead after our little chat, I guess it doesn’t matter if you know. It’s a truth serum. You’ll tell me the truth or you’ll suffer.” Farin’s eyes opened wide in shock. He had never heard of such a thing, but he knew what she was saying was true. When she asked, his body involuntarily answered her questions. 
 
    “Back to our little discussion.” Farin flexed every muscle in his body bracing himself for the pain that would strike. He was going to resist as long as it would take. “How many men have come with you?” 
 
    He willed himself not to answer and pain flooded his mind, without knowing what he was doing, he blurted out his answer. “Two,” he started to say, but the pain increased. “Three people came with me.” Although she hadn’t asked about women, the truth serum seemed to squeeze any pertinent information from him. There was no way for him to hold anything back. 
 
    Melna nodded, “Tell me about your companions?” 
 
    Farin clenched his jaw. This question was the one he feared most of all. He knew she was planning to kill him, but how could he die knowing that he had betrayed Angela. He closed his mouth tight, refusing to answer. After a few moments that felt like agonizing hours, he spoke in a gasp. “Blade, Kire and Angela.” Farin closed his mouth shut again and willed his mind to stop forcing him to speak.  
 
    Melna stepped closer. “Kire is here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Farin answered automatically despite the question seeming like it was rhetorical. 
 
    “Tell me about the other two.” 
 
    Farin’s head thrashed back and forth as he tried to stop the words, but they came out all the same. “Blade and Angela, both masters with the sword. Blade was in the King’s Guard.” Farin’s body fell limp like a rag doll. He felt like every muscle in his body had been worked past exhaustion and he had nothing left. But worse than that, he felt the pain of betraying his friends. 
 
    “What was the plan for killing me?” 
 
    Farin’s body tightened and he struggled to resist, but everything he knew came out in a flood, “They are going to attack you during the day outside on the docks near The Sinking Crown Pub. That is where he thought you would be hiding. Kire will distract you and try to take away your enchanted knife, then Blade, Angela and I were going to shoot you with bows and arrows from a distance.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan,” Melna mused as she pulled her dagger from her belt. “The only problems are that we are nowhere near The Sinking Crown, and this knife is staying right here,” she said returning it to the small sheath on her belt. 
 
    “I thought it was a stupid plan,” Farin interrupted. “It could end up sending us all to jail. I think we should have waited until dark and attacked secretly.” 
 
    Melna leaned forward and slapped Farin across the face with her remaining hand. “You are a no-nothing twit! You think you are smarter than Kire? His plan may not be perfect, but he doesn’t make stupid plans. He was right. Stopping me now is worth the four of you going to jail. Having me next to Mordyar in the battle will be worth a hundred Denallian soldiers.” 
 
    “I really hope he kills you,” Farin said before he could stop himself. “I wish I hadn’t said that out loud,” he added. He looked up to Melna apologetically, but it didn’t stop her from slapping him again. “That hurts,” Farin said when he had recovered from the sting, “but I’m trying to act tough and make it look like it doesn’t hurt, just like when I spar against Angela. She’s extremely strong; especially compared to a frail old lady like you.” 
 
    Melna scowled down at Farin and raised her hand to strike again, but instead she lowered it slowly and put her hand on her chin thoughtfully. “You know what’s better than beating on a person like you?” she asked. Without giving him time to answer she continued, “Breaking your spirit.” She sat down next to Farin and whispered into his ear. “I want you to tell me the best way to kill your friends.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for all of your help,” Melna said with a wicked smile and a click of her tongue. She pointed to the two large men in the room and the three walked toward the door. Before she left, she turned over her shoulder and waved back, “I’ll be back soon, don’t go anywhere.” With a laugh, she slammed the door behind her leaving Farin alone in the dark room. 
 
    His head dropped to his chest and his body sagged. Her constant questions and his efforts to resist the truth potion had left him emotionally and physically exhausted. He thought about Kire, Blade and Angela. He hoped they would have some way to get away from Melna now that she knew everything he told her about their weaknesses and their plan. 
 
    Waiting was torture to him, worse than the pain from resisting telling Melna something. He looked at the walls, and the small oil lamp, and the door. Sooner than he expected, the door swung open. It was dark outside and he could see the sliver of the moon through the opening. He was expecting Melna to step through the door, and kill him now that his friends were dead. Instead Angela appeared from behind the door and placed her finger over her mouth. 
 
    She slid into the room and quietly closed the door. After scanning the room for any people, she sheathed her sword and crossed over to Farin. She kissed him quickly on the lips, then pulled away. “I’m so glad you are alive,” she said then she kissed him again. 
 
    “How did you find me?” he asked as she untied his arms. He tried to lift them, but they were like lead and fell to his sides. 
 
    “It was all part of Kire’s plan,” she answered. “Now we need to get going.” 
 
    “I can’t move,” Farin answered. “Melna gave me a potion.” 
 
    “Who?” Angela asked looking questioningly at Farin. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, you don’t know her name. Melna is the woman who we are after.” 
 
    Angela clamped her hand over his mouth and ground her teeth in complete frustration. “Why did you tell me that?” He could tell she would have yelled these words if they were not trying to be secretive. 
 
    “Because you asked,” Farin answered honestly. “My goodness you have a terrible temper.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Angela whirled around with her hands on her hips. 
 
    With no choice, Farin answered her question. “I said you are an angry woman. You are beyond intimidating when you get aggressive, I might add. In fact, you’re downright scary.” 
 
    “Really?” Angela asked as she stepped slowly to Farin. “Is there anything else you want to tell me while you’re in such a sharing mood?” 
 
    “Sure, lots of stuff.” Farin clamped his mouth shut, trying to stop himself, but he could not keep the words from coming out. “You are strong as an ox, and sometimes twice as stubborn, your cooking is atrocious, and it drives me crazy that you go easy on me during our practice sessions.” When he was finished he looked up at her ashamed of what he had said, but knowing that it was the exact truth. 
 
    Angela crossed her arms and tilted her head to the side. “So why should I bother saving you from here if I’m such a pain to be around?” 
 
    Without thinking Farin answered. “I never said you’re a pain to be around, I said you were twice as stubborn as an ox.” 
 
    “Thank you for the correction.” Her voice was filled with sarcasm. 
 
    “To answer your question, the reason that you’re going to save me is because you love me.” Farin stopped talking, as if surprised by his own words. Although he assumed she loved him, she had never said it out loud. 
 
    Angela continued to glare at him. “So you think I’m stubborn as an ox?” 
 
    “Twice as stubborn actually,” Farin interrupted, “ox will listen with a little persuasion.” He quickly clamped his mouth shut and gave an apologetic look. 
 
    “Yes, thank you for clarifying. You think I’m twice as stubborn as an ox, and I’m going to save you because I love you.” He recognized the edge in her voice and knew that if things continued, she might leave him behind. 
 
    Before she could continue, or get too upset, he cut her off. “You never asked the most important question.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Angela was clearly annoyed. 
 
    “You didn’t ask why I love you back.” Farin paused for a moment making sure he had her full attention. “At first it was that you are so beautiful I can barely keep my eyes off you, but quickly it became so much more. It’s your conviction, your strength, the way you always stand by me. I love that you ignored all danger and followed me into Omer’s Keep. I have never had a friend I can talk to about everything. I love that look you have on your face right now that says you aren’t really mad at me anymore, but you’re going to try to act mad for a little longer to see what more you can get out of me.” Angela couldn’t help but smile. “You may have a couple of irritating traits, but I’d take those and a thousand more if I could be with you forever.” 
 
    Angela rushed down to Farin and grabbed his limp body in a tight embrace. She held him for a long moment then released him just enough so she could fiercely kiss him. “You’re right.” 
 
    “About what?” Farin asked. 
 
    “That was the most important question. And from now on I’ll expect you to be this honest and open with me about your feelings all the time.” She looked at him with expectant eyes. 
 
    Farin tightened his jaw, not wanting to speak, knowing that if he opened his mouth it would ruin the moment, but he could not hold in the words. “You can expect and hope all you want, but it’s probably not going to happen.” Farin braced himself for the worst. “Please go easy on me. I’m drugged.” 
 
    “Drugged?” 
 
    “Truth serum,” Farin answered with a sheepish look. 
 
    Angela smiled and shook her head. “That explains a lot.” She gently pecked his cheek. “We don’t have much time before Melna returns. I have to get you out of here,” she said. She put her arms under his and hefted him into the air and over her shoulder. 
 
    “You’re heavy,” she commented. 
 
    “Put me down!” Farin replied in a panic. “I can hear her footsteps. Melna is coming back!” 
 
    Angela set Farin back down in his chair and threw the ropes over his arms so it looked like he was tied up. She moved to stand beside the door hinges just before the door swung open. Farin looked up at Melna and tried to keep his eyes away from Angela who was now shielded by the open door. “Melna,” Farin began speaking loudly. “It seems you have only one of your men left with you. What happened?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth you sassy little boy!” Melna shouted back at him. “It was an ambush. Kire knew we were coming. How was that possible?” 
 
    “Pretty simple,” Farin answered with a cringe. “He’s smarter than you.” 
 
    Melna stepped into the room with her one remaining body guard behind her. She stared at Farin. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well,” Farin said with a grin, happy to tell her what he had figured out about Kire’s plan rather than let her know that Angela was standing ready, about to attack her guard. “He didn’t tell me his actual plan. He probably knew I would get caught so he told me enough that I would send you into a trap. It makes sense since I can pretty much hear anything. I would have learned your name before I could ever get close enough to kill you.” 
 
    “What?” Melna demanded as she closed the distance to Farin. “How did you keep this from me?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Farin answered with a grin. He slowly raised his arms up and the ropes fell off onto the floor. He couldn’t move much, but he was able to slightly raise his arms up as the serum was starting to wear off. “I figured that out when she showed up.” He pointed to Angela. 
 
    Angela slammed her weight against the door closing it on the large man who was standing partly inside the room. With his sword arm wedged in the door, Angela drove her elbow up into his face with her enhanced strength. He fell limp to the ground and Angela turned holding her sword in hand pointed at Melna. 
 
    “My name is Melna,” the woman said with a smile. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Angela.” 
 
    Angela looked at Farin then back to Melna. “I can’t say the same about you.” She lunged forward slicing with her sword at Melna’s head. Right as she was about to hit the woman her sword stopped in the air and glanced off throwing Angela off balance.  
 
    Melna grabbed Farin’s sword from the floor and swung it at Angela while she was gaining her footing and Angela blocked the strike. She dropped to her knee and swung at Melna’s leg. The blade stopped before it hit Melna and Angela needed to readjust to block the older woman’s attack. Angela dodged to the side and scurried to the far side of the room. 
 
    Melna threw her head back in laughter. “You can’t kill me girl,” she said as she moved closer. “You really are on the losing side of this fight, and the entire war.” Melna stepped up to the chair where Farin was sitting and she lowered her sword so it was pointed at him. 
 
    Angela swung her sword at Melna hitting the air around her head, chest, arms and legs. Melna watched and laughed as Angela helplessly tried to save Farin’s life. The head seeker slid the sharp blade right up next to Farin’s throat as she stepped close to him. “You see?” Melna asked as she turned to face Angela. “You can’t do anything to me!” 
 
    “She can now,” Farin said drawing Melna’s attention. While she was standing next to him he had drawn the dagger from her belt. Melna pulled the sword backward trying to slice his throat but it sliced harmlessly against the air in front of him. “The knife doesn’t protect against theft, only physical attacks. I posed absolutely no threat to you.” 
 
    “AHHH!” Melna screamed out as she dove for the knife. Farin pulled it close to his body and held it tight with both hands with what little strength he had. Angela jumped forward striking with her sword, but it glanced off Melna again. 
 
    “You can’t kill her,” Farin reminded. “You know her name. But I bet you can beat her up pretty good.” 
 
    Melna’s eyes opened wide with realization and she held her sword defensively in front of herself. “Farin,” she said as she backed away, “You seem to have everything figured out. How can I win this fight?” 
 
    Farin screamed out in pain as he fought against the magic potion. He tried to keep the words in as long as possible. Angela lunged forward with a forward strike followed by a quick backhand that caught Melna on the side of her cheek. She fell to the ground, but recovered quickly rolling onto her feet. “Tell me!” she demanded. 
 
    Farin’s body jerked in an uncontrollable spasm as he struggled to resist the potion. “You… need…” 
 
    Angela struck out again forcing Melna to dodge backward. The older woman’s parries and blocks were quick, but she was woefully outmatched. 
 
    “to…” Farin said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Angela stepped into Melna and drove the handle of her sword hard into the woman’s shoulder forcing her to drop Farin’s sword. 
 
    “get…” 
 
    Angela smashed her knee into Melna’s stomach folding her in half then she delivered the final strike landing a solid elbow down on the back of Melna’s neck that dropped her flat to the floor knocking her head against the wooden floorboards where she laid limp and unconscious. 
 
    “this dagger from me. I’m really not that strong right now.” Farin concluded slumping down in the chair. 
 
    Angela kicked Melna experimentally and waited to see if she would move. When she stayed on the ground, Angela knelt down beside her and removed the rings from her fingers and an amulet from her neck. 
 
    The door opened again and Kire and Blade stepped in. Kire pointed at the woman lying on the ground. Blade quickly came across the room and before anyone could say a word, he stabbed Melna through the heart. Blade looked back at Kire and the intellect nodded. Blade reached up and removed some off-white wads that he had stuck in his ears. “What happened?” 
 
    Farin looked up. “Melna gave me a truth serum, asked about our plan, then went out to kill you guys. Angela came back, we had a bit of an argument, but we were interrupted when Melna came back. Angela took out her guard and knocked her out. It was really hot!” Farin looked sheepish as Kire and Angela laughed out loud. Farin continued, “Angela also told me she loves me and she kissed me. It felt really good. I’m hoping to do that again soon.” 
 
    Blade could not hide the surprise and amusement from his face. “I’m guessing that the drugs haven’t worn off yet.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Farin replied as if the question was directed to him. 
 
    Blade knelt down next to Farin without a hint of amusement on his face. “I could have so much fun with you right now, you know that.” Farin nodded helplessly. “I have one question for you, and I know you have to answer honestly.” 
 
    “Daddy, please.” Angela tried to stop him, but he waved her to silence. 
 
    He leaned in close and spoke in a dangerous whisper. “What are your intentions with my daughter?” 
 
    Farin sat up straight, happy that his body was gaining its circulation again. “You don’t need any serum for that question. My intention is to protect her and be by her side always.” 
 
    Blade gently slapped Farin’s cheek. “You’re a good boy.” 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Kire cut in still standing at the doorway. Farin noticed that mixed with his concern and urgency he was also very sad as he looked past Melna’s body. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Farin asked. 
 
    “Melna and I were close friends when we were younger,” he said with a faraway look. “I just wish things could have ended differently.” He shook his head as if bringing himself back to the present. “Did you collect her enchanted dagger and ring?” 
 
    Angela held them up. “Here’s everything she had,” she replied. Kire took them from her and also took the dagger from Farin and placed them in his satchel. 
 
    “What are we going to do with them now?” Farin asked. 
 
    Kire looked down at the bag of supplies. “We need to get them into the right hands. We need to go find the king.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” Mylot asked in a very chivalrous way. 
 
    Maggie almost fell off her horse in shock at his pronouncement. Despite traveling with him for several days, Maggie was still surprised when Mylot was considerate. “I think I’ll make it down the main road to Lexingar,” she said with a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “You know I have made it pretty well on my own before.” 
 
    “I know,” Mylot replied. “I wasn’t trying to say otherwise.” 
 
    Maggie nodded. She did appreciate his concern and over the time they spent together she was growing to like him more and more. Mylot helped with gathering wood, starting the fire, and even offered to help pack Maggie’s belongings if he finished packing his first. While she didn’t ever figure out everything that helped form Mylot into this new person, there was one thing that was very obvious. Beth. He talked about her several times each day, recounting all the things she taught him, what an amazing soldier she was, and how she helped save all of Denall from the invading army. Maggie knew that many other honorable men and women made the victory at Cotham possible, but she found it cute to see Mylot so infatuated with Beth, so she didn’t say anything to him. “I appreciate your concern,” she said with a smile, “but this is where our paths will part.” 
 
    Mylot inched his horse forward until he came to a stop right next to Maggie’s horse. He paused and sat silently for a long time. “You’re the only blood family I have left,” he said softly. “You’ve saved me, and Beth,” he continued. His words were slow and deliberate filled with sincerity she didn’t know was possible from him. “If there is ever anything you need, it is yours. If you ever need me, I will come.” 
 
    Maggie sat quietly for a moment, touched by his words. She reached out and wrapped her arms around his neck in a hug. “Thank you, my brother.” She pulled back and added, “You’re the only family I have left too, so I guess we need to take care of each other.” 
 
    “We do,” he answered with a smirk. “I guess up until now I’ve mainly been worried about taking care of myself.” 
 
    “True,” she said as she rolled her eyes and laughed. “Now you need to get going,” she said pointing west off the main road. 
 
    Mylot shrugged, as if conceding that he had no idea where he was going or why, but he turned his horse around and moved off the main road. Maggie was struck by the fact that she actually cared. She was going to miss having someone to share her journey with. She had spent so much time alone, that she didn’t think she’d miss solitude, and especially having space from Mylot. She had grown up her entire life knowing that he was her half-brother, but now it was different. He was changing. He was growing into the man Denall needed for a king, but more importantly to her, he was finally acting like a good big brother. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Maggie stepped out from under the stage of the arena holding a small chest in her hand that was intricately decorated with gold embellishments, but covered with dirt from having been in the ground. Now that she was in the light out from under the stage, she looked down at the chest and rubbed some of the mud off the face of it revealing a small keyhole. Maggie raised an eyebrow questioningly as she looked at the hole. She didn’t have the key to this chest, but she had an idea of where she might be able to find it.  
 
    Maggie made her way through Lexingar heading for the western gate that led to the small cabin where she and her mother spent many years. As she passed through the familiar city streets, she wondered what her father could have hidden in this chest. She shook it slightly and could feel a small object moving inside, but it seemed to make no noise as if bumping against padding. She wondered if it was worth her time to try opening the chest. But she kept moving. If her promptings brought her here, there must be some reason. 
 
    Maggie passed by many people as she made her way through the city. Compared to tournament time it was empty, but the streets were still full of activity. She slowed down as she passed by the stage where she had stood and fired the winning arrow. Standing on the wooden platform she saw people who were standing there using the target range, bragging about how they could win next year. She smiled as she kept walking. If things did not improve in the kingdom, there might not be another tournament.  
 
    It was strange for her to think about the troubles that were coming—Mordyar’s invasion and The Changing. A year ago her biggest concern was winning an archery tournament so she would have money for some food. From that time on, she was practically shoved forward non-stop by the impressions in her mind. The tournament was a turning point for her life and it seemed like many of the people who she kept bumping into since that time were gathered for that event. Despite all she had been through and the challenges she had faced, she smiled when she thought over the past several months, there were some very good things that came from everything. For starters, she was happy one of the people she kept meeting up with was Kaz. 
 
    She left the city and continued to think about what might be in the chest until she came to the small shack in the woods. This humble little place was run down, some of the old gray wood planks that were used for siding had fallen to the ground and the roof looked like it needed some serious repair. Maggie pushed open the door and walked into the dusty unlit space and was filled with emotions that overwhelmed her. She looked at the chest in her hand; it was so out of place here. It was easily worth more than the entire cabin, but it also represented her father’s presence, which was something she never had while growing up. 
 
    Crossing the room, she made dust trails on the floor. Her footprints were not the only ones in this place, it was clear it had been used since she was last here, and it was ransacked for anything valuable, which meant the bed roll was missing. Maggie came to the back wall of the main room and reached her hand up to where the rough sawn wall and rafter met. She reached into the small crack with one finger. She pulled her finger out dragging a small delicate key. 
 
    She slid the key into the small chest and it clicked into place. Although filled with curiosity, she turned the key slowly as if starting to understand the significance of what she was about to see. The key stopped moving and the lid popped open. Maggie set the chest down and looked at a perfectly polished black stone. 
 
    She reached out to touch it, but before her fingers brushed its edges, her mind was filled with flashing images. Fire, the calm desert, death, green trees, destruction, laughter, craters in the earth, six bright lights in the sky. She pulled her hand away and took a step back. What was this stone? 
 
    Maggie paced the small room with her eyes fixed down on the black stone and at first wanted nothing to do with it, but curiosity began to tempt her to touch it. What had she seen when she first came close to touching it? It was almost like the impressions and ideas that kept coming to her mind now came with pictures. But were those pictures of a preset future, things she would help to prevent, or just flashes of some distant place? She had no way to know, at first she glared down at the stone not sure how to react to it. 
 
    Gathering her will, she sat down on the dirty wooden floor and took a deep breath. Without hesitation, she quickly reached out and grabbed onto the stone. When she first made contact it made her body shudder. She gripped harder refusing to let go and the initial shock of touching it quickly subsided. As she sat on the floor with the stone in hand her mind was suddenly cleared from all promptings, impressions, or voices of any kind. Her mind was quiet and calm. 
 
    She released a long calm breath and looked around the room again as if for the first time. The impressions that had once been soft and gentle were now in front of her. As she saw the world around her it was as if she was free for the first time, and in her mind she could see everything more clearly than she ever imagined possible. She could see the world as it was and also as it could be, all at once. 
 
    She stepped outside the cabin and picked up an acorn from the ground, it was both tiny and a majestic oak tree. She reached down and placed it in the ground knowing its potential that would outlive Maggie’s own mortal existence. Wherever she looked she saw everything, and despite seeing it all at once, it was not overwhelming, but just felt complete as if her entire life of impressions in her mind had prepared her to accept this view of the world as it was and as it could be. 
 
    She no longer heard any voices in her mind but instead could see the possibilities around her, everything that could be. She experimentally closed her eyes and thought about Kaz. She could see what she needed to do to meet up with him again, she probed through thoughts of different ways of greeting him and how he would react. His emotions ranged from joyous to anger. In her mind, she walked up to him, grabbed and kissed him. She opened her eyes and reached up to touch her lips. It had felt like a vivid dream. Not quite real, but not completely fake either. 
 
    She closed her eyes and thought about Mylot. He was heading on the road west. If he continued on that path he would face challenges. The path west could lead to him being a great king, but she also saw the pain and potential death and loss that was in his future. 
 
    Maggie opened her eyes. She quickly realized the power that she had with this stone. She was no longer prompted to do anything; she was now in control of her future. She could decide what she wanted; she could choose her own path. She finally had what she had always wanted. But remembering back to what she saw about Mylot, she also knew that although she set him on the right path, his choices would still determine his destiny, and impact countless others. 
 
    Maggie looked down to the spot where she planted the acorn. She wanted that small seed to grow into a large tree. She wanted Mylot to be a great king. She wanted Mordyar to be stopped, but there was so much that was outside of her control. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes again reaching out with her thoughts to the darkest of places. She was thinking of Mordyar. 
 
    Maggie saw the sorcerer traveling through the desert. He was killing some of his own men to maintain control among his soldiers. His future had thousands of possible destinations, each based on his decisions, and the choices of the people of Denall. Most possible futures ended in Denall being burned to ash with the survivors serving him. Maggie cringed as she watched the possible future of her people. It seemed that everything was in a balance, and if anything went wrong, the kingdom would fall, and in almost every scenario, even the happy endings, she would end up dead. 
 
    Another thought crossed Maggie’s mind. She turned around and looked north, away from the capital city, away from Mordyar. If she left now, her future would be filled with hope and joy. If she left Denall, she could guarantee survival for herself. She could live a long and happy life in one of a thousand different ways. She could continue helping people in distant places; she could settle down and have a family. She could finally be free to do something for herself. Was it so wrong to want those things? Was she evil for considering it? Hadn’t she done enough? 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder one final time to the south before she kicked her horse into a gallop headed in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mordyar felt a strong pulse of magic surge through the desert. Not knowing what caused the pulse, or what it might mean, he sent out searching spells to scan the distant sands for any unseen observers, and he meticulously checked all edges of his cloud-holding dome. If someone had discovered them, and found a way to unravel his cloud, most of the army would die in the desert. 
 
    His searching spells found something unusual. It came back having found some small desert insects and a few dried desert plants. It was the first time outside of Dinbar that he had sensed any life in this baron place. He reached out with magic to search for any spells, but he found nothing. He drew his brow in concentration as the army continued to walk. If there was a magic pulse that penetrated this far, and nobody was within the range of searching spells, the pulse was probably a release of a spell, not the casting of a new one. What spell had been undone? How would that impact his desert travel? Most important of all… who had done it?  
 
    “Captains,” Mordyar spoke with an enhanced voice, “have ten men per shift keep a sharp eye out in all directions. We are no longer traveling unseen.” It may have been somewhat premature and paranoid to set up a watch when there was nobody in sight, but being suspicious had saved his life on more than one occasion. 
 
    The soldiers all looked out from under the protective cloud searching for any movement, and the sudden change in the ranks made the army come to a halt. The captains organized their men efficiently under Mordyar’s disapproving glare. When they had ten men from each group stationed to watch the desert they began marching again. 
 
    When the sun had reached its apex Mordyar heard a small buzzing noise coming from the east. His heightened hearing picked up the sound before any alarm was raised. 
 
    “A dark cloud is coming at us!” A young visor reported. He was one of the marked people he had brought with his army, and didn’t do a great job of using his gift of enhanced sight.  
 
    Mordyar responded calmly, “It is not a cloud, it is a swarm.” He concentrated his hearing to focus on the swarm to try to learn what he could about the incoming bugs. 
 
    “A swarm of what?” the soldier asked in alarm, breaking Mordyar’s concentration. 
 
    Mordyar rubbed his temples in annoyance. “Flying bugs of some kind.” He continued to listen to the incoming bugs and strained his sight so he could try to make out what they were. 
 
    The captain stood next to Mordyar looking out at the swarm. “What do you see?” he asked after a moment of silence. 
 
     “I see a visor who isn’t any use to me. Go out into the desert to investigate and let me know when you can see what is coming.” Mordyar’s tone left no room for the man to think he was joking. 
 
    Knowing of what happened when anyone displeased Mordyar, the man ventured out from the shelter of the cloud and began running out into the desert to meet the swarm.  
 
    Mordyar stood silently and, with his enhanced sight, watched with morbid curiosity. He had spent his life in many different parts of the world, but these insects were something he had never encountered. Even with his limited experience, he was able to make some general assumptions – they were aggressive and advancing quickly toward his army. Perhaps swarms of desert insects had been trapped and released. That would explain the magic surge he had felt. While he contemplated the possibilities, the young man had almost reached the swarm of flies. 
 
    The man continued running, perhaps hoping that he could run through the thick swarm and emerge on the other side. However, his hopes were misplaced. He had barely reached the front line of flies when he was engulfed by thousands of small hungry bugs all biting at him. He screamed out in pain, but it was quickly cut off as the flies devoured him leaving nothing but clean bones lying on the desert sand. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Mordyar spoke aloud.  
 
    He moved to the edge of the shade, facing the oncoming swarm of insects. They moved as a large group, which would make their destruction all the more easy. Mordyar gathered heat from the desert sand and sent a ball of heated air at the bugs. They did not even slow down when the air crashed through them. Of course, why would they be impacted by heat? 
 
    Cursing his oversight, Mordyar pressed the heat out of the air between his hands, leaving him with a ball of cold air. He shot the frozen air out smashing into the solid mass of bugs. The light blue tinted sphere exploded sending frosted air to surround the swarm of bugs and encircle the surrounding area in cold. As one the bugs fell to the sand with wings crumpled and bodies contorted. Mordyar smiled with satisfaction. 
 
    Just as the first swarm died, Mordyar saw a second coming again from the east, and he heard the humming sound of a third approaching from the south. The men under the cloud canopy began to shuffle anxiously. The tall sorcerer waited for several minutes as the bugs closed in on them. Some men held up their shields, while others simply stood in complete terror, waiting to be devoured. Mordyar’s tongue brushed across his upper lip as he waited in anticipation. When the bugs were about to close in on his army, he pulled himself up to his full stature, “Is this really the best you can do Denall?” he yelled at the empty desert. 
 
    In a fraction of a second, Mordyar created another ball of frozen air and fired it at the closest swarm. The bugs dropped to the hot desert sand like dried leaves in the fall. The second swarm was destroyed just as quickly. The third group stopped approaching, and hovered in the air, just out of Mordyar’s range. “Clever bugs,” he whispered softly to himself. He kept watching them closely. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Seeing the flies stop, the men visibly relaxed, and were about to begin their march, when a streak of light brown silently came up out of the sand and dove through the ranks of soldiers. 
 
    Mordyar turned quickly but the creature was gone. In its wake it left some men thrown to the ground, and one damaged wagon. He instinctively checked the invisible dome, and began sending out magic wards to alert him to anything approaching. “Form ranks!” he ordered. “Shields facing out.” The army quickly formed tight lines with their shields held up protectively. 
 
    Although they felt more comfort while holding a shield in front of themselves, it was clear that a man holding a small piece of wood or metal was no match for the creature that just ripped through the line of soldiers. Three men were snatched up, and two dozen more were knocked to the ground, some suffering wounds that made them no longer useful. 
 
    Mordyar felt a small vibration from the north a split second before another burst of sand exploded from under his men and a light brown creature crashed through his army, taking some men, and knocking down others in its wake.  
 
    These creatures were impossibly fast, and they came from everywhere. Mordyar spun around, quickly checking on his army, then sent his magic wards out further to give him more notice. In an effort to slow down the creature so he could make out what it was, Mordyar created dense walls of air on all sides of the army, and he compacted the sand beneath their feet into a solid protective wall. Anything coming in fast enough could break through the walls, but at least they would be slowed down and he could learn what he was up against. 
 
    A vibration came from the west and Mordyar veered sharply just in time to see the creature that had been attacking them. When the monster hit Mordyar’s magically dense invisible wall, it slowed down like it was swimming through mud. The sand colored beast was long and thin, like a salamander with wings. It had four muscled legs with clawed feet that were large enough to easily pick up a full-grown man. While it was slowed down Mordyar also saw that when it dove it came with mouth open. The creature’s mouth was large enough to swallow a man whole, which is what it seemed determined to do. “Sand dragons,” Mordyar said softly. 
 
    As it passed through the wall, it picked up more speed, and swallowed up another handful of men while its long wings and tail pounded others to the ground. After three attacks through the ranks of soldiers Mordyar had lost nearly twenty men and the men who were left looked frantically to the sky and seemed like they would duck and cover rather than stand their ground. Mordyar noticed that three more swarms of flies hovered just outside his attack range, clearly waiting for whatever the dragons left behind. It was time for retaliation. 
 
    Mordyar had read of sand dragons while studying on Yar. These nasty dragons inhabited the deserts and preyed on any unsuspecting traveler. They were magic creatures that could fly through the air, and swim through the sand or seamlessly transition between both without losing any speed. Because they could travel below the sand, they were nearly impossible to track and even harder to destroy. The weakness of the sand dragon was water and cold, but as their water supply was needed for survival, Mordyar opted for the next best thing. He created a dozen spheres of cold air that hovered around him. When the next dragon attacked he would be ready. 
 
    They waited silently in the hot desert. Minutes dragged on in what felt like hours. The injured men under the canopy moaned as fellow soldiers tried to mend their wounds. Mordyar used his enhanced sight and hearing to scan the horizon for anything unusual. Every second they waited, the men became more and more fearful of the dragons. He could feel that he was losing control of the army quickly. “Forward March!” 
 
    One of his captains approached. “What about our wounded men?” 
 
    “I suspect that the reason we are not being attacked further is because the dragons expect us to stay put and die while trying to take care of our fallen soldiers.” Then Mordyar spoke in a loud voice. “Leave the wounded behind. Move out!” 
 
    Some whispers sounded through the ranks of men, but none of the leaders ignored his command. Despite the cries of the fallen men, to not leave them behind, the soldiers began walking. 
 
    The fallen men were unprotected, with the full heat of the sun burning down on them. Mordyar watched as the flies congregated around the soldiers who were left behind. The flies that previously stayed out of his range were now close enough for him to strike. While the dark mass of insects contracted around the fallen men, Mordyar prepared a powerful trap. He moved his hands in the shape of an upside down bowl, creating a dome of hardened air over the flies. The dome trapped and contained the flies, making it possible for Mordyar to kill the large group with a single attack. 
 
    He reached out with magic to pull the heat out of the dome he had created. As the air cooled, the flies pressed against the dome trying to escape, but it was too late for them. They withered and fell down into large piles on the ground. 
 
    As he was finishing the spell to freeze the air under the dome, he heard the clashing of metal as another sand dragon swooped through his men. Mordyar cursed loudly. Those infernal dragons are very clever. 
 
    “Forward March!” Mordyar yelled mercilessly. Mordyar’s army moved forward again leaving a handful of injured men out in the open sun reaching their hands out, begging for the army to come back. 
 
    This time a smaller swarm of flies came looking for food. As before Mordyar enclosed the flies in a clear dome, and pulled heat from it, while keeping his senses sharp for the next dragon attack. 
 
    When he felt the vibrations from the south, indicating a dragon attack was coming, he threw up a solid wall of sand, that he compressed until it was as hard as steel. Just as the wall solidified, sand burst out from the ground, as the dragon shot forward, mouth open, as it tried to rush through the rows of soldiers. Instead of being slowed down, the dragon smashed head first, into the solid wall with immense force that shook the men under the protective dome.  
 
    The warriors backed away from the dragon, not trusting that the sand wall would continue to protect them. While they looked down cautiously at the fallen beast, Mordyar dissipated the wall with a wave of his hand and made his way through the men to approach the fallen dragon. 
 
    His men backed away, shocked that he was getting so close to a creature that could swallow him in a single gulp, but he needed them to watch as he vanquished this foe. The creature’s head was twisted to the side at an unnatural angle and it was breathing heavily. When Mordyar came close, it opened its eyes and started to rise onto its strong legs, quickly recovering from the impact of hitting the solid wall. “Not so fast,” Mordyar said to the sand dragon.  
 
    He didn’t know the best way to kill the creature, so he began by throwing a single sphere of frozen air at it. The beast, although stunned and still lying on the ground, howled in pain, and thrashed around violently. 
 
    Mordyar threw a second ball at the dragon, and a third until it finally stopped thrashing and was still. He then condensed and poured a gallon of water over the monster’s body. The dragon crumpled and disintegrated, becoming part of the desert sand. After dissolving the dragon, he finished off the sand flies. His army began cheering, their faith somewhat restored. He relished in the positive attention for a moment before shouting out above the noise. “Get moving if you want to live.” The cheering stopped and the men resumed their march. 
 
    Throughout the afternoon the attacks continued. Two of the faster dragons were able to swoop in and eat some soldiers, but Mordyar was usually able to set up protection in time so he could kill the beasts. The biggest trouble with the dragons was the delay in travel. Each time there was an attack they would stop marching while Mordyar destroyed the monster. When the attacks succeeded, they would have swarms of flies come to feast on the wounded and dead men. By the time evening came the desert flies had stopped joining in the attacks, and the dragons had become infrequent. Through the night the attacks did not come. The brisk nights were a time for the desert wildlife to hide from the cold. The army continued to march through the night in the relative safety provided by the swing in temperature. 
 
    When the morning sun first appeared over the horizon, Mordyar shouted a command that he greatly regretted. “Halt, and make camp.” 
 
    The men looked around in surprise, wondering why they were stopping. Mordyar addressed their concern by speaking above the crowd. “I’m setting up defensive walls around us so you can rest.” What he did not tell them was that he was feeling the effects of using so much magic the previous day. He needed to sleep in order to replenish his magic, and he couldn’t have them continuing to march while being attacked on all sides. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Dune slowly opened his eyes and groaned in pain as he tried to sit up. His head was pounding and the magic inside him felt like it was threatening to tear him apart physically. Shiphtan came quickly to his side. “You’re awake,” he said with concern in his voice. Dune looked up through blurry eyes.  
 
    “How long was I out?” Dune asked slowly trying to pull himself up to sitting. 
 
    “It’s been four days,” Shiphtan responded. He grabbed a pillow for Dune and helped him sit up. When he saw that Dune was comfortable, his face changed into a smile. “It worked!” 
 
    “How do you know,” Dune asked. 
 
    Shiphtan waved him to silence, and pointed at a magical orb in the corner of the room. The sphere came to life and within a few seconds, they were joined by several other magicians Dune had never seen. Shiphtan held his hand out pointing to them. “This is Ali, Aerdna, Uvnei, and Droom.” 
 
    Dune rubbed his hand against his head, wondering if he were dead. “That’s impossible,” he responded recognizing many of the names. “Those are the ancient magicians of the past. We studied about them in our history lessons.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shiphtan said excitedly. “Exactly. All the magicians we passed coming through this temple were not dead. They were trapped under the same spell that held the sand dragons and desert insects at bay. When we released the desert we released them.” 
 
    Dune saw the group of magicians gathering around Shiphtan and smiled weakly. He was in awe at being in the presence of these legendary magicians but also worried that they would be upset that he had ignored their warning. “I’m Dune,” he said with a weak smile. “It’s wonderful to meet all of you. What did I miss in the past couple of days?” 
 
    Shiphtan grabbed a small clay cup of water, and placed it in Dune’s hand. “You need to drink this,” he said.  
 
    Dune nodded his head and gratefully took the water. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Shortly after we released the desert, one of their magicians, Nosila, left to go out into the desert. We haven’t heard back from her, so we don’t know much.” 
 
    Droom shook his head sadly. “We know that if we are awake there are some terrible things that are also awake out there,” he pointed at the exit of the temple. “The desert is not safe; that is why we cast that spell.” 
 
    “As you have said before,” Shiphtan broke in, “it is too late to change that now.” 
 
    Droom stood for a moment breathing heavily as if he wanted to say more, but he didn’t speak. When his breathing was under control he nodded his head. “It is as you have said,” he conceded. “I just wanted this young man to also know of our disapproval.” 
 
    Dune wasn’t sure what to say. It seemed that Shiphtan and the other magicians had already caught up while he was unconscious. Now they needed to be on the same page so they could move forward. “I’m sorry to have offended you,” he said, “We were just doing what we thought was best given the terrible circumstances.” 
 
    Droom’s face softened slightly and he reached a hand down and placed it on Dune’s shoulder. “I know,” he said in a compassionate tone. “It must have been very difficult to see all of your people killed. And freeing one enemy to fight against another is a clever plan. I just fear that when it is over, whoever wins, we will still have a powerful enemy left.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to prepare,” Ali stepped in and joined the conversation. “No matter who wins we need to get ready for a fight. We have eighty eight magicians here in the temple. With the two of you that makes ninety. I feel almost certain that the sand dragons will prevail.” 
 
    “With all of us out in the desert, we might be able to destroy the sand dragons Mordyar is not able to kill,” Uvnei responded. 
 
    “We would take many losses,” Aerdna argued. “It would nearly wipe us out. If the sand dragons win, we might need to leave the desert and set up a small colony inland. They can’t go into the greener parts of Denall. The cold slows them down and rain would dissolve them. We’ll be safe, but we’ll need to abandon our home,” she concluded in a calculating emotionless tone. 
 
    “What if Mordyar wins?” Dune asked as he finished drinking his water. 
 
    “I do not think it is likely that one sorcerer can stand against the sand dragons,” Droom said with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    “What if he does?” Shiphtan asked. “He was able to sink Dinbar and easily deflect all the attacks we sent at him when he ran through our city.” 
 
    The four other magicians all started to shake their heads as if what Dune and Shiphtan were suggesting was an impossibility and not worth discussing when Nosila came running down the corridor into the chamber. “He defeated them,” she said in complete shock. 
 
    The room erupted into an argument between the magicians about how it was possible or if some dragons were left alive. It only silenced when Nosila quietly raised both hands in the air and brought them together making a thunderous magical clap that echoed through the room. “He has a cloud over his army. It is a large source of water. Nobody has had water to attack the sand dragons before. He struck them down with cooled air, then dissolved them with water. He did it so quickly it didn’t even slow down the march of his army. When they attacked in groups, many dragons got through and killed some of his soldiers, but in the end, he was able to defeat them all. Now he’s marching again as if nothing even happened.” 
 
    “How big is the army?” Dune asked. 
 
    “It is at least ten thousand. The dragons probably killed more than a thousand maybe up to two thousand. I kept a safe distance away from them so it’s impossible to know, but he’s marching again headed north.” 
 
    “What if we just let him go?” Droom asked. The group all went completely silent. “We don’t have many people, and we can’t stand against an army of ten thousand. He’s already killed more magicians than the number we have here. I think we need to at least discuss the possibility that this is not our fight.” 
 
    “It is my fight,” Dune said, pushing himself to standing. His body was weak from lack of nourishment and his head started to spin a little as he stood up but he forced himself to stay standing. He reached into his robe and pulled out the Magic Stone. “I came here to return what the magicians lost.” He waited a moment as everyone around him looked in shock at what he had in his hand. “We are the magicians of Coffal,” he reminded them. “The Stones of Power are gathering. I have seen them and we need to join this fight. That’s why I came back to the desert and I believe it is why you have been awoken.” 
 
    “The Magic Stone,” Aerdna said in awe. “I never thought I would live to see it, or witness The Changing.” 
 
    “None of us did,” Uvnei added. 
 
    Ali walked around Dune in a circle keeping her eyes on the Magic Stone, then she turned to address the other magicians. “This can’t be here,” she said pointing at the stone. “We can’t let Mordyar take this.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Shiphtan said. “We can’t let the Magic Stone get into his hands, but the prophecies also say we can’t beat him without using that power.” 
 
    “That power is not enough on its own,” Dune said looking around the room at the gathered magicians.  
 
    “What you are saying?” Shiphtan asked giving him a questioning look. 
 
    Dune took a deep breath. He knew that one Stone of Power was not going to stop Mordyar, not if the prophecies in their libraries were about him. If he was the man born without a gift and had now gained all the gifts, then the only thing that would stop him was all of the Stones of Power uniting. “I have seen the Strength Stone, the Intellect Stone, and I have met the holders of the Sight and Hearing Stones. They are all in Denall, and they are all moving toward the captial city of Norwell.” He was not entirely certain that they were gathering to Norwell, but that was the impression he had when he was last with Trae. He hoped they were all there with the king’s army waiting behind the safety of the city walls. 
 
     “You need to go,” Aerdna said simply. “It has been our sworn duty to protect the secrets of the Stones of Power as far back as our records were kept. We have protected them for this moment, the time when they would unite and defeat this wicked sorcerer. We cannot keep you here while the other Stones are gathering. You need to be in Norwell.” 
 
    “So what do you think it will take to defeat him?” Ali asked turning to look at Nosila who had seen Mordyar in action. 
 
    Nosila sat silently as all eyes turned to her. “He was overwhelmed from time to time by the sheer number of sand dragons attacking. That is why they were able to get through his defenses. We need to overwhelm him. If he could be distracted, there is a chance we can defeat him.” Nosila nodded as her thoughts gained momentum. “If hundreds of archers rained down arrows on the army, catapults launched magically enhanced stones, and fifty magicians fired from all different sides, Mordyar could not stop all the attacks if they were perfectly synchronized. Then the king’s army could march on the invading force without being destroyed by magic.” 
 
    “Do you really think it would take all of that?” 
 
    She took a long breath. “I can’t even begin to describe what I saw out there,” she said honestly. “Anything other than a unified offensive against that army will result in failure.” 
 
    “There is a slight problem with that,” Shiphtan said. “If Mordyar keeps moving at the pace he is going, he’ll be through the desert and up to Norwell before we know it. They won’t have time to magically enchant stones for the catapults, or even help the King prepare for such an attack. We need to try to stop him, or at least slow him down.” 
 
    Nosila began nodding her head. “I think there is a way to slow him down,” she said. “If we can attack the cloud dome he carries over his army that would remove their shade, and their water supply. We don’t need to attack him directly. We can use the heat of the desert as our ally.” 
 
    “The best place to do that would be at the glass valley,” Shiphtan said. “It would be very difficult for him to bring a cloud in and out of that place.” 
 
    “The what?” Aerdna and Uvnei asked in unison. 
 
    “That’s a fairly recent landmark in the desert,” Shiphtan responded looking at Dune with a shake of his head. “It is a large valley made of glass that extends for miles from east to west. It is in Mordyar’s path and probably the best place for us to stage an attack on him and his magical cloud.” 
 
    Droom stepped forward interrupting the conversation and reached out his hand toward Dune. “May I hold it?” he asked. The room was quiet and all eyes turned to Dune. 
 
    The young magician handed the Magic Stone over to Droom. It felt odd to give it to someone else and without it he felt that part of himself was missing. The marks on Droom’s wrist flared red and he took in a surprised gasp. “That is incredible,” he concluded. “I’ve never felt so much power in all my life.” He handed the Magic Stone back to Dune who placed it back inside his robe. “But I also feel it pulling to you,” he said looking Dune in the eyes. “You are the stone holder and we will make sure you are brought safely back to Norwell, or anywhere else you need to go.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Shiphtan asked. 
 
    “I’m saying we’re splitting up. Fifty magicians are going with Dune to Norwell, and the others are going with Nosila to stop Mordyar at this glass valley.” 
 
    Dune looked around the room at the magicians he thought had died many decades ago. They didn’t hesitate to go into harm’s way to protect the Magic Stone and fulfill their duty. He could see why they were legendary and revered and while he had them here, he had some things he needed to ask them. “This plan is hinged on the other stone holders all gathering in Norwell and the Stones of Power somehow uniting. Do we know how to unite the Stones?” he asked. 
 
    “That information was never ours to protect,” Ali responded. 
 
    “Do we know what the sixth gift is?” Dune asked looking around the room at the collectively most educated magicians alive and was frustrated that they were all shaking their heads. “Do you have anything helpful to give me? Do we have any hope?” 
 
    “There is hope,” Droom said confidently. “We may not know what the sixth gift is, or how it works, but we do know that it exists. If there is a mysterious hidden gift, that has been able to stay a secret since the gifts were created, we have to believe there are other powers for good that we do not know of.” 
 
    Dune looked skeptical. “Then they’d better start gathering too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trae and Pentra walked hand-in-hand leading the Orf clan the final steps to Flat Stone where the army of mountain men was waiting. Trae stepped up onto the large open field and he saw quickly why it was named Flat Stone. There was a huge open meadow and in the center was a massive flat stone that made an almost perfect circle. The clans were all around the outside of the stone, standing in the grass as they waited for the Sreun to arrive. 
 
    Trae turned back to Cooper; the large mountain man pointed for Trae to stand to the side for a moment. Although he had been traveling at the front of the soldiers, he still looked to Cooper for direction as the customs of these people were completely foreign to him. 
 
    Trae stepped to the side into the meadow with Pentra at his side to let the men from the Orf clan pass filling in a large crowd around the edge of the flat stone. The soldiers who followed them were all dressed for battle wearing clothing that looked just like the tight black pants and colorful shirt Trae was wearing. They were a dizzying sight with their thick red hair that fell down to their shoulders, and long red beards. It was nothing compared to the group of gathered clans waiting in the large open field. Although they all had red-orange hair and they were large men, their clothing was different colors and some braided their hair, while one tribe had their hair cut short, and one group even wore pleated kilts that were colored like their bright shirts.  
 
    The army was clearly divided into clans. They stood separated, dressed in different colors and shot glares at each other as they waited for the Orf clan to fill in the space around the large circle. After they were in place, Cooper raised his hands high in the air and shouted so everyone could hear, “I present the Sreun. He came to our village carrying his love in his arms, just as our traditions have said.” 
 
    Trae and Pentra walked through the group and stepped up onto the flat stone. They continued walking until they stood in the middle. When he stood in the center of the flat stone, Caroline motioned for Pentra to join her standing with the Orf Clan. Cooper again spoke over the din, “He will now prove himself the Sreun, and lead us into battle, or he will die trying and we will all go home to await the true Sreun.” 
 
    Trae panicked and looked to Pentra for any direction but she simply shrugged. As Trae was about to turn and ask Cooper what he meant by this pronouncement, the largest man Trae had ever seen stepped out from his clan and onto the flat stone.  
 
    “So this is the Sreun? A little puny if you ask me.” The large man proceeded to poke at Trae as he circled him. 
 
    Not used to this behavior, Trae extended his hand. “I’m Trae, what’s your name?” 
 
    The man looked down at Trae with his eyes wide then turned around to address the group of men. “The Sreun has asked for my name! I’m so honored!” Without any warning the large man turned around and punched Trae in the face. The unexpected strike made Trae stagger back several steps, but he was able to keep his feet under him. He never remembered being hit with that kind of force before, and he was sure it was more his gift of strength than anything else that kept his head on his shoulders. 
 
    “What was that for?” Trae asked. From the crowd came a noticeable buzz of disappointment. Then the monster of a man attacked again. This time Trae was prepared and used his gift of enhanced speed to move out of the path of the man’s fist. The large man toppled to the side with the momentum of his missed swing but recovered quickly and came back again. 
 
    By this point Cooper and Caroline were raising their hands expectantly at Trae as if asking him to start showing his stuff.  The man swung at Trae over and over and each time Trae moved at the last moment easily dodging the onslaught. Each time the man came back he seemed to be getting more and more frustrated. He tried lunging forward, kicking, and punching, but Trae was able to move out of the way. 
 
    As he continued to dodge the attacks, the men gathered at Flat Stone started groaning in disappointment, and some even turned their backs on him as if to go away. Trae looked to Cooper and saw that the man stood with his head in his hands. For some reason, Trae was doing something wrong and losing the confidence of the people who had gathered. But he had no idea what he could possibly be doing. 
 
    He looked at Pentra and she made a gesture that made everything make sense. She punched her fist into her hand. This whole fiasco was to see if he was a fighter. The next time the large man approached Trae pulled strength through the stone instead of speed. When the man swung at him Trae moved into the punch and grabbed the man’s hand. He twisted the man’s arm and slipped one hand under his arm and with the other he lifted the man up by his pants and threw him out into the crowd that had gathered. “Who’s next?” Trae yelled above the sound of shock that went through the men. 
 
    If throwing one of the largest men several yards into the air didn’t get everyone’s attention, calling for more certainly did. Another man from a different tribe came forward. He approached cautiously, but Trae did not wait for him to attack; instead he used speed and strength to run up to the man. Trae grabbed the man by the shirt, spun him around and threw him back out into his clan where he landed flat on his back. To his surprise, a group of men cheered from behind him. When he turned around he saw that they were the clan dressed like the large man who first confronted him.  
 
    A man from the clan that wore bright yellow clothing came next. He carried a huge stone. He walked to the center of the large flat stone. When he was standing in the middle of the platform, he hefted the small boulder over his head and held in place until his face turned to a shade of red-purple. When he looked like he was about to pass out, he dropped the stone on the ground. The men from his clan yelled in approval.  
 
    Trae walked up to the rock and using the Strength Stone tested the weight of the rock. It was heavy, but he could tell that it wasn’t much heavier than the anvil he used back home. Instead of using both hands, he kicked the rock breaking a piece off of it. He kicked it again breaking a second chunk off. The clans began booing Trae and calling out that he needed to pick up the entire rock. He kicked one more time breaking off another small chunk to make a small crevice where he could hold the rock with one hand. He reached down with one hand and grabbed the makeshift handle. He flexed his muscles and raised the stone above his head with one hand, instead of standing there holding it, he began turning around. He spun faster and faster while holding the large stone, then he flexed all his core muscles and screamed out as he gave one final exertion and threw the rock out into the crowd. The men watched with amazement and dodged to the side when the rock flew nearly fifty feet. Now three tribes cheered loudly at Trae’s show of strength. 
 
    Trae moved his shoulders in circles preparing for the next test when a large man wearing a kilt came up onto the stone stage and extended his hand. Trae reached out his hand tentatively toward the man accepting his handshake, but the man violently grabbed him. As they gripped hands the man squeezed, trying to crush Trae’s bones. Trae squeezed back just as hard and he was able to increase the intensity of his grip just slightly more than the other man. He wanted these men in fighting shape when they got to Norwell. Besides, he felt bad knowing that he had the unfair advantage of using the Strength Stone, but he would never face these men without it. His opponent’s arms were bulging as he squeezed on Trae’s hand, but Trae remained calm. “Are you ready for me to start?” Trae shouted in a loud voice. The men gathered seemed to like this goading as they all cheered. 
 
    Trae pulled the man’s arm bringing him standing inches from Trae’s face. “If you want to save any of the bones in your hand from being broken you’d better start screaming like a little girl,” Trae whispered. The man defiantly glared at Trae. He increased the pressure on his opponent’s hand slowly, but steadily showing the man there was no way to overpower him. The man began to cry out, but it was not in pain. It was a shout almost as if he were cheering.  He held his second hand in the air and pointed to Trae as the winner. These people’s traditions were mind boggling. Trae released the man’s hand and shook his own. The men from the Orften Mountains were crazy, but they were also impossibly strong. 
 
    After Trae faced a challenge of strength from each tribe, the tribe leaders walked onto the large flat stone with their clansmen crowding in behind. “We of the Orf Clan accept you as the Sreun,” Cooper said. “What of the other clans?” 
 
    A shout was sounded that was quickly picked up by everyone as they cheered for Trae chanting that they would follow the Sreun into battle. They thronged around him and grabbed at him shoving him into the heart of their group. Just as he was about to be lost in a sea of red hair and colorful clan clothing, Trae stopped and turned around trying to find Pentra. He looked from side to side until he met eyes with her. A smile split his face as he held his hand outstretched toward Pentra. “I’m not going anywhere without you,” he said as he stood still waiting for her. 
 
    Pentra made her way through the men to her husband. As she was coming, Trae noticed that Cooper was nodding his head and clapping, he knew it was not for winning the competitions. Pentra grabbed Trae’s hand and they were escorted through the crowd to two large war horses that were saddled, ready to move out. Trae moved to help Pentra get up on the tall horse, but she was able to quickly mount before he could give her a boost. He climbed on his own animal and yelled out to everyone that was gathered. “Take what your horses can carry; we are traveling light and quick. We need to make up for lost time.” He pulled on the reins to turn his horse west, but he was stopped as Pentra reached out to touch his arm. 
 
    Trae leaned in and Pentra spoke softly to him. “I think we should probably thank them.” 
 
    “Of course, how foolish. Thank you for reminding me.” Trae stood up on his stirrups and spoke out so that everyone could hear. “When I was told we would face Mordyar in battle I was terrified. He is a powerful magical foe. But now, with you by my side, I know we can win! Let’s go send him back to where he came from!” 
 
    The men shouted foul curses about Mordyar and made general noise of excitement. Trae was surprised by the language they used in front of Pentra, but he also noticed that some of those with the foulest mouths were the women who had come. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that language,” Trae said to Pentra. 
 
    She smiled. “I’ve heard worse, and besides I’m the one who suggested thanking them.” 
 
    Trae shook his head, “What have we gotten ourselves into?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said in a half-laugh. Then she squeezed his hand, “but I’m glad that we’re in it together.”  
 
    “Me too.” Trae turned his horse and began trotting west with Pentra by his side.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kaz pulled on the reins of his horse slowing it down to a walk when he saw Captain Conrad’s army approaching. It was a small force of about eighty soldiers, many of whom came with Kaz from Omer’s Keep, and the rest had fought to defend Cotham. She also had in her group the baron from Lexingar and some new soldiers he had added to her force. He felt a great comradery with these soldiers and was genuinely happy to see them again, although it had only been about a week since he left them to follow Mylot. He waved his hand as they approached and Captain Conrad kicked her horse into motion to gallop up and meet with Kaz. “Where is Mylot?” she asked looking down the road south toward Norwell. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a long story,” Kaz admitted, a little embarrassed to share that he left Mylot. “Along the way we found a small group of soldiers from Mordyar’s army. They had a captive, Mylot’s half-sister, Maggie. We saved her. Last I saw them they were together. I’m fairly certain that they will be in Norwell shortly.” 
 
    “That fool,” she said under her breath, but her lips curled up in a smile. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Kaz asked unable to hide his curiosity. 
 
    She began walking her horse again and motioned for the other soldiers to stay back to give them space to talk. “When I first met him, Mylot was concerned with himself only. I am very pleased that he is finally starting to learn what it means to be one of the King’s Guard.” 
 
    “So why did you call him a fool?” Kaz asked now completely confused. 
 
    “Because he is a fool,” she responded. She didn’t say anything else and he thought for a time that was her entire answer, but then she continued. “He is the next in line for the throne, so in a way he now needs to start thinking about himself, and his own safety, so it is a bit of bad timing that he is now deciding to be selfless.” 
 
    Kaz laughed and shook his head. “Well I’m certain that he is very safe,” he began, “his half-sister was pretty sure he would be okay, and she’s pretty much always right.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, worry clear in her voice. 
 
    “As sure as I can be about these things,” Kaz answered. She narrowed her eyes a little, “Why did you not go with him?” 
 
    Kaz released an exasperated breath. He was sent to protect Mylot and now came the question he couldn’t answer in any intelligent way. “Mylot wouldn’t go west unless he knew you were safe, so he sent me here to look after you.” 
 
    She was shaking her head. “I have two patrols with me,” she said gesturing over her shoulder. “I’m perfectly safe. Let’s get moving.” Kaz joined riding next to her and they kept talking as they rode south. “When we get to Norwell, he’d better be close behind!” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be there soon,” he said trying to sound confident. The truth was he had no idea where they were going or when they’d be back. 
 
    Within three days the majestic city walls came into view, and Captain Conrad led the army around the city to the southern field where the army had gathered. As they circled around the city, Kaz dropped his head in dismay. The field was empty. The king and his army were gone, marching out to meet Mordyar in battle. “What are we going to do?” Kaz asked as they marched out into the open space. 
 
    Commander Conrad did not answer, but instead kicked her horse into a gallop out to meet a soldier who was standing by the southern gate. “When did the army leave?” she asked. 
 
    “Five days ago,” the man responded. “They were determined to get down to the edge of the southern desert to meet the invading army before they could come inland.” 
 
    The Captain looked up at the city walls, then south where the army was headed. To Kaz it looked as if she was trying to make a decision about staying or chasing after them. “How many soldiers are left?” Kaz asked the man. 
 
    “About fifty local guards from Norwell, led by Sir Rodnik. Another fifty have arrived from Eaton with Baron Plinnthew, and we have received word that more are coming.” Before this attack, Kaz knew very little about the barons from Denall, or their duty when the country was under attack. Now it seemed very important to understand. “I’m only here because of my leg,” he added as he lifted up his pant leg to show a wooden limb carved to look like his leg. 
 
    Captain Conrad nodded her thanks, then moved with Kaz to the side where they could talk privately. “We can’t catch them,” she said in a frustrated tone. “If we follow, we’ll be galloping back here trying to stay just moments ahead of Mordyar’s forces.” 
 
    “The king could still win,” Kaz said in a hopeful way. “The invading army has just crossed the desert.” 
 
    “I hope they do,” she responded. “But Sir Theodore has taught me to hope for the best but plan for the worst. We’re staying here and preparing the city to defend against an attack. Perhaps we can build up a small army or at least gather a list of those who served in the king’s army.” 
 
    Kaz looked at the small group of soldiers who sat on horseback not far away. “We have almost hundred men,” he argued. “Perhaps we should go to the barracks and see what other soldiers we have.” 
 
    “First we need to report that we have arrived, and turn over the control of our army to the city authority, Baron Plinnthew.” 
 
    “Why?” Kaz asked not remembering this formality from anything he read in Kire’s study, or anything Mylot said in their travels together. 
 
    “Because right now, he’s the only person in this city with any authority.” 
 
    “What about the man you brought?” 
 
    “He’s just filling the place of the Baron Clifton who was killed. He doesn’t have the same standing. If we come here with an army, we need to meet with the baron. That is just the way things are done,” she said with an exasperated tone as if trying to explain something to Kaz that even a child should have known. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Captain Conrad marched to the baron’s quarters with Kaz close behind. She saluted to the guards when she arrived and knocked on the iron reinforced door and waited. When the door cracked open, she nodded her head slightly. “I’m Captain Conrad of the King’s Guard,” she said, “We have brought soldiers and request an audience with the baron.” 
 
    The servant looked a little shocked but quickly nodded his head. “I’ll inform the baron,” he said then he closed the door shut.  
 
    Captain Conrad looked like she was slapped in the face, by the rude way the door was slammed on her, but she took a deep breath and smiled kindly at the guards while she waited for the servant to return. After a short wait, the door opened again Captain Conrad and Kaz were led into the audience chamber. 
 
    When they entered the room, Kaz took in everything about the place. There was an oak desk with an inkwell and a partially written note. On the walls he had brought some decorations including a tapestry of his crest and a map of Eaton. His suit of gleaming reflective plate armor was on a stand in the corner of the room looking like it had never been used. The baron stood by the fireplace with wood burning and three partially burned pieces of paper, notes that were now mostly charred black that he had recently thrown into the fire. “How may I help you?” he asked without any sign of a bow or incline of his head. 
 
    Kaz tapped Captain Conrad’s shoulder to get her attention, but she ignored him and bowed her head slightly. “Baron Plinnthew,” she began, “I am a Captain of the Royal Guard. I have come to report that we have safely delivered Sir Montfort, the interim baron from Lexingar, along with the soldiers the city could spare.” 
 
    “That is good news,” he said although his face looked like he was not at all interested in their report. “I will be meeting with Sir Montfort later. Have the soldiers go to the barracks and report to Sir Rodnik. You are dismissed.” 
 
    Captain Conrad took a step forward, “As a Captain in the King’s Royal Guard I have authority over the army here in the city in Sir Theodore’s absence. I request permission to prepare our defenses in the unlikely event that the king’s army is overrun.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the baron said in a laugh, as he walked to his desk and sat down. “King Robert will be victorious and he will return shortly. There is no need to incur such an expense in his absence.” 
 
    “I understand your concern, but we need to have a backup plan. If anything should happen, our people and our city must be prepared.” 
 
    The baron rose to his feet, and walked around the desk. “My dear,” the older man said in a patronizing tone, “My men brought their supplies with them when they came. You have brought more soldiers. Baron Vernik from Pike Point will be here shortly with his soldiers, and the other barons are also on their way. We do not need to raise a panic among the people while the king is absent.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kaz said stepping out in front of Captain Conrad. “We appreciate your time. We will report to the barracks.” He turned to Captain Conrad and she was glaring at him, but he kept his eyes level to hers for a moment before turning back to the baron. “I’m sure you have everything well in hand.” Kaz gave a full bow and backed up to the exit. 
 
    Captain Conrad followed his lead out of the room, but seemed reluctant. When they were out in the hall, she turned on him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kaz raised his finger to his mouth, then pointed at the door. The servant was a listener and he didn’t want their conversation to be reported back to Baron Plinnthew. “Nothing,” he replied as he nodded his head to the side showing that they needed to leave. “He just seems to have everything taken care of,” Kaz lied for the servant’s benefit. They walked down the hall away from the baron’s quarters in silence.  
 
    When they were safely away, Captain Conrad stepped in front of Kaz with her hands on her hips. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Kaz looked down the long corridor in both directions before speaking. “He’s not going to help us,” Kaz answered. “He has some kind of plan and I don’t like the sound of it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I read the three notes he had thrown into the fire when we came in,” he answered. 
 
    “How?” she asked in complete surprise. 
 
    Kaz tapped the marks next to his eye. “It wasn’t so hard to read the part that wasn’t burned. You should try reading something off a reflective surface! Now that is challenging; you need to reverse everything in your mind...” 
 
    “What did they say?” she questioned cutting him off with an annoyed look on her face. 
 
    “Baron Plinnthew,” Kaz recited. “In times of chaos the people will look to us for leadership. We will be the leaders Denall needs in the wake of destruction that must surely come,” Kaz paused for a second, “The next part was burned black but then he continues; Don’t stop the wave that will bring us to power.  BV.”  Kaz then held up two fingers and continued. “Plinnthew, Our time has come. Stick to the plan. When he dies the people will look to us. I will be in Norwell soon. BV.” 
 
    Captain Conrad squinted her eyes as if concentrating, then she looked back at Kaz. “What was the other note? You said there were three on the desk.” 
 
    “It was my favorite,” Kaz said with a grin. “Plinnthew you scoundrel, your payment is overdue for the silver you ordered from us. Pay now or you’ll regret it. Cooper of Vinsiad.” 
 
    “That’s not much help for us now,” she said in a serious tone that made Kaz wipe the smirk off his face. 
 
    “I know,” Kaz admitted, “I just like the thought of him being beaten around by a mountain man from the east.” 
 
    “We need to focus Kaz. It seems that Baron Vernik and our friend here,” she said pointing down the hall the direction they had come, “are trying something to gain more power and there was some kind of plan in place. It doesn’t say directly that they are trying to kill the king, but it definitely mentions his death.” 
 
    Kaz shrugged his shoulders, “That’s why he won’t do anything to help,” Kaz concluded. “Their only hope of gaining power and having the people follow them is to save the people from Mordyar after the king is dead, or…” 
 
    “Or surrender the city to Mordyar and hope that he will appoint them rulers over the island,” she finished his thought. 
 
    “I’d bet my ironash bow one of them has had some communication with Mordyar or one of his people inside Denall,” Kaz said looking seriously at Captain Conrad. 
 
    “Can we arrest him?” Kaz asked hopefully. 
 
    Captain Conrad shook her head. “He burned the notes. Unless we can prove he’s done something, accusing him will only cause more chaos and probably end up with a fight among our own soldiers.” She started tapping her hand against the wall rapidly as if it was helping her think through her problem. 
 
    “So how can we get the authority to start building up the city’s defenses, keep all the soldiers who are here loyal to us, and avoid internal fighting?” 
 
     “Only the king has that kind of power. If he returns they would never openly challenge him.” 
 
    Kaz ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “If he comes back then we don’t need him anymore because we’ve won.” 
 
    Captain Conrad nodded. “In his absence, the next in line to the throne could also temporarily stand in his place.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we need Mylot?”  
 
    She nodded and looked around in frustration. “That’s why he was commanded to get here. He would run the country while the king is leading the army. Are you sure you don’t know where he is?” 
 
    Kaz patted his saddle bag and began to smile. “I don’t have Mylot, but maybe I have something that will fill in until he gets here.” Kaz pulled out a small potion. “Change Potion,” he read the label. He looked at Captain Conrad and popped the cork off the top and drank half the bottle while gripping his other hand around a small leather bag.  
 
    He squeezed his lips closed against the bitter taste and when he opened his eyes Captain Conrad looked shocked. “Your eyes have changed.” 
 
    As the potion began changing him, Kaz arched his back in discomfort. His arms tingled, he flexed his enlarged fingers and his face stretched as his jaw changed shape. When the potion was complete he looked down at his muscular body. He spoke a few words and was pleased that his voice had also changed. “I think it’s working Captain Conrad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    After defeating the sand dragons Mordyar’s army was reduced to a little more than ten thousand. It was frustrating to him to lose the men he knew he would need to defeat the King’s army. However, with the smaller group marching through the desert, he was confident that they would be able to survive on the water and supplies that he had gathered. They just needed to make it through without any more delays or attacks.  
 
    With this recent magic serge and the attack from the sand dragons, it was clear that his intended surprise attack from the desert had gone terribly wrong. Who else knew about his coming? News from the landing advance force could not have traveled quickly enough for them to make such an offensive attack on him. Someone had leaked information about his arrival and that person would pay. There were only a few people who knew details of his coming from the Coffal desert; Melna, the head seeker, Barons Omer and Vernik and some soldiers and assassins he had working with the barons.  
 
    Despite the satisfaction of knowing that he would find the source of the information leak and destroy that person, he still needed to live with the reality that the desert crossing was more challenging than he had anticipated. 
 
    As they marched, some distant motion caught his attention. From over a distant sand dune he saw a fireball launched at their protective cloud. Without a second thought he conjured three spells, he sent out a locator spell to find the magician responsible for the attack, he waved his hand to dissipate the fireball, and he held a teleport spell ready to use when the magician was found. Before the locator had gone far, three more fireballs appeared, one of which was cleverly inverted so as to render it invisible. Mordyar countered these three attacks easily and waited for a short moment as the locator spell returned having found nothing. As expected the magicians had teleported well out of range the instant they sent in the fire balls. They were very clever, but who were they? 
 
    For a minute he considered sending out a constant wave of locator spells so he would know the instant one of those magicians appeared, but he understood the drain it would cause on him. He breathed out a curse. He would let the magicians live, for now, since their feeble attacks had not come close to breaching his defenses. They were alive and free, but, up to this point, they had been unable to stop him. 
 
    “What’s that ahead?” Hackshank, Mordyar’s scout, was pointing into the distance ahead of their army. 
 
    Mordyar moved through the men to the front of the pavilion and strained his heightened sense of sight to see far to the north. From the vantage on top of a large sand dune, he saw something unexpected. It seemed like there was a barrier that ran as far as he could see from east to west. It was not a sand dune, but a reflective surface that seemed to dip down, like a large gully spanning for miles in both directions. What have those infernal magicians prepared for me? 
 
    “Keep marching, we’ll get there soon enough.” Mordyar’s voice carried over the army and they picked up their pace to keep up with him. He stalked forward pounding the sand with his long staff as he forced the men to move more quickly. He was invigorated by anger. He knew every minute they stalled meant fewer men left to fight. He cursed again, for what seemed the thousandth time since the sand dragons attacked. “I swear Denall will pay! Every living thing here will burn.” 
 
    They moved forward quickly until they came to the unnatural valley that seemed as if it was made of glass. Mordyar approached the surface and felt out with magic to search for any traps. There was nothing. The surface was hot from the desert sun, but not magically enhanced with heat. What baffled him was the amount of power that would be required to create such a vast valley. They would have needed to move thousands upon thousands of tons of sand then melt the surface of the sand to glass. He was surprised this island had enough magicians to accomplish such a feat. 
 
    Tentatively he stepped on the ridge of the glass valley and it held his weight easily. He slammed his staff down on the glass but it did not crack. The glass was at least a foot thick. Mordyar stepped over the edge of the valley and slid down the smooth surface. The wind rushed past quickly as he glided down the steep edge of the valley. He moved faster and faster the farther he went, until he was sure he would lose control and sprawl down to the bottom of the valley. He could feel his crimson hair flapping violently behind him as he sailed down the steep glass ridge. After sliding for almost a minute he reached the bottom of the valley and slowed down to a stop.  
 
    From the center of the valley the heat was almost unbearable. It was like large mirrors on either side of him concentrating the heat to right where he stood. Despite wearing magically enhanced clothing, sweat poured down his body. He quickly held his staff in the air and pointed it at the northern side of the valley. He knew they could not scale the northern wall, and it would take weeks to climb to the top with ropes. 
 
    He pointed his staff at the wall and lightning shot out in a vertical line. The lightning cut through the glass making long straight cracks in the surface. Mordyar moved the staff from side to side cutting long horizontal lines in the glassy surface. As he cut the glass was cracking even farther down the valley making loud echoes that sounded like thunderous explosions. Mordyar continued to cut into the northern face of the valley cutting lines that soon began to resemble stairs.  
 
    The enchanted staff made it possible for him to keep cutting lines in the glass without using much of his own magical power. At the end he cut lines farther apart, almost the height of a man. The men would need to scale the glass wall to get out of the valley. When he was finished his body was soaked with sweat. 
 
    Turning to the south side of the valley he ordered the men to follow him down and out of the valley. They hesitated. Frustrated, Mordyar reached out with his hand and pulled the cloud over the valley. It moved forward, hovering in the air, then began to drop down into the valley. Realizing that they would be left behind without cover, the men began stepping off the edge of the cliff to slide down the glassy side of the valley. 
 
    Most of the men lost their footing and fell on their backs or knees sustaining some injuries as they sped down the glossy surface. Seeing their comrades’ fall, the next wave of soldiers decided to slide down in a seated position. Although they avoided falling down, it also burned them badly. In a short time, men were sliding down in rows coming down the valley in a wave. 
 
    As the men began coming down the side of the valley, Mordyar started walking up the stairs he had created. He was quickly joined by a small group of men who had successfully slid down the glass edge first. They grabbed the posts that held up the leading edge of their cloud and began climbing behind their leader.  
 
    Mordyar looked up and down the valley and nodded in satisfaction, knowing that the magicians who had created this valley would surely be drained of any energy they had. He felt confident that this valley would be the last resistance he would face, and although it was a delay, it would not be enough to stop him. 
 
    While he was climbing up the north side of the valley feeling satisfied that he had overcome all the magicians could do, he sensed a pulse of magic and looked up to see a stream of fireballs coming at his men and the protective cloud. He yelled out in anger as he raised his staff in an arc across the sky. The fireballs that were headed for the cloud disappeared, but the others pounded into the heart of his men. 
 
    Without delay Mordyar teleported to the lip of the valley and from there sent a series of nasty spells he usually reserved for battle. One scanned out like a locator spell, but when it found something, it would wrap itself around the enemy in cords of air that crushed with immense force. Another was a wall of fire that was less intense than a single fireball, but it covered more ground, it would go for miles into the desert before it stopped. He then sent out a locator to see if any magicians were in the near vicinity. The spell went out, and came back again to his consciousness without so much as finding a single magician, dead or alive. “AHHH!” He shrieked in complete rage. “Come out and face me you cowards!” His voice echoed over the empty desert. 
 
    Silence was his only answer. 
 
    He stood unmoving for a moment, then turned to look at his army. It was like nothing he had ever seen, they looked fearful, but not of him. They were scared by the resistance they had encountered. A few cowardly attacks from a fleeing army and they doubted that they could win. It was a new tactic for him, but he needed to raise their spirits. As their fear of Denall grew, Mordyar felt his control over the marked men waning. 
 
    He waited a moment before he sent out another locator spell. The second he sensed the presence of more magicians there was a blast of energy directed at his magical dome. A dozen more magicians appeared and instantly shot out attacks of different kinds. Within seconds, thirty more had joined them. This was no ordinary strike. They were making their stand. Mordyar licked his lips in anticipation. This was going to be fun. 
 
    He threw up some shields and reflection spells, around the dome, then teleported quickly jumping to the locations where the first attack originated. When he landed he struck out smashing one magician in the face so hard that his head snapped back and he fell down dead. He vanished and appeared behind another pair who he struck with a fireball before he teleported again to strike down another. After killing four magicians, he saw that some attacks were successfully striking the dome, and many more were being sent.  
 
    He teleported back to the top of the dome as hundreds of balls of fire, ice, and magic were all thrown at his cloud. He threw out a wave of defenses at the oncoming attacks, blasting them from the sky, before he created a hard thin protective layer above himself and the dome. The magician’s attacks that got past his defense pounded into the clear shield above his head exploding in a loud cacophony. He held his hands above his head protecting the cloud. While he was able to protect the top of the dome, several magicians had teleported down into the glass valley around the edges of his army. They threw magic attacks into his soldiers and some attacked up at the sides of the dome. 
 
    Mordyar ignored the attacks on the soldiers as he tried to protect the cloud. He leapt to the ground and struck down two magicians using lightening from his staff, then he teleported to the opposite side of the army and found that the magicians who had thrown out the attacks were now gone. As quickly as he could, Mordyar repaired the dome and made sure the cloud was contained. He cursed and looked up in frustration. He couldn’t afford to lose more of the protective cloud that was also his water source. 
 
    He sent out a detection spell and the magicians were all gone. He knew that his army’s position in the glass valley made them vulnerable, so he called out to his men. “They fear us,” he said loudly. “You can tell because they strike and then run away. When we get through this cursed desert, they’ll have nowhere to hide. They are like an ant that tries to bite the boot that is crushing it. We’re already winning this war, just by marching. So keep marching!” 
 
    The soldiers began running trying to get out of the glass valley. The ones nearest to him looked more confident after his short speech and they enthusiastically pressed forward. Word would spread, and the soldiers telling each other that they were winning would raise their hopes more than him shouting commands at them. All he needed to do was to keep them marching until they got out of this death trap. 
 
    While the army was spread out with some on the desert to the south, some sliding down the steep walls of the valley and others trying to climb up the northern cliff, the magicians struck again. 
 
    In unison they appeared and the air was filled with magical attacks headed for Mordyar’s army and the dome. Again he threw an invisible protective cover up to intercept the majority of the attacks that were meant for the dome. But this time he stayed around the lip of the valley, killing magicians with precision lightening blasts from his staff. After sending a few attacks each, the magicians were gone again. Mordyar was only able to kill five more magicians, and his dome was again in need of repair. His mind was racing as he quickly fixed the holes where his cloud was escaping.  
 
    He couldn’t keep the dome safe and strike the magicians at the same time. He needed to take control of the situation. With a magic push, he shoved the cloud to the side off from covering the army. “If you want to live, you’ll run up the northern side of this valley!” he shouted. Then he teleported away.  
 
    Appearing on a sand dune several magicians had used for their attack, he threw his hands to the ground and cast a magical trap that would explode the next time someone stood on this area. He vanished quickly setting a dozen similar traps before he returned to stand in the middle of his army in the valley. Hidden in the middle of the army, Mordyar waited for the magicians to return. He smiled as he watched the tops of three sand dunes erupt into balls of fire as some less cautious magicians teleported before checking where they would land. Of the magicians who were left, only thirty fireballs, from less than twenty different locations were thrown at his army, and Mordyar quickly dissipated them before they could reach his army or the dome. 
 
    By the time the sand settled, some of Mordyar’s army was making their way out of the valley. He joined them on the northern edge of the valley and pulled the magical cloud up to meet them. “Keep a sharp eye,” Mordyar said as he looked out into the desert. “I’ve given them a scare, but I doubt they are completely done fighting.” 
 
    As the sun began to set, the heat in the glass valley reduced and the Magician’s attacks came to stop. They knew that using any kind of light in the desert would draw Mordyar’s attention, so they left the army alone for a time. Despite the relative safety, Mordyar sent out periodic detection spells and kept his army moving and after several hours, the entire army was assembled on the northern side of the glass valley. “Move out!” Mordyar called wanting to travel as much as he could in the relative safety and coolness of the night. 
 
    The army pressed forward and Mordyar kept looking out to the tops of the sand dunes. He had not detected any magicians, but he doubted they would have given up so easily. He walked at the side of the marching men and let them move past him continuing on a path straight north. From the side of his army he looked out in all directions, wondering when the magicians would appear again. Without warning, from the front end of his army he heard an explosion and he detected the magicians again on the surrounding sand dunes throwing attacks.  
 
    He instantly teleported away from his army and appeared next to one of the magicians. The man looked shocked to find himself next to Mordyar, but the sorcerer killed him before he had time to react. He jumped again landing in the middle of a force of three magicians, and he blasted them with fireballs and vanished again. He killed another magician with his staff before he needed to defend and repair the dome. 
 
    Appearing on the top of the dome, he quickly threw up a protective magic shield then knelt down and put his hands against the hard surface. To stop the attacks from cracking the hardened air, he needed it to be more flexible. With only a fraction of a second left before his shield faltered, he channeled power through his hands into the large dome making the edges soft and flexible like a large pillow. The balls of fire, ice and magic pounded through his shield, struck the dome and sent ripples along the surface, but instead of cracking, the softened air cushioned the incoming attacks. 
 
    At once, the tall sorcerer felt clever at foiling their attacks, and also foolish for not thinking of this before. Anything else they sent from now on would bounce from his contained cloud like an arrow striking a loose hanging net. Now he needed to find out what caused the explosion. 
 
    The front row of soldiers in his army was burned to ash and a large crater had been blasted in the sand. It seemed that the magicians had returned the favor of laying a trap for his army to step on just as he had done to them. Although it did kill almost fifty men, that was nothing compared to the mass of men he still had following him, and now their magician force was reduced down, to probably around twenty. He reached up and scratched his chin thoughtfully. He had definitely won this battle, but at what cost? 
 
    He looked over the army that made it alive from the glass valley. He calculated that the magician’s attacks had reduced his forces by almost five hundred in that single attack. With the amount of steam they had released from his cloud dome, he probably would have had to leave that many behind either way, although it was an annoyance, it was an acceptable loss. “Move out!” he called to his people.  
 
    The army assembled and tentatively began marching again through the desert. For the next ten days, Mordyar used what he felt were excessive amounts of magic energy checking for more traps, and defending against the pitiful attacks the magicians sent at his army and the cloud that protected them from the sun. While he had not seen a sand dragon or a swarm of flies since their major assault, he still kept some spells out to detect if they were coming. The dragons never came, but his spells did the job of finding the magicians when they appeared and tried any attacks. He was able to kill another six magicians, but the attacks kept coming. The most frustrating part was that instead of constant travel, or even travel during the relatively cool day, the attacks made them stay awake and vigilant in the day, and they needed to stop, set up protections and rest each night before continuing. 
 
    On the eleventh day after they won the battle at the glass valley, Mordyar was lost in his thoughts as they walked. It took him a moment to notice the change in the camp. Men were stepping out of line, peering over the shoulders or heads of those in front, and there was a buzz that started softly, but quickly grew into a loud commotion. When he snapped out of his stupor he turned an angry glare at Hackshank, “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s green,” he said, pointing out to the north. 
 
    Mordyar raised his eyes and looked into the distance, and saw the thin line of green that had caused the excitement. The desert was completely flat, and he knew it would still take a full day to reach it, but that line of color at the horizon was invigorating the men and establishing their trust in him. He had brought them through the desert. The impossible task had been completed, and with an acceptable loss. They had scaled the cliffs, sunk Dinbar, defeated the sand dragons and sand flies, crossed the glass valley, and marched the entire length of the desert. Not only did they come through, but they did it while being plagued by magicians. Mordyar couldn’t help but smile at his accomplishment. 
 
    The men marched at a quickened pace for the remainder of the day. As the sun set, they kept moving, expecting that they would march out of the desert, but they were disappointed by a booming announcement. “We will stop and make camp here.” 
 
    When they heard the command, some of the men began to grumble. He knew he was losing control when the grumbling grew and spread. “Silence!” Mordyar bellowed. “Our presence has not been a secret, we do not know what to expect when we reach the plains. We want to be at full strength. Eat double rations tonight and drink your fill. Tomorrow we will not need to carry this cloud anymore.” 
 
    The complaining stopped as quickly as it started with the announcement that they could have double rations, and in short order, the men were filling their tin plates and excitedly stowing their gear for their final night in the desert. 
 
    The men rose with the sun and began the final leg of their journey. Despite his annoyance at the added noise, Mordyar did nothing to quiet their excited chatter as they marched. As the sun reached its apex, Hackshank walked next to the tall sorcerer. “I think I saw something out there, past the edge of the line of grass.” 
 
    “Very good work Hackshank,” Mordyar responded. “What you saw was a scout. They have been popping up on the ledge ahead for the last hour.” 
 
     “I am sorry Lord Mordyar,” he said with an embarrassed bow of his head, “I must have been distracted I haven’t seen it till just now.” 
 
    “Stop quivering, I’m not going to kill you,” he replied in an annoyed tone. “I’ll let them do that.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Mordyar looked down at Hackshank considering if he should stop the celebration among the men in order to deliver the bad news. After a long pause, he spoke with a magnified voice that carried for all to hear. “It seems that the Denallian army is awaiting us.” He paused slightly before continuing, knowing that the men would instantly fall silent. “They think that the desert has worn us down and we are weak. They think it will be a simple victory, but I think we’ll have some surprises for them. This is what you’ve all come for; let’s show them what we’re made of!” 
 
    The men burst into shouts and cheers, banging arms on wagons and carts. It was still quite a distance to the outskirts of the desert, but the shouts and banging of the mob carried into the open plain. 
 
    In response, the air was filled with a long high piercing blast from a horn, then the rhythmic pounding of synchronized marching as the waiting army came up out of their depressed valley and stood on the plains. The soldiers marched in time coming over the ridge, row after row, in a seemingly endless march. Their armor was brightly polished and they held ranks in disciplined lines. The men in the front held long pikes and the foot soldiers and archers came in behind, followed lastly by the horsemen who formed up in two cohorts on either side of the army. 
 
    Mordyar laughed in amusement as the army halted and stood waiting.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kire reached down into his satchel and drew out a tattered brown leather covered book he had read while at Omer’s Keep. It was fascinating how much information Maven had contained in this small book, and the conclusions he had come to were well thought out, and made Kire rethink many of the thoughts he had when reading about the Stones of Power and The Changing. Kire turned the page and read as his horse obediently followed Blade. 
 
    In the third era a leader shall arise to save. He must destroy. The one without a mark, without a gift, without strength, he shall become the one with all marks save one, all gifts save one, and all strengths save one. The marks shall be gained at a great cost, forged in the fire of the mountain when he overcomes death. He shall rise or fall when the Stones of Power are united again. He shall be the force for Change. 
 
    The prophecy about Mordyar was known to Kire. He had seen it many times and in different languages, most translations had the same words, but the punctuation was sometimes different. He scanned down to the end where Maven had some questions written. 
 
    What is the last gift? Who has the last Stone? Does anyone list the six attributes together? What is the force for Change? What is the Changing? How are the Stones of Power and their gifts connected with The Changing? 
 
    Kire had many of these same questions and in all Maven’s writings he had not found anything that led him any closer to an answer. It was unexplainably frustrating that the answer to such a simple question had remained out of his grasp. Every answer came easily to him. Even without the Intellect Stone, Kire was able to solve any puzzle, plan the overthrow of a corrupt baron, orchestrate the death of an un-killable stone seeker, and even predict what people were thinking with almost exact accuracy, but this stumped him. 
 
    In an effort to answer the final question, Kire reached into his satchel and pulled out the small black stone and concentrated on activating his gift. The red marks on his forehead darkened maroon and he was able to focus. Everything he had ever heard, seen, learned experienced or read instantly came to his memory. In his mind, he searched for everything connected to his research about the Stones of Power. He began with books he studied while at Hangar University, then the ancient works he saw while living in the desert. The quest that took him away from the desert was where he actually came to find the Intellect Stone, and his library of research from scholars and magicians, ancient and modern who wrote about the Stones and the gifts.  In his mind he scanned through countless documents and filtered for what he was looking for: The Stones of Power, or the gifts appearing together. 
 
    Many mentioned hearing, seeing and strength, but few had them all together. He quickly dismissed the writings that concentrated on each individual gift, and also discounted all the more modern theories that were based on older texts. He needed to go to the primary sources. Beginning at the oldest records he had encountered. One passage that was exceptionally old did mention stones: 
 
     Standing midst the whistling stones, one sees distant lands; waves crash washing white stones, ashes fall like darkest night. Boulders fall up in your hands, caught whilst yet in flight. Feet cut on jagged stones, nose plugged with cabbage. Floating stones rise in pink sunsets, beauty up above. Crushed mountains are beneath our feet look down and ponder stones. Wood from camels, fur from snakes, rocks as hard as down. The greatest mysteries need prophecy stone, if not turkey is orange. 
 
    “What was that?” Farin asked as he pulled his horse next to Kire. 
 
    Kire shook his head, “I’m just thinking of ancient passages that mention stones, I must have been mumbling under my breath.” 
 
    Farin shrugged his shoulders and waved his hand as if it wasn’t a problem. “Why would you memorize that? It sounded like a bunch of nonsense.” 
 
    Kire looked at Farin sternly, not knowing how to react. “I don’t need to work hard to memorize things,” he replied. “Besides this passage mentions stones, and I’m trying to figure out a mystery that revolves around stones, so it came to mind.” 
 
    “What mystery?” Farin asked, now seeming interested. 
 
    “Do you remember the stone Kaz had?” Farin nodded. “It is a Stone of Power connected to his gift of sight—The Sight Stone. There are five other stones each connected to a different gift; sight, hearing, intellect, strength and magic. I’m trying to figure out what the sixth gift is and perhaps find the stone that is connected to that gift.” 
 
    Farin looked at Kire and raised his eyebrow. “I don’t get you, Kire,” he finally said. “You’re thinking about this passage that talks about plugging your nose with cabbage because you’re trying to discover the lost Stones of Power?” 
 
    “I know it might sound strange to you,” he started. 
 
    Farin threw his arms up in the air, “The passage made no sense, it was more than strange, it was downright stupid.” 
 
    Kire took a long breath and considered stopping the conversation, but he hadn’t found anything helpful up to this point in his meditation so he decided it wouldn’t hurt to explain his reasoning to this young man. “Stop being cynical and think about that passage,” Kire scolded. “Stones are mentioned, it might mean something.” 
 
    Farin rolled his eyes. “They also mention boulders, rocks, and mountains, aren’t those kinds of stones?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean,” Farin admitted. 
 
    “In all the writings I have seen, the Stones of Power are only ever referred to as stones. They are not called rocks, or pebbles. It is always stones, so I’m trying to focus on the times stones are specifically mentioned in different texts.  
 
    “Okay,” Farin seeming like he was beginning to understand. “So what was the first mention of a stone in what you read?” 
 
    “Whistling stones,” he responded. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of that place, it’s up by the…” 
 
    Kire shook his head. “It’s not capitalized in many versions of this text; I doubt that it is a proper noun.” 
 
    Farin took a deep breath, like he was getting a little frustrated by this conversation that wasn’t about sword fighting. “If it’s not a place, what could a whistling stone be?” 
 
    “It could be a stone thrown very quickly, or a stone skipping over water, it could be wind rushing through a cave. There are many things it could mean. The trick is placing all the possible meanings into the context of this passage and finding the intended message.” 
 
    Farin shook his head in disbelief. “That’s impossible! What you were reciting doesn’t even have context!” He stretched his arms out and twisted in the saddle. “Look, this isn’t making any sense to me. I’m sorry if I interrupted your meditation, but seriously, you were talking about fur from snakes. Whoever wrote that was crazy! What if it just means that the stone is making a whistling sound?” 
 
    Kire looked up sharply. “What did you say?” he asked as an idea struck him. 
 
    Sheepishly Farin replied. “I was just kidding, Kire, settle down. I wasn’t meaning to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    Kire waved away Farin’s concern, “I don’t care about that; I think you may be on to something.” 
 
    “What am I on to?” Farin asked looking around in confusion. 
 
    “It is sound. If the whistle was a sound it might be talking about the Hearing Stone.” He tapped his ear. 
 
    Farin exhaled in exasperation. “I think you’re reading way too much into this.” 
 
    “There are six stones mentioned in this passage, a whistling stone, a white stone, a jagged stone, a floating stone, a pondering stone and a prophecy stone. If the whistling stone is the Hearing Stone, what can the others be?” 
 
    “The pondering stone would be the Intellect Stone for sure,” Farin concluded, pointing at Kire’s marks. “Although it could also have been the imagine-meaning-from-gibberish stone.” Farin added. 
 
    Kire’s mind was racing back through the text so he ignored Farin’s comment, which reminded him a lot of Kaz. “The floating stone could only be caused by magic. That leaves strength, sight, and the sixth stone.” Kire spoke quickly, unable to hide his excitement. “White is something you see, so the description is more visual than physical. That leaves the jagged stone and the prophecy stone. If the jagged stone is a physical description, it would be connected to the physical gift of strength. That means the sixth gift is…” 
 
    “Prophecy? Are you saying that there is a gift of prophecy?” Farin blurted out. “Not sure how that will help defeating an angry sorcerer,” he added, still skeptical of this line of reasoning. 
 
    Kire shook his head, “I don’t think so. These prophecies were written long before the sorcerers gave magic gifts to mortals. Prophecy is something that comes from beyond our world.” 
 
    “If it’s not prophecy, what can it be?” Farin asked. 
 
    Kire sat down looking over the writing again. “The other stones in this passage are not named directly; instead they give a word that is similar to the gift. Whistle for sound, white for sight, jagged for strength, floating for magic and ponder for intellect. What can prophecy mean?” 
 
    Farin rubbed his head as if it hurt from this exercise. “I don’t know Kire. What if that guy was crazy? That stuff you said just sounded like meaningless babble to me. I’m actually a little hungry. I think I’ll go have something to eat with Angela.” 
 
    “I’m pretty certain that is exactly what he wanted to happen,” Kire responded with a grin.  
 
    Farin shook his head in disbelief. “He wanted us to be hungry and tired?” 
 
    “No. Perhaps he had the foresight to know that if he wrote the words clearly, they would be understood by everyone and the secret of the sixth stone would not remain hidden. I think he wrote the way he did with purpose so that we would find just what we need, right when we need it, but only if we put in the effort to understand his words.” Kire searched through the passage again, in his mind carefully concentrating on each word. The more he considered the passage the more he was convinced. Six stones mentioned so close together was not an accident. As Farin joined Angela to eat some food, Kire’s mind was consumed as he mentally scanned through other documents he had memorized looking for additional evidence. Within ten minutes he had found three other similar passages, all just as cryptic, and all describing a sixth gift that was connected to words like prophecy, foretell, and insight. He leaned back and smiled wide. He had figured it out. The sixth gift was foresight. Now he was on to the next series of problems. What did the uniting of the Stones of Power have to do with The Changing? What was The Changing exactly and how could he keep Mordyar from controlling it? Unfortunately, he needed to get to another library to get that information. He needed to get to Norwell. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Maggie entered the small mining community north of Kinstock. This group of massive men and women from the eastern mountains put down their mining tools and watched skeptically at her as she walked past. She was the only person in this tight knit group that did not have red hair and the build of a mountain man. Although they all stopped to watch, none of them interfered as she kept walking down the main road that led to the village leader’s home. 
 
    After seeing the possibilities of the future with Mordyar’s invasion, she needed to make a decision. She could abandon Denall to a certain death and be free herself, or she could try to tip the scales and hope for the thousand in one chance that Mordyar would lose. 
 
    Now that she had made her choice to stand against the sorcerer, she again felt the familiar promptings in her mind guiding her. She walked confidently through the homes feeling drawn to the largest cabin in sight. She needed this to work or the invasion would absolutely succeed. She stopped at the door and pounded on it, shaking the door on its rickety hinges. “What do you want?” the voice demanded from inside. 
 
    “I’m here for my army,” Maggie responded. She kicked the door open with a solid front kick and stepped forward. Her petite frame filled only a fraction of the doorway, she was shocked and faltered a little when she saw the hulking man who was inside. His arms were twice as bulky as her torso and he was easily two feet taller than she was.  
 
    He staggered slightly as he set down an empty stein and stood up from a large sofa where he lounged. “Who do you think you are?” he asked in a slurred voice. 
 
    Maggie nearly gagged when she stepped into the dark main room of the cabin. It smelt of a combination of sweat and ale, and the air was filled with a haze of dust and smoke. She pressed on past the smell and marched up to the large man who was now standing up and had a disapproving glare on his face. “My name is Maggie, and I spit on your honor and step on the face of your reputation,” she said as she spat on the floor. She wasn’t entirely sure why she used those words but it had the desired effect. 
 
    The man’s face went immediately red and he took in a deep breath then hollered. “I’ll squash you!” 
 
    Maggie stood her ground despite the large man’s tantrum, “Why don’t you come outside and try that. Unless you’re afraid I’ll humiliate you,” she added as a taunt to ensure he took the bait. Instead of following her outside, he lunged forward with both hands outstretched trying to catch her. Maggie leapt backward out of the door but her boot caught on the doorstep, sending her sprawling on the ground, she quickly recovered and stepped back into an open space outside his cabin just as his massive body burst out of the cabin. Standing there she could see that a crowd was quickly gathering, attracted by the noise and perhaps the spectacle of a stranger coming into their community. 
 
    “So you accept my challenge?” Maggie shouted. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” the bear of a man shouted for everyone to hear. 
 
    He rushed at her and she knew if he landed even a single hit, he would have his wish. She waited as he approached fist drawn back and swung for her face. At the last moment, Maggie shifted her weight to the side and his massive hand brushed by close enough that she could practically feel the hairs on his hand against her cheek. She twisted her body swinging her knee around so the power of her attack met with the momentum of his forward motion as her knee slammed into his right ribcage. She felt a slight crack and the man dropped to the ground holding his side. 
 
    He clenched his jaw tight and grunted out in agony as he brought himself back up to his feet. “That was a lucky shot,” he said. When he moved closer, this time he approached more cautiously in a crouched position slightly bent to protect his injured side. 
 
    “It was not luck,” Maggie protested. “The Sreun has sent me to gather you.” 
 
    A hush fell over the surrounding miners and even the large man who attacked her stopped advancing and stood tall. “How do you know of the Sreun?” he demanded. 
 
    Maggie ignored him for a moment and turned her back on him as she addressed the gathered group. “A sorcerer has invaded Denall. We need to gather to Norwell and there we will unite with the clans and break his army. The time has come for the clans to come together.” 
 
    The man closed his mouth and released a growl, “this is my clan and we’re not going anywhere,” he responded.  
 
    “It was your clan,” Maggie corrected as she looked over her shoulder at him. “By your tradition, the strongest rule. If you refuse to lead these men south, I will defeat you, and shame you and then I will lead these honorable men into battle.” She pointed out at the group; there were some nods in the crowd agreeing with her logic.  
 
    The large clan leader laughed out loud and pointed at Maggie but seemed to be speaking more to the now large group who had formed a circle around them. “She is right,” he admitted. “If someone can beat me in battle they will take over leading this clan, but that’s not going to happen now, and it’s definitely not going to be her.” 
 
    She turned and faced the leader. “Your passion and strength would be a great asset in the upcoming battle, please lead these people. If you do not, then I will.” 
 
    Without answering, he crouched down and spread his arms out and began running at Maggie. With his massive arms stretched out there was no place for her to dodge or hide, so she turned and ran away from him headed back toward his home. She could hear the pounding of his feet behind her as she closed the distance to the building. Running at full speed as she approached the building, she jumped off her left leg getting high enough to plant her right leg on the window sill. She pushed off the sill into a backflip over the large man’s head. 
 
    The clan leader missed grabbing Maggie, but he was able to grip onto the end of her riding cape and it became taught pulling her in a tight circle, spinning toward his back. Maggie kicked out with both feet joining her acceleration with his forward momentum to slam him forward head first into the wall of his house while her riding cape obscured his vision. 
 
    After he connected with the solid structure he released his grip on her cape and Maggie fell backward. She shifted her weight so she did a backward roll and came up to standing. The man was lying unconscious face down on the ground. Maggie ignored him to turn and address the gathered group. “People of Denall,” she said with her arms outstretched toward them. “The time of prophecy has come. Our country has been invaded by a very powerful sorcerer, and you are needed.” 
 
    One man dressed in mining gear walked forward with a large pick hung over his shoulder. “Our tradition does not include us following a young girl into battle,” he argued. 
 
    “I will not lead you into battle,” Maggie quickly corrected. “The Sreun will lead you in battle; I’m just here to get you there. If we arrive in Norwell and the Sreun is not there, you are welcome to come back here.” 
 
    “If we ride down to Norwell and back we’ll lose more than a month of work. How do we know we can trust you?” 
 
    Maggie had a thought that made her question her impressions, but after taking a calming breath she walked forward. When she was standing in front of the miner she shoved his pick off his shoulder as it fell to the ground, she hauled back and punched him in the gut with all her strength. 
 
    The man stood still unaffected by her attack. He actually began to laugh a little. “What was that?” 
 
    “It was proof,” Maggie replied. “If someone as weak as I am, was able to best your clan leader in a matter of minutes, isn’t that evidence enough?” She paused for a moment and looked into the man’s eyes. He seemed like he was on the verge of being convinced, and she was happy she used the unorthodox debating technique. “If you come with me now, we can do to Mordyar’s army the same thing that I did to that man over there,” she pointed at the unconscious clan leader. “Without you,” she added quietly. “Denall cannot win.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kire kicked his horse into a quick trot and pulled up next to Blade. “Did you see that?” he said as he surreptitiously looked off to the left of the road. 
 
    Blade looked to the left then back over to the right trying to not draw any unwanted attention. “No,” he responded, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Something is hiding behind that dense juniper bush,” he said not looking in the person’s direction. “It might just be an animal or someone trying to avoid detection, but we should be wary.” 
 
    Blade nodded and whispered, “Did you get that, Farin?” 
 
    “Yup,” Farin answered from behind. “It’s definitely a person,” 
 
    It still sometimes amazed Kire how strong Farin’s gift of hearing was. As they passed the bush, Kire saw the person moving slightly, and he didn’t think much of it as he stayed hidden. While they kept moving, Kire became more and more uneasy. The road was quiet, completely free of any noise from birds or other animals. “Farin,” he said in a low whisper, “I can’t hear any animals. What is up ahead?” 
 
    Farin was silent for a moment as he did an audio scan, then he shrugged his shield from his back into his left hand. “It’s a trap.” 
 
    Angela grabbed her shield and drew her sword in unison with Blade. The three soldiers were ready for a fight. Kire was no swordsman, but he pulled his bow from behind his saddle, strung it and drew an arrow. He pulled back on the bowstring aimed in an arc and shot his arrow back at the juniper bush. “What are you doing?” Farin asked as the arrow launched into the air. 
 
    “If we’re going to survive, we can’t protect ourselves from attacks on all sides. Besides, if my calculations were correct,” he said as the arrow thudded into the man behind the bush and he shouted out in pain, “the arrow will hit his leg.” 
 
    The man’s cries of pain roused the other bandits who were lined along the road ahead of them. The group of thirty-seven thieves came onto the road with their weapons ready. Some of them were dressed in ragged clothing, while others wore armor. Kire knew instantly who they were and why they had chosen to attack him. They were from Omer’s realm. Bandits Omer used for mugging travelers. When Bendar took over at the keep, Kire tried to gather up these thieves but some did not return. These were the ones who enjoyed their role in Omer’s plots. 
 
    “Kire,” one man shouted as he stepped out onto the road. “We heard you were looking for us. Are you surprised that we’d find you?” 
 
    Kire looked to Blade, then to Farin and Angela. “Not really,” Kire replied. “Cowards and outlaws always attack small groups traveling on the road. But it is good that you came out to meet us,” he said as he subtly nocked an arrow. 
 
    “Why is that?” the man asked. Before he could answer, Kire pulled up his bow and launched an arrow in a high arc headed toward the mass of thugs. As they all looked up into the air following the path of the arrow, he drew a second and shot it directly at the leader. The arrow sunk deep into the man’s chest and he fell to the ground while everyone else was distracted. 
 
    “You can give up now, or the rest of you will share his fate!” Blade shouted at the group. 
 
    They raised their weapons and charged forward. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mylot galloped quickly down the main road toward Pike Point. As he went he thought about Kaz, Maggie and Captain Conrad. These people he had only known for a short time had become friends he trusted and wanted to keep safe. What was even more perplexing to the level five strongarm was that he was going as quickly as possible away from all three of them and away from his duties to his country. While he knew in his mind that going west made no sense at all, in his heart he felt like it was where he would be needed and everything would work out. The barons would keep Norwell in order until he arrived, he reasoned, Maggie and Beth could handle themselves, and Kaz always seemed to have luck on his side. 
 
    While riding, he saw a small cloud of dust ahead rising up into the air. It looked like a group of riders were ahead on the road, but as he came closer, he began to hear the clashing of steel weapons, and some screams of pain. In one motion, he jumped from his horse, grabbed his sword, and using his gift of speed, he charged into the fight. 
 
    He didn’t know anything about the scrimmage so he tried to take in as much as he could as quickly as he could. There were some bodies on the ground, and a group of about twenty people, dressed as bandits and soldiers surrounding a small group. They pressed in trying to kill them. He needed to stop this fight, but without knowing any details he didn’t want to take any sides. “Stop this at once!” he shouted as he sheathed his sword. 
 
    Five of the people from the larger group turned on him with their weapons raised and moved to attack him. Mylot moved forward ducking under a wild swing of a club. He punched the man in the face, knocking him to the ground. He moved so quickly that the next bandit was still in mid-swing when Mylot front kicked him sending him backward taking down the woman behind him. Mylot jumped into the air over a sword swing and twisted while in the air to kick another bandit in the face. He landed in a ready position with four people sprawled on the ground around him. The fifth attacker dropped his mace and held his hands above his head. Mylot ran forward grabbing the man in both hands. Using his captive as a human shield, he plowed through the crowd making his way to the center. 
 
    When he crashed to the front line of the fighting, he stopped instantly when he saw Kire, Farin, Farin’s trainer and girlfriend. Mylot spun around swinging the man in his arms clearing a large circle around himself, then he drew his sword and stood between the group of four and the angry crowd. “Surrender now!” he commanded. 
 
    The remaining bandits looked around. There were only ten left standing, now facing five very capable foes. With their numbers diminished, they had lost some of their confidence, but they still gripped their weapons tight in their hands and moved forward cautiously. 
 
    Mylot moved to meet them swinging his sword with ferocity. The first soldier who he met held up a steel shield, but Mylot’s strike dented the shield and threw the man to the ground. He swung a backhanded attack at the closest enemy striking him to the ground. Keeping his momentum moving forward, Mylot punched one bandit in the face shattering his jaw as he repositioned to stab another soldier. His sword caught on the soldier’s armor, so he released the weapon and dove forward grabbing another bandit with both hands and threw him at an attacking swordsman. 
 
    He sensed movement to his left and turned around and was about to strike, but saw that Farin had already cut down the assailant. Mylot stopped and took a quick look around. All remaining bandits were down groaning on the ground, or dead. Mylot retrieved his sword and wiped the blade clean as he approached Kire. “What are you doing here?” he questioned. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” Kire responded. “I thought you would be in Norwell by now.” 
 
    “I had a small detour,” Mylot replied. “I needed to pick you up on my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kaz, disguised as Mylot looked regal seated atop his large warhorse as he rode through the gates into Norwell. On his left Captain Conrad rode her large warhorse and a small army trailed behind. Kaz was dressed in his shining plate armor with the crest of the king on his right shoulder, and a long red cape hung down his back. Captain Conrad had retrieved Mylot’s armor when she was in Lexingar and now it fit Kaz perfectly. Some people bowed, others reached up hands or waved, but having the heir to the throne come into the city seemed to put some people’s minds at ease about the political stability while the king was away. He did not speak to the people he passed, but nodded and waved in a reassuring way. He directed his horse down the main street right to the castle. He was wasting no time getting to the business he knew needed to be addressed first. The people needed a leader to get their defenses ready in case the king failed, but first he needed to meet with Baron Plinnthew.  
 
    When he reached the drawbridge, he dismounted and walked in without waiting for anyone to invite him. It was, after all, his castle. Advisors, servants, and butlers all bombarded him with questions as he walked up the stairs, but he did not slow down to speak with any of them. He continued to climb up the stairs on the outer wall of the castle until he found himself standing outside of Baron Plinnthew’s rooms. He knocked on the door and stood silently waiting for it to crack open. When the servant appeared, Kaz pushed the door open and walked in. He passed the servant and went into the baron’s audience chamber. He was no longer standing behind Captain Conrad, but instead walking in the lead. 
 
    “Hello,” Baron Plinnthew said in a friendly manner. He had his back turned to the fireplace and there were some papers crackling in the fire. 
 
    Kaz quickly scanned the documents and found that they had some fragments of words, but nothing that he could decipher. “What was that?” he asked as he quickly crossed the room to the hearth and pointed down at the now black paper. 
 
    “I was writing a letter to my family back home in Eaton. But I needed to start again so it would be just right.” Like most politicians, the baron spoke in a kind yet insincere tone. “It’s so good to see you Mylot, how may I be of service?” He inclined his head. 
 
    “You are in danger,” Kaz responded. “We have heard of a terrible plot and we fear for your safety,” Kaz lied. “For your own protection we are moving you to a more secure room downstairs.” Kaz held his hand out showing the baron where he needed to go. 
 
    “I feel quite safe here,” he responded. 
 
    “It is not a request,” Kaz responded with a stern look. “It is my duty to do what is best for the kingdom while our king is away.” 
 
    The baron inched closer, “The king will hear of this when he returns,” he growled under his breath. 
 
    “You misunderstand. It is for your own safety,” Kaz argued. “We have gathered evidence that there is a plot formed,” he said in a whisper. “Someone very powerful is targeting those who, like yourself, are loyal to the King and trying to put himself on the throne.” It was difficult for Kaz to lie to the man he knew was seeking to gain power through Mordyar’s invasion, but he needed to have the baron come with him with minimum resistance. “We will be sure to have guards outside this room day and night to keep you safe, and servants to fetch you whatever you need. From now on we must insist that you stop all outside communications, even to your family,” Kaz added in reference to the note he just threw in the fire. “We will come down and let you know as soon as we have more information.” Kaz turned and left the room and the baron lunged forward. Captain Conrad jumped between Kaz and the man and slammed the baron backward throwing him across the room down flat on his back. 
 
    Groaning on the ground, the man raised up his hand for her to not attack again. He slowly rose to his feet. “I was not attacking him,” the man said. “I have some information. Shortly after I received the message from King Robert that we needed to gather in Norwell, Baron Vernik reached out to me saying things that were vague, but now that you mention it might have been trying to recruit me in a plot.” 
 
    Kaz turned to Captain Conrad. “Baron Vernik?” He turned back to the man in the small room. “I’ll have my people look into it. Until then, you will stay here. Captain Conrad will direct your soldiers and I will get to the bottom of this plot. You have my word.” Kaz said slowly and deliberately as he stared into the frightened baron’s eyes. He turned around, closed and locked the door behind him. “Put his servant in the room next door,” Kaz ordered one of Captain Conrad’s men. “Keep a guard in the halls.” 
 
    He walked away briskly heading back to the upper levels of the castle. Captain Conrad guided him to the place where Mylot would be staying and closed the door tight behind them. When the door was closed, Kaz leaned heavily on the wall and tried to catch his breath. “That was terrifying! I’m not used to ordering around barons. I’m pretty sure he could tell I’m not Mylot…” 
 
    “Calm down,” Captain Conrad replied lightly slapping him on the shoulder. “If he didn’t respect your authority, he wouldn’t have ratted out Baron Vernik,” she concluded. “You just need to relax. You’re doing fine. The next part might be a little difficult.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Kaz asked in shock not sure he was completely ready for this. 
 
    “You need to address the people and get them working to prepare the city. Be confident, yet kind. They will follow you if you are willing to lead them.” 
 
    “I’ve been in charge for an hour and I’m already wishing Mylot were here,” Kaz responded. 
 
    “It was your idea to take that potion,” she reminded him. “So quit complaining and get the job done. Move out!” 
 
    Kaz walked out onto a small balcony that was overlooking the open courtyard in the city. 
 
    By the time he had the baron quietly locked up, summons had been sent throughout the city and a large crowd had gathered filling the courtyard to capacity. When he felt it was the right time, he raised his hands and silence fell on the crowd who eagerly awaited his direction. 
 
    “You all know that King Robert has left to fight an invading army. Although we are all confident in his success, as a cautious man he has asked that I set up defenses here should his mission fail.” He turned to Captain Conrad and she was shaking her head. “What?” he whispered to her so only she could hear. 
 
    “Using magic to look like Mylot is one thing. Saying that you are fulfilling a made up assignment from King Robert is pushing it a little don’t you think?” 
 
    Kaz shrugged his shoulders and gave her his best grin. “If we save this country, I think they’ll forgive us.” 
 
    He turned back to the crowd. “When King Robert returns victorious, we will all celebrate together. Until then, we need to gather supplies to restock the army.” Although they were concerned that the king might fail, they couldn’t raise a warning cry until they heard news from the battle. Until that time they needed to focus on stockpiling supplies, not preparing for war. “We will be ready to fill every quiver and empty sheath when the king returns!” The people shouted and clapped their hands. After their cheering continued for several moments, Kaz raised his hands to quiet them. “That’s enough talk. We’ve got a lot of work to do. If you know how to craft a weapon, report to the training grounds, if you have experience with trebuchets and catapults, report to the second barracks on the city wall. Blacksmiths, tailors, fletchers, carpenters, miners, smelters and shop owners, please return to your work. We’ll need all the supplies you can make. For now just start making weapons, you’ll get specific orders later today when I am out among you, and you will be compensated for all your efforts.” Kaz waved his hand at the people, then backed up into the castle. 
 
    Kaz turned around and for the first time realized that standing behind him was a castle worker with a deep scowl on his face. He reached out and grabbed the Kaz’s arm with a firm grip. “A word with you please, Your Majesty,” the man holding his arm made the request in a tone that suggested it was nothing less than a demand. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    The older man nodded his head for Kaz to follow him into a more private room. When they were alone he spoke softly. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for these games right now. I am Mylot of Tran, and you will never drag me aside like this again,” Kaz answered trying to sound condescending. 
 
    Captain Conrad stepped up next to him with her arms crossed, “Is there a problem here?” she demanded.  
 
    The man stood calmly looking at Kaz but began shaking his head. “I’ve known Mylot his entire life, and you are not him. He would not have needed to tug so hard to escape my hold like you did, he does not condescend to work among the common people, and he knows who I am.” He tilted his head to the side waiting to see if ‘Mylot’ would make any further objections. When he was answered with silence, he proceeded. “So I ask again, who are you?” 
 
    Kaz looked to his left at Captain Conrad and she nodded her head slightly. He leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. “Mylot has been detained. He is on his way, but I saw some evidence that some barons were Mordyar supporters and we needed to be a little drastic.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “Yes, it’s true,” Captain Conrad confirmed although she hadn’t seen the notes herself. “We are just trying to keep this kingdom together until he returns.”  
 
    The man reached out his hand, “My name is Sir Rodnik,” he said still looking skeptically at the pair. His eyes lingered on Kaz’s face for a long moment but he did not say anything. “I was Mylot’s trainer for most of his life and I was assigned to stay here and protect the castle until the King returns. If you do anything to hurt these people, or to keep Mylot from returning to claim his throne, you will not live to enjoy your time ruling this country.” 
 
    “Believe me, Sir Rodnik,” Kaz began, “I’m not enjoying my time here as it is. I’m just doing what needs to be done to save our kingdom.” 
 
    Sir Rodnik patted Kaz gently on the shoulder. “The second King Robert returns he will be the one to decide if you are to be tried as a traitor, but until then, why are we building up a stock pile of weapons?” 
 
    Captain Conrad stepped forward, “Mordyar has the advantage in the fight with the king, and we believe he will win. If there is any chance of that, we want the city prepared to defend itself. The weapons are not to resupply the king’s army when it returns. It is to put in the hands of the people of this city when the king doesn’t come home.” 
 
    Sir Rodnik pressed his hands on either side of his head as he was processing all he had been told. “So you’re betting against us?” 
 
    “No,” Kaz clarified. “We’re making a backup plan. Believe me, we want the king to win more than anyone else. If he does, he’ll return to a people who have some extra weapons prepared for his army. If what we fear comes true and he does not return, we need to be ready.” 
 
    Sir Rodnik looked back and forth between Captain Conrad and Kaz. Although he looked somewhat skeptical, he finally nodded his head. “I guess we’d better get moving.” 
 
    Throughout the day Kaz, posing as Mylot, traveled through the city giving orders for the local workers to get the supplies he felt they would need. The city was on fire with excitement rushing to complete every task he ordered. Outside the city was also in constant motion as wagons of supplies from local farms and granaries came into the city for storage, and other carts were loaded with large rocks and small boulders for the trebuchets. Although there was still a lot of work to get done, Kaz was happy with the preparations that were being made. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sir Rodnik asked pointing out into the distance. 
 
    Kaz quickly looked the direction he was pointing and answered. “It’s Dune,” he answered excitedly. 
 
    “Who?” the man asked. 
 
    Captain Conrad stepped up and looked at Kaz skeptically. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Kaz tapped his left temple, forgetting that he was now in what looked like a strongarm’s body. He knew that without the Sight Stone he could never have recognized his friend this far away. “Yes, I’m sure,” he stated flatly. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Sir Rodnik said sarcastically. “We’ve replaced a level five strongarm who has received military training from his birth, with a visor.” 
 
    Within a few moments, Dune and his group of magicians had teleported into the open field outside the city. Dune called up to Kaz who was standing on the ramparts. “We come in peace,” he said loudly. 
 
    Kaz was a little surprised by this statement as they were not at war with the magicians, but he waved his hand, pointing at the drawbridge. “My dear friends from the Coffal desert are always welcome here,” Kaz responded.  
 
    Kaz ran down the stone steps and out to the front gate, ignoring his guard’s warnings that it might be a trap. He went out to the drawbridge and saw with delight that the group of magicians were all dressed for battle with light armor under their long travel cloaks. Kaz inclined his head, and motioned for them to enter the city. 
 
    Dune walked slowly over the drawbridge, and the other fifty magicians who accompanied him followed. “We will require sleep after our long journey,” Dune said to Kaz. When he was close he leaned down and spoke in the faintest whisper. “And I’m very interested in speaking with you about your recent changes.” 
 
    Kaz wondered how he could have known about Kaz’s disguise, but he also remembered that the potions Kire had given him came from the magicians. Perhaps that had something to do with it. “You will stay in the castle, under my protection. You can have all the rest you need, and tomorrow we’ll meet to discuss the defenses of the city.” 
 
    Dune nodded. When they came closer, Kaz noticed fatigue in some of their faces. Although they tried to hide it, he could see that these magicians had exhausted themselves getting to Norwell as quickly as they could. “Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s twice that you have thanked me, when you have come to our aid.” Kaz raised his hand and those who were gathered closed in to welcome and thank the magicians. They graciously accepted the warm welcome, but it was clear that they needed rest. After briefly speaking welcoming words to the magicians, Kaz and his guards escorted them to the palace. 
 
    Once inside the palace, the magicians were led to their sleeping quarters, and Kaz ascended the stairs to his personal study, followed closely by Captain Conrad and Sir Rodnik. When inside he closed the door and they sat around a small table. “This is bad news,” Captain Conrad said when they were seated. 
 
    Sir Rodnik nodded his head, but Kaz furrowed his brow in confusion. “How is getting a small army of magicians a bad thing?” 
 
    “I think we’ll learn more in the morning from them,” Sir Rodnik began, “but for now we can know one thing. They are here because they think Norwell will need to be defended. They think the king will lose.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mordyar stood at the front of his army watching as the king’s men assembled. This was not what he had expected. The gathered forces seemed so confident. Where is my advance army? How did they get this entire force down here this quickly? Mordyar looked over the king’s army and could see that he was just slightly outnumbered. Many of his people were unmarked men who would not be able to hold their own against seasoned soldiers or survive a cavalry charge. Although it was frustrating that he was not simply being handed the island, he was pleased that they had come out of their strongholds to meet in the open. 
 
    “Hold this line,” he said to his troops, knowing he was out of range of their archers. “Don’t move until I give the command.” Mordyar reached out with magic along the front edge of his army. He created invisible, hardened air spikes that extended out in a solid row, protectively guarding his men. “Their horses won’t be able to touch you, if you stay put,” he added. 
 
    By the time Mordyar had finished his protective shield, the king’s army assembled in three main bodies, the cavalry out front with lances lowered, the foot soldiers behind and the archers in a third row. It was a standard formation, one that Mordyar had seen and beaten many times. Beating this kind of army was a simple matter of getting them turned around. Then his men could easily cut down the archers who were in soft leather armor while he faced the foot soldiers.  
 
    His first matter of business was to take out the magicians he knew would be hiding among them. No army came out to meet him looking so confident if they did not have magicians. He used his enhanced sight to search the lines of men. None of the men were dressed in robes or cloaks. All of them stood at attention waiting for their king to give orders; there was no small group off to any side. The king had done a good job of hiding his magicians. 
 
    Mordyar knew that to defeat this army would require that he use a lot of magical power, so he was glad for the rest that he had taken.  He also wanted to gain the confidence of his army, and drive fear into the very souls of the people of Denall. Pulling heat from the scorched desert sand, Mordyar created balls of heated air and threw them at the king’s army in a long high arc. The initial attack was easy to defend for any magician, but he wasn’t trying to strike the men, he was just throwing out the bait. 
 
    The heated balls soared through the air aiming at the back of the army, and just as they were about to crash into the gathered soldiers, he felt a pulse of magic as the heated air vanished. Using his enhanced vision, and magic sense, Mordyar quickly found the three magicians who had stopped his attack and he fashioned a teleport spell. 
 
    He landed in the center of the three magicians and struck out with his staff using his enhanced strength. The archers at the back of the army, backed away in a large circle, expecting the magicians to protect them from any magical attack. His staff struck the first magician crushing his windpipe; the next was cracked in the back of the neck snapping his spine. The third had some time to react and shot a fireball at the sorcerer while he was attacking the other two. Mordyar caught the fireball in his hand and smirked. He looked down at the magically created ball curiously before speaking. “Is that really the best you can do?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Mordyar threw the ball back at the magician. As the ball left his hand it grew to three times the size and burned through the magician and charred a line through two rows of soldiers before another magician threw out a defense, stopping the fireball. 
 
      
 
    “Forward charge!” Came a command from behind the cavalry, and the men on horseback dropped their lances and began galloping at his army. Before Mordyar could move to defend his army, nine magicians appeared forming a perfect circle around him. “Now that’s more like it. It’s nice of you to come out of hiding. If you had faced me in the desert, perhaps they could have returned home to their families,” Mordyar chuckled, mocking their hope of defeating him. 
 
    In answer to his sarcasm, the circle of magicians began a synchronized attack. Some shot white-hot lightning, while others used searing heat, and some shot with blistering cold. One magician erupted the earth beneath Mordyar with an explosion and another threw small balls of hardened air at him from all directions. The unified attack, designed to target any possible weakness, was to his advantage. Mordyar held out a magical defense around his body that blurred him from the view of anyone outside this protection. From the outside it would look like a ball of light, too bright to look directly at. He waited safely inside and watched the magicians who were throwing attacks at him. They were pressing more and more power throwing all they had at him. For his own amusement he began groaning as if he was being hurt.  
 
    While this was happening, he looked out and saw that the archers had moved away from him, giving room for the foot soldiers to fill in. These fighting men formed a circle around the attacking magicians, weapons pointed at him. This was going to be easy.  
 
    Sweat formed on the magicians’ faces as they poured everything they had into the unified attack. He kept the magic shield up waiting for the cavalry to strike his protective magic barrier. They moved forward at full speed across the open space between the armies. Using his enhanced sight, he watched as the line of horses were impaled on the invisible spikes. Mordyar changed his groaning into a full cackling laugh. The hope on their faces quickly turned to fear as they saw their cavalry reduced to almost nothing, and learned that their attacks were not harming him.  
 
    As retaliation, Mordyar crafted nine reflection and amplification spells. He set them in place, and released the protective covering. All nine spells blasted outwards starting from Mordyar and moved through the magicians and out into the gathered soldiers. The magicians who attacked were struck down with the very weapons they had used; only they were magnified and intensified. Nine lines of different magical attacks cut through the army in all directions leaving destruction in their wake. Foot soldiers and archers were frozen, burned, crushed and pounded down by the powerful sorcerer. In the first horse charge and attack, Mordyar had destroyed their ability to overrun his army, turned them around, and blasted through many of the king’s best soldiers, and he did it using the power of the king’s own magicians.  
 
      In the center of the circle, Mordyar was left standing, steam rising from his cloak, his crimson hair waving in the wind and his staff in hand. “Advance!” he called out with a magically enhanced voice. His army began moving forward. While they were getting around the dead horses and riders, Mordyar raised his hands above his head, and slowly pulled his hands back as if pulling on a large rope. The cloud that had covered his army through the desert began to move. Mordyar compressed the remaining cloud into a dense bundle. Although it was down to one tenth its original size, it was now a dark thick cloud. It floated through the air until it hovered over the front line of the king’s troops. He lifted the cloud high in the air, and with a swipe of his hand he drew the heat from the cloud, changing it from weightless to a massive ball of liquid water surrounded by a dense, hardened shell. The dome now dropped quickly down, pounding into the army, crushing any who were under it. 
 
    Mordyar infused the dome with heat again and began raising it up into the air, but before he could get it ready for another attack, one man, at the back of the army, dismounted and ran right at him. He pumped his arms for speed as he ran past those who were fleeing and into the empty space where Mordyar stood.  
 
    When he was ten feet from Mordyar, the soldier drew his weapon and lunged forward bracing his weight behind his large two handed sword, thrusting it directly at the enemy. Before the sword could slice through the long dark cloak, it came to a dead stop. The soldier flew forward unable to stop his momentum, and slammed into the ground at Mordyar’s feet. 
 
    Mordyar turned around slowly and looked down at the groaning man. “Hello, Robert.” 
 
    A group of a dozen soldiers, who had been following the king formed a tight circle around him, their swords drawn pointing at Mordyar. King Robert rose to his feet, and threw his cape behind his back. When he stood, he was a head shorter than Mordyar, and covered in dirt, but he held himself well glaring up at Mordyar. “You will never take Denall,” he said confidently. 
 
    Mordyar chuckled. “I think I already have. I have the king bowing at my feet. His magicians and horsemen are dead, and what is left of his army is pretty much a mess. What more could I ask for?” 
 
    “Every step you take into my kingdom you will find those who resist. This is not like anywhere else you have been. The people will stand and fight you.” Although his voice was steady, Mordyar could hear his heart racing, and he could see the sweat forming on his temple.  
 
    “Is that the same way that your army is standing now?” Mordyar asked sarcastically pointing at the soldiers who were running away from him. “When the people of Denall see my power, they will do just as your men have done. They will run and hide.” Mordyar surveyed the dispersing army, “or,” he looked down at the Robert, “they will die.” 
 
    His Royal Guard leapt into action all attacking Mordyar at once. Strongarms raced in quickly with impossible speed and strength, listeners struck out targeting Mordyar’s magical staff, trying to disarm him, and a lone intellect stood back slightly while watching intently what was happening, as if calculating the precise moment to strike. 
 
    Mordyar defended himself with magic, throwing up a protective shield along his back, while he raised his staff over his head and blasted outwards with lightening killing seven of the circle of soldiers who were advancing on him. As the circle closed in, he broke the earth around their feet, dropping them to the ground. He threw some rings of air at two soldier’s necks when the magic struck them it hardened and compressed. They dropped to their knees struggling in vain to breath. Mordyar stopped for a moment and looked at the remaining three members of the King’s Guard; two strongarms and the intellect. They were getting up from the ground and they still held their weapons raised at him. “Fools!” Mordyar said and with a wave of his hand he blasted out with three fireballs that killed the soldiers and shot out into the body of soldiers. Without any kind of magic protection they couldn’t begin to fight him. “It’s cute that you think your country will stand against me,” Mordyar began as he walked forward to King Robert. “But if you want any of your men to survive, you need to surrender everything to me right now. This is the one and only time I will extend this offer of mercy.” 
 
    Robert strode forward confidently with a look of determined hatred in his eyes. Mordyar could tell there was no chance he was going to surrender. The king thrust forward with his sword, and turned to swing sideways at Mordyar’s middle. Mordyar dodged to the side, parrying with his staff. He struck Robert in the left knee with the butt of his staff and shoved him back with magic. Robert flew backward, but braced his legs on the ground as he came skidding to a halt and kept his balance. 
 
    He flexed his arm gripping harder on his sword, then attacked again with a forward overhand strike. Mordyar held his staff up to stop the attack. The heavy sword struck the hardened air above Mordyar’s staff with the full weight and strength the king could put behind it, but it came to a dead stop. Robert’s arms were severely jarred by the sudden stop, but he did not release his weapon. Mordyar smiled at the king. He moved his staff down to his side; the king’s sword remained stuck in the air. Robert pulled at his sword, trying to get it free, but it would not budge. 
 
    While he pulled on the sword, Mordyar began moving his hands in slapping motions through the air. Whips of invisible air bombarded the king from all sides. He cried out in pain as an invisible enemy pounded him. He released the sword and raised his hands in defense, but they did no good. Attack after attack struck the king from his feet up to his head, bruising and welting him. Robert grabbed at Mordyar with his bare hands, reaching for his throat. 
 
    Before he touched the sorcerer, the king stopped and was held in the air, unable to move. Mordyar walked slowly around Robert until he was face to face with him. He swung out and slapped him across the face. A red handprint swelled on Robert’s cheek, he closed his eyes against the pain. 
 
    He took a controlling breath, and clenched his jaw in determination before speaking. “Are you afraid to fight me like a man?” Robert demanded. 
 
    “This is a fight?” Mordyar chuckled, “I thought we were playing. Very well, let’s fight.” Mordyar narrowed his eyes. “And remember, you already refused my offer of mercy.” 
 
    Robert dropped to the ground and his sword dropped next to him. He slowly stood on shaky legs and held up his weapon. Mordyar swung his long dark staff at Robert. He ducked under the swing, but was struck by the bottom of the staff that Mordyar twisted to follow the swing of the top. The speed and power of the blow sent Robert sprawling to the ground.  
 
    He lay motionless for a moment groaning in agony.  The king stayed on the ground for a moment as if unable to get up. “This is the point when you start to realize what a terrible mistake you have made,” Mordyar said with a wicked grin. He pulled the dome toward himself until the shadow of the dome made a line on the ground just covering the king. He lowered it down, slowly dropping it down over the king. 
 
    Robert pushed his body up, wiped the blood from his split lip, and struggled to stand. When he had his legs under him, they buckled, wobbled, and would not hold his weight and he fell back to the ground. Unable to stand, he got up on his knees holding his sword defiantly. 
 
    Mordyar shook his head from side to side. “You are very brave, I’ll give you that, but you’re fighting a losing battle. Let me show you why you cannot win.” Mordyar raised his hands above his head then lowered them. A gust of hot air pulsed out, and the dome dropped down. Before it crushed the king, the dome stopped moving, then actually began rising. Mordyar looked in shock as he saw that the soldiers who had previously been running to get away from him, had gathered around the king and now were throwing themselves under the dome and pushing upwards trying to keep it from crushing their leader. 
 
      
 
    Robert dropped his sword and got on his hands and knees. He painfully pressed himself up to his feet and braced himself against the invisible barrier above his head. “Stand strong men of Denall!” the king called out. He strained against the weight that was crushing down on him. 
 
    “It is too much for you,” Mordyar whispered into the king’s ear. “You can’t save them.” 
 
    Between gritted teeth Robert grunted as he pressed harder against the barrier. “Do you see?” Robert asked pushing with all his strength. The barrier continued upwards. “This is why you will fail!” 
 
     “The soldiers love their country and their fellow men more than they care about themselves, they are united. Denall is united. You will lose, because love and courage will always be more powerful than fear and hatred.” 
 
    “We shall see about that.” Mordyar spun his staff around in a tight circle and struck Robert in the chest. The king crumpled to the ground, groaning in pain. 
 
    Suddenly, the tall sorcerer held his staff out and blasted out at the soldiers who were under the dome, then he threw out a magical net that trapped the king under the dome that was again slowly overpowering his men. While hundreds of soldiers ran to hold the dome up and get the king out from under it, Mordyar teleported to the front lines with his soldiers. 
 
    He blasted out with lightning from his staff cutting down as many of the armored foot soldiers as he could before the lines crashed together. The king’s men fought valiantly, but in their disorganized and leaderless state, they were no match for his front line of marked men who fought hard pushing them back. With the help of his magical attacks, the king’s army was quickly reduced down to the remaining soldiers who stood holding up the magical dome to keep their king alive.  
 
    “Form a perimeter,” he said to his soldiers. 
 
    Mordyar pulled one of his unmarked men forward and reached out to grab a Denallian soldier. Using a magic connection between the two, he killed the man and gave his gift to his own soldier. “King Robert,” Mordyar said, as he took another soldier and transferred his gift. “I want to thank you for sharing Denall’s strength with my men.” He grabbed another soldier and transferred his gift. 
 
    King Robert reached into his pocket and retrieved a small cylinder. Mordyar reached out to grab it, but the king quickly squeezed down on it and it exploded sending a bright green orb high into the sky. “What was that?” he asked, as he used his enhanced vision to look around the battlefield. Could there be a second army witnessing the slaughter of the first main body of men? That sounded too cruel for these people. Mordyar saw a slight movement just north of the battlefield. He prepared some powerful attack spells, and a spell that would bring him to where he saw the movement.  
 
    He teleported, and was surprised by what he found; a tall warrior crouched down by a small flowing steam of water holding a small messenger pigeon gently in his hands. The pigeon had a scroll on its leg with a message. “We can’t have that bird getting away,” Mordyar said to the man. “That would ruin the surprise when we get to the captial city.” The man threw the bird up into the air, drew his sword and lunged forward at Mordyar.  
 
    Mordyar ducked to the side and held his hand up ready to strike out with his magic attack, but the man spun to the side, stabbing him in the thigh. “Ahh!” He screamed looking down in annoyance at the dagger that was protruding from his injured leg. With speed Mordyar could barely follow, the man attacked the sorcerer, swinging at his head, chest arms and legs. He was moving so quickly, Mordyar was barely able to set up defenses around himself before the man was attacking from a different side. He pointed his staff to strike the man down with lightning. The soldier struck Mordyar’s staff splitting the magical weapon in two. A magic pulse blasted out in all directions throwing the soldier to the ground. 
 
    Mordyar gripped him tightly using magic, and turned a deadly glare on the man. “The people of this land certainly do have spirit,” he began, “that makes it all the more rewarding when I crush them.” He pulled the dagger from his leg and waved his hand over the wound, instantly healing it. “What you don’t seem to understand is that I’ve been stabbed a thousand times, I’ve been shot with a hundred arrows, I have gone through more than any living being could, and yet I continue to conquer.” He threw the knife to the ground and the point stuck in the sod. 
 
    “Not in my country,” the warrior answered. 
 
    “What is your name?” Mordyar demanded as he stood over the man. At first he did not respond. Mordyar closed his hand squeezing the man with an invisible force. 
 
    “I am Sir Theodore,” he answered through gritted teeth. “And you will not…” Mordyar closed his hand pressing the air from his lungs so he couldn’t speak. 
 
    “Sir Theodore,” Mordyar said slowly. “You stabbed me, destroyed my staff, and distracted me so the pigeon got away. You have potential,” Mordyar said finally. “If you join my army, I will let your family live, and you can help me rebuild a better Denall. If you do not, I will make sure everyone you have ever cared about will die.”  
 
    Mordyar released the pressure on Sir Theodore long enough for him to take a breath and respond. Sir Theodore gasped for air for several breaths until he was able to turn and glare at Mordyar. “The only way you can make Denall better is by dying,” he responded as he spat on the ground next to the sorcerer. 
 
    “Too bad,” Mordyar said offhandedly. He closed his hand tight, crushing Sir Theodore, then, using magic he threw his dead body on the ground next to the crystal brook. 
 
    After killing Sir Theodore, Mordyar turned to look back at his army, surprised by what he saw and heard.  
 
    “I command you,” King Robert shouted, “to drop this dome and kill as many of them as you can!” Mordyar watched in complete surprise as the soldiers instantly obeyed. They poured out from under the magical dome fighting with Mordyar’s men as the dome fell down and crushed their leader. He teleported back and began blasting soldiers and slamming groups of Denallian troops down, trying to keep as many of his men alive as he could. They killed the remaining soldiers, but there were none left to give their gifts to his unmarked followers. Mordyar looked down at the dead king and cursed. He hated this place more and more; it was going to burn. 
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    Kaz woke early in the morning as a pounding came on the door of his chamber. He rolled off the massive bed, threw on a silk robe and rushed to the door. It seemed like running a kingdom was just fixing problem after problem. First there was a shortage of iron, then the tanners got upset with the armorers because they couldn’t keep up with the demand, the magicians vanished for a day when they felt they were being overworked which led to other people cutting back on their work. But when he went to sleep, he felt things were finally in order and now, before the sun had even risen, he was being woken up. Sir Rodnik was standing at the door looking as pale as the plaster walls. “What’s wrong?” Kaz asked.  
 
    Sir Rodnik did not reply but instead reached out with a small roll of paper. Slowly Kaz rolled it open and made out the written message and he fell to his knees, tears began streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    Mordyar killed our king. The army is destroyed. Impossible to stop. ST 
 
    It had been almost a week since the magicians arrived and preparations for building up supplies and gathering weapons in the city were going well. The people were happily working, excited to show the king their progress when he returned, but now Kaz knew that would not happen. Despite reading about Mordyar’s power, and the doubts expressed by Dune and Captain Conrad, having the news officially delivered was an emotional burden he was not ready to bear. He sank completely onto the floor. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he finally said as he reached up to Sir Rodnik. 
 
    The older man was still pale, but on his face his almost constant scowl had lightened slightly. He took Kaz’s hand and pulled him up to standing. “Young man,” Sir Rodnik began. “I now know for certain that you are not here to take the throne.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kaz answered through his tears. “I just want to help my country.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Sir Rodnik said with a calm almost fatherly voice. “And that means you need to be the king. You can’t show the people your fear, or your self-doubt. You need to be royalty.” 
 
    Kaz took a long deep breath and squared his shoulders. He whipped his cheeks dry then nodded. “I need to speak to the people.” 
 
    “No,” Sir Rodnik corrected. “You need to speak to your people.” 
 
    Although he was not at all comfortable thinking this way, he knew Sir Rodnik was right. The people needed a king who believed in himself. They needed someone who could help them build up an army to stand against Mordyar. They needed Mylot of Tran. “Gather the people,” Kaz said trying to sound as confident as possible. “This news changes everything.” 
 
    For the second time since being disguised as Mylot, Kaz stood on a large balcony overlooking the people of Norwell. When he looked out he saw many of the people he had worked with during the past week as they prepared the city. He wondered if they had any idea of the message he was about to present because looking out at their faces, it seemed to him that they did not. They looked as if they were filled with anticipation of hearing that the king had won—that their loved ones were coming home victorious. He drew in a calming breath, stepped up to the edge of the balcony, and placed his hands on the railing for support. 
 
    “We received a pigeon message from Sir Theodore this morning,” Kaz began. He paused for a moment not sure how best to proceed. “Mordyar has met the king’s army, and the unthinkable has happened.” Kaz paused as a wave of emotions passed through the crowd. The gathered people who had, just moments ago, had eyes filled with hope, now clung together as they looked to Kaz for direction. “The king has fallen in battle and the army was destroyed.” He fought against his own tears trying to remember what Sir Rodnik had told him, but he still felt a tear form and fall slowly down his cheek. “Our families will not be coming home,” he said, emotion thick in his voice.  
 
    He waited a moment and let the people calm down a little for the next part of his message. “I wish that telling you this news was the worst thing I needed to do today, but there is something much worse I need to say.” Everyone stood in shocked silence as he made their worst nightmares true. “Now Mordyar is coming for us.” 
 
    The crowd broke into a chaotic mess. Shouts of anger and hatred filled the air and Kaz raised his hands to calm the people, but it did little good. “Please,” he shouted above the noise. “Please listen.” The noise quieted down a little and Kaz reached his hands out as if trying to reach the people. “I know you’re angry, I feel your pain, but right now we need something else. We need something more powerful than hatred and anger. We are the only thing standing between Mordyar and the rest of Denall. If we run out of these city walls in a fit of rage, he will kill all of us, and overrun the entire island. We need to channel those emotions to get done what seems impossible to do. We have already started making weapons. We will begin today to organize the defenses of the city. Behind these magically enchanted walls we will make a stand, and from behind them we will rain down death and destruction on his army. This battle will always be remembered in history books as the place where the great Mordyar made his fatal mistake. He attacked Denall!” At this point he was nearly shouting as he shook his hands to the sky. His enthusiasm was contagious and the people were shouting about Mordyar’s defeat. He only wished that he had the confidence that he was showing on the outside. 
 
    He raised his hands and silence fell again. “Continue making weapons, and every other able-bodied worker needs to go out in the southern field, preparing it for Mordyar’s army. If you don’t have anything to do, go out there and look for the king’s banner. The man at the flag will direct your work.”  
 
    Before he dismissed the crowd he stopped for a moment and silently looked at the faces of those who were gathered. He saw some he recognized and many he did not. He wanted to share with them something that would inspire them to unite behind him but his mind was blank. Instead, he stood there and solemnly nodded his head. “This is a great day in the history of Denall. Your king has asked that you stand to defend your country, and you have heeded that call. Let’s get ready to defend our city.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Three hundred willing volunteers had gathered in the training ground carrying weapons of some kind, and another five hundred came without any supplies. Under the direction of Limpak, a retired captain from the king’s army, the men and women were organized into patrols and they began some strength exercises. Remembering the strength of the brutes they faced at Omer’s Keep, Kaz insisted that the soldiers undergo some conditioning. 
 
    Many of the assembled soldiers had once served in the army and they quickly fell into the exercise and practice sessions, as though they had never been away from it. The bigger challenge was the young men and women who volunteered to join the foot soldiers but had little or no training. They struggled with the exercises and even basic fighting skills. Kaz cringed as he watched how clumsily some of them held their maces or clubs. It was clear that this army was nowhere near prepared for the invading force.  
 
    When the king entered the practice ground, they quickened their pace and pushed even harder at all their exercises. Kaz offered encouragement, but was careful not to offer any swordsmanship advice, as they would see instantly he was not the master swordsman they had come to expect from Mylot. 
 
    In the field outside of the city, Bram, a retired cavalryman, was leading patrols of horses in united charges and synchronized movements. Kaz leaned back and Captain Conrad pointed out into the field. “Why are they all so close together won’t that stop them from swinging their swords?” 
 
    She pulled to a stop as they watched the horses running in formation. “The strength of a horse charge is not the individual rider, but the team working together. To capitalize on the few experienced riders we have, Bram has them organized so that the experienced riders are mixed in with those less experienced to help get them used to the formations. Hopefully they will pick up on it quickly.” 
 
    As they returned to the city to check on the long-range weapons, Kaz was happy to see that some families were already returning from the outskirts and the nearby farms. He waved encouragingly at the gathering people, trying to give them an added measure of hope. 
 
    “That’s a little much,” Sir Rodnik cautioned. “Mylot was more reserved, less smiling and waving. The people look to you as a symbol of strength; they don’t need you to be so friendly.” 
 
    Kaz nodded. Although he had seen some royalty over the past year, it was quite a different thing to get into a magically created disguise and try to actually be a noble. 
 
    As he sat upright in the saddle and moved slowly through the streets, he saw that Sir Rodnik was right. The people needed direction and purpose during this time of difficulty. They needed to channel their passions to stopping Mordyar. He heard the clanging of hammers from blacksmith shops, and saw people running to deliver raw materials to the various craftsmen who were working on making tools and weapons. Water was being gathered in large barrels, and people were helping one another. The devastation of the events that were just announced in the morning was still on their tear stained faces, but the people seemed to have hope as long as Mylot of Tran told them there was a chance for their victory.  
 
    When they arrived at the barracks on the northern city wall, they dismounted and began walking among the soldiers. They were impressed by the group that had formed. Many carpenters were busy building replacement parts for any of the long-range weapons that were out of repair. They had also begun making some new long-range weapons modeled after the ones they had. 
 
    “That is an awful lot of wood being cut,” Sir Rodnik commented as they approached the workers. 
 
    One of the carpenters looked up in annoyance at first, then the scowl was instantly replaced by a bow of his head.  
 
    “Your Majesty.”   
 
    “What is your name?” Kaz asked. 
 
    “I am Tensly,” the man replied. 
 
    “Your accent is not from around here,” Captain Conrad remarked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I’m from Lexingar. When we heard about the coming army, we came here as quickly as we could.” 
 
    “You said, ‘we’ came. Who have you brought?” Kaz asked looking around. 
 
    Tensly smiled with pride as he pointed to several of the men working the timbers. “That’s my brother, and my father is working the anvil over there, three other cousins are around here somewhere, and this is my son.” He placed his hands on the shoulders of a youth.  
 
    The boy beamed as he looked up to the king. “King Mylot. I knew you would come back.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Kaz said to the young man. 
 
    “Of course we came. Denall is our home. When we heard, we immediately packed up our things and came. Word is spreading. I’m sure more will come.” 
 
    “I certainly hope you are right.” Sir Rodnik said. “Now let’s talk about this pile of lumber.” He pointed at the wood they were shaping into pieces. “How many trebuchets do you think we need?” 
 
    Tensly set his ax down and looked over the pile. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I think if we can make fifty more that would be good.” 
 
    “Fifty! That’s absurd! We don’t have the supplies or manpower to fire that many, let alone build them. I think repairing the ones we have should be sufficient.” 
 
    Tensly was crestfallen, but looked like he was mustering the courage to argue with Sir Rodnik when Kaz spoke. “Tensly is right. We don’t have the foot soldiers or the horses to run down Mordyar’s army. If we are going to have a fighting chance against him we will need every man, woman and child who can help doing something, and loading a catapult is much safer than being on the front line against trained soldiers.” 
 
    “Besides that,” Tensly added, “when you are attacking a fortified city with walls, the first thing you do is to target the long range weapons. If we first fire the older weapons, then abandon them, Mordyar may waste his magical energy destroying them as we move to the newer upgraded models. Some of them will just be decoys.” 
 
    “What about the wood? It will take a barn load of dried lumber to do what you are talking about.” Sir Rodnik was still skeptical. 
 
    “We know,” he replied. “That’s why we brought some with us, and told those coming after us to bring all they could. The people coming behind us should bring all the lumber we can handle. They’ll be here starting tomorrow.” 
 
    Kaz patted Tensly on the shoulder and ruffled his son’s hair. “You have done very well! Keep up the great work.” Kaz remounted, turned his horse around, and as he passed by Sir Rodnik he said under his breath. “I hope we have a week.” 
 
    The next few days were a flurry of action throughout the entire city. Some families left, fleeing for security, but many more gravitated to the city with hopes for safety within the city walls. Some came from the north, and many farmers came from the south. They emptied out their farms and headed to the capital for protection when they heard that an army of eight thousand was coming through. Each person who came was assigned duties, and without exception they willingly dug in their heels to help with the defense of the city. In just a few days, the city went from almost empty and grieving to being actively populated and unified in purpose. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After another long day and a city that was still far from being ready to defend against an invasion, Kaz sat in his audience chamber trying to rub away a headache that he was sure would never go away. 
 
    “We finished enchanting one hundred rocks for the catapults. What should we work on tomorrow?” Dune asked. 
 
    Kaz turned to Sir Rodnik for some advice. “We want you to have a full day of rest before we need to fight. How long do we have until Mordyar arrives?” 
 
    Sir Rodnik shrugged his shoulders. “If Mordyar started marching one day after winning the battle against King Robert, we can guess that he left about the same time the pigeon arrived here. That gives us another two, maybe three days before he gets here.” 
 
    “We need more time,” Captain Conrad said in exasperation. “The catapults are coming along, but to get all fifty constructed will take another week.” 
 
    “We definitely don’t have that kind of time,” Sir Rodnik answered matter-of-factly. “They need to focus on making as many functional as possible.” 
 
    “Can the magicians help with making the catapults?” she asked looking at Dune. 
 
    Dune started to nod, then turned to Kaz. “With your permission, Your Highness,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “That’s not funny,” Kaz replied with a scowl. “We all know I’m the least qualified person in this room to make any decisions about this war. I’m a farmer from Dungan.” 
 
    “You look like a king,” Dune argued. 
 
    “All right,” Kaz said rising to his feet. “As your king,” he began with a wave of his hand. “I appoint you,” he pointed at Captain Conrad, “to be the Master General of all Denall’s armies. “You’re in charge.” 
 
    Kaz turned around and walked out of the room. The pressure of making so many decisions was about to make him snap. He felt he had failed leading his four friends on their Troven, how was he supposed to lead a country into war? He couldn’t stand the thought of all the lives that hung in the balance based on the decisions he made. He needed to get away for a minute. 
 
    Kaz walked through the castle and out into the city streets. The sound of hammers on anvils let him know that the blacksmiths were still hard at work past dark. He felt a swell of pride and love for the people and again a pain of guilt when he thought about how many of them would die. Dune’s reports about Mordyar’s power had Kaz scared and so far nobody had any ideas how they could win against the sorcerer. He continued walking in the night through the now empty streets and only stopped when he heard the sound of someone approaching. He looked up for the first time since he had arrived in Norwell he had some hope. If there was anyone who could figure out how to get ready for Mordyar it was the intellect who was coming toward him. “Kire!” he shouted and he broke into a sprint running at his mentor and friend. 
 
    “Mylot?” Angela said when Kaz had come closer. She drew her sword and held it out pointing at Kaz.  
 
    Blade also drew his sword and held it at Mylot’s throat, who was standing by his side. “If that’s Mylot, who are you?” 
 
    “Hold on!” Kire said holding up his hands. “This is Mylot,” he said pointing at the man standing next to him, motioning for Blade to lower his sword. “That’s Kaz coming here.” 
 
    Kaz continued walking forward and reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bottle of liquid. He took a drink from the vial and before their eyes changed back into his normal self. Kaz pushed Angela’s sword to the side and grabbed Farin in a tight embrace. “It’s so good to see you, my friend,” he said as he squeezed Farin. “It’s good to see all of you,” he added looking around their small circle. He couldn’t remember a time when he felt more relieved. Mylot would be the king, Kire would figure out how to get their defenses in order, Angela and Blade would be huge assets to their army and Farin was alive. It was more than he could have ever hoped for. 
 
    “Why are you dressed like me?” Mylot asked with a skeptical look. 
 
    Kaz let go of Farin and looked sheepishly at the ground. “Before I answer that, can I ask a favor?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mylot answered skeptically while raising his eyebrow. 
 
    “How do you feel about giving a royal pardon?” 
 
    Mylot lowered both eyebrows into a scowl, “What have you done?” 
 
    Kaz moved over to stand next to Kire hoping the older man would be some kind of support. “I sort of impersonated you for over a week using a magic formula I got from Kire.” 
 
    “Why did you need to do that?” he asked slowly as if not wanting to hear the answer. 
 
    Kaz cleared his throat, before he slowly spoke. “The king left with the army and the city was basically in need of a leader. Some barons were getting out of line, so we decided to stand in as you until you returned. When we got the news that Mordyar defeated King Robert and the entire Denallian army, we worked with Dune to prepare a defense for when Mordyar gets here.” Kaz knew it was a lot for Mylot to process so he paused for a moment. 
 
    “Dune is here?” Kire asked from behind Kaz. Kaz nodded over his shoulder while still watching Mylot. “How about Trae and Pentra?” 
 
    Kaz shook his head. “I haven’t seen them since Omer’s Keep.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Kire said rubbing his chin. “So you’ve been saying ‘we’ an awful lot in your little story,” he said addressing Kaz. “Who else is working with you?” 
 
    “At first it was just Captain Conrad and the soldiers who came from Cotham, but then Sir Rodnik…” 
 
    “Beth?” Mylot said cutting him off. “Where is she?” 
 
    Kaz patted Mylot on the shoulder reassuringly. “She’s safe and she’s here in the castle. In fact she just got a promotion to being the Master General over the entire king’s army. She’s probably still in the audience chamber planning for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Mylot said taking command of the small group. He walked briskly through the dark streets heading straight for the castle. 
 
    “Does that mean I’m pardoned?” Kaz asked as he trailed behind. But Mylot did not answer he just kept up a pace that made the others nearly run to keep up with him. He entered the castle without any question and went right up the stone steps to the upper level and into the audience chamber. Kaz was several steps behind and was shocked when he finally got into the doorway and saw Mylot crossing the room grabbing Captain Conrad around the waist squeezing her in a tight hug. 
 
    “What are you doing Kaz?” she shouted pushing him back as she slapped him across the face. 
 
    Kaz stopped in the doorway and covered his mouth with his hand trying not to burst out laughing. “Hi Captain Conrad,” Kaz said sheepishly as he waving at her from the opening to the hallway. 
 
    Captain Conrad looked at Kaz then quickly back to Mylot, who was grabbing at his reddened cheek. “Is it really you?” she asked, rushing forward not giving him time to answer. “I was so worried,” she said, then stood more formally, “my King.” 
 
    “Beth, I’m so glad you’re alive,” he said as he pulled back from her. “I sent Kaz to make sure you were safe. I was worried that you would arrive early and go with the king.” 
 
    “No,” she said in a reassuring tone. “We’ve been here trying to hold things together. We have a lot to do and only a few more days. We need our king.” She pointed at the throne. Mylot nodded and moved around the table until he was standing in front of the throne. He held his hands out pointing at the large table in the center of the room and everyone took their place standing by a chair. Mylot sat down and the rest of the group followed suit. 
 
    “I suppose you are my royal council,” Mylot said with a smile. He looked around the room making eye contact with each person. “You have each done something to help keep this kingdom together during a terrible time, and I need your advice if we are going to succeed. Thank you for gathering here,” he looked specifically at Dune. “Are the barons gathering?” 
 
    “That’s sort of a long story,” Kaz answered. 
 
    “Make it short,” Mylot replied.  
 
    “Here goes,” Kaz said taking a bit of a breath before he started talking. “I saw a note that made me believe that Baron Vernik and Plinnthew were conspiring together to take over power in your absence. So Baron Plinnthew is locked up in the servants’ quarters under guard. Baron Vernik is scheduled to arrive any day so we’re going to take his troops, then lock him up in the room next to Vernik’s. Sir Montfort came here from Lexingar with Captain Conrad, Omer’s soldiers are here from Cotham, and Sir Rodnik brought some men from Kinstock.” Kaz released his breath. 
 
    Mylot leaned down toward Kaz and spoke slowly. “So you locked up one of the King’s appointed barons on my authority?” 
 
    Kaz looked up at Mylot with an innocent smile but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them later,” Mylot concluded. “Now we need to focus on what needs to get done before Mordyar gets here.” 
 
    Captain Conrad leaned forward in her seat, “The production of weapons is on track, except the catapults and trebuchets we need some more carpenters.” 
 
    “Have you considered using the soldiers?” Kire asked. “Cancel their daily conditioning for the upcoming fight, instead of having them exercise, have them spend some time hefting hammers and lifting timbers. It’ll get their muscles toned and get some work done at the same time.” 
 
    Beth nodded her head emphatically, “It’ll take some serious organization to rotate the troops in and out of there, but I think that could work.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure it happens,” Sir Rodnik said with a grin. 
 
    “Perfect,” Mylot responded. “How about the magicians, do you have what you need?” 
 
    “We have been working on enchanting weapons for the fight. I think we have made good progress in that department.” 
 
    Mylot turned to Sir Rodnik. “Did the king empty the royal armory when he left?” 
 
    “I don’t think he emptied it completely,” Sir Rodnik answered. 
 
    “What’s in there?” Blade asked with an excited look on his face. 
 
    Mylot shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll need to look,” he admitted. “But it used to have some powerfully enchanted weapons and whatever is left, we’ll bring out.” 
 
    “Some of the weapons have been left alone as we do not know what they are capable of doing,” Sir Rodnik added. 
 
    “I can help you with that,” Dune interjected. 
 
    Blade dropped a dagger and some rings and jewelry on the table. “We have these items,” he said as he spread them out. “We took them from Mordyar’s head seeker and intended to give them to the king when we arrived here.” 
 
    “What can they do?” Kaz asked as he looked over the strange objects. The dagger was nondescript and there were two rings, a necklace and an amulet that looked like it might hang on someone’s upper arm. 
 
    Dune reached his hands over the items and began to speak. “The amulet helps the person who wears it look younger. The necklace provides warmth when the outside temperature drops, and this ring,” he said pointing at the small silver ring on the table, “does nothing at all.” He pointed at the dagger and the second ring that were on the table. “These two items are very powerful. The dagger protects from physical harm.” Dune ran is hand over the ring and looked confused. “The ring is powerfully enchanted, but it won’t let me detect what it does. It seems to be fighting against me touching it with magic.” 
 
    “That ring has a very powerful enchantment,” Kire said reaching out to touch it. He looked to Mylot who nodded his approval, then placed the ring on his finger. “Try to attack me with magic,” he said to Dune. The magician hesitated not sending out any kind of attack. “Come on, we need to see if it works,” Kire encouraged. “Just use a weak spell that won’t hurt too much if it gets through.” 
 
    Dune raised his hand and a small red ball formed in the air above his fingers. He pointed his palm open at Kire and shot it out. The ball of flames shot across the room and just as it reached Kire it split and wrapped around him going down into the ground before it vanished. 
 
    “That’s fantastic!” Kaz said enthusiastically. “Can you make more of those?” 
 
    Dune shook his head. “I don’t know how it was made, and even if I did, enchantments that powerful take a lot of time.” 
 
    “Do you think Mordyar would have items like these?” Angela asked. 
 
    “Magicians can enchant our cloaks and our staves. Our cloaks provide some extra protection, but nothing like this, and our staves are used to cast magic spells. When we wear strong magic items they interfere with our ability to do magic. 
 
    “He also won’t give these kind of items to many people because it protects them from himself. He wouldn’t risk having someone turn on him having that kind of weapon,” Kire added. 
 
    “Well that’s a relief,” Mylot responded, expressing exactly what Kaz was thinking. “So let’s spread these items out to our soldiers,” he said pointing at the magic trinkets on the table. 
 
    Kire pulled the ring from his finger and walked around the table grabbing the knife as he went to stand in front of Mylot. He reached out his hands showing both items. “We need our king to be safe.” 
 
    Mylot looked around the room in surprise. “I can’t take both,” he objected. “Each of these could save someone’s life.” 
 
    “You’ll need both,” Kire assured him, “Or you will be the first person Mordyar kills. Having you safe from his attacks will frustrate him, and give hope to our people. You need to take them.” Kire pressed them into the king’s hands and Mylot looked down at them. He strapped the dagger to his belt and placed the ring on his finger. 
 
    Mylot looked over at Captain Conrad. “I feel a little odd, taking this protection when my people are vulnerable.” 
 
    She nodded her head happily. “I’m glad you feel that way. You should feel an obligation to your people. But you also need to know that with your protection, you’ll be better able to help them. You can use those tools to save hundreds of lives.” Mylot seemed to be satisfied with this idea and took his seat once more. 
 
    “Speaking of magic,” Kire added, “Have we made any traps out in the fields?” 
 
    “No,” Kaz answered, not sure if the question was directed at him. “I didn’t know that was possible.” 
 
    Kire looked at the king and raised an eyebrow. “If His Majesty approves, that might be a way to slow down the army’s advances if the field was pocketed with magic traps.” 
 
    Mylot nodded, “I like the idea, but we need to warn the people. We’ll need to clear the field and keep it empty, and we’ll need to have a patrol to make sure newcomers stay clear of danger.” 
 
    Captain Conrad, Sir Rodnik and Dune were already nodding their heads. “That sounds like work enough for tomorrow,” Mylot concluded. “I’m sure we’ll have some more challenges arise throughout the day it’s better to focus on doing a few things properly than to spread everyone thin doing a poor job at doing everything. Is there anything else that needs to be addressed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kire said as he rose to his feet. “One rather large oversight has been made.” Kaz was surprised at Kire’s forward nature in this meeting, but it seemed the older man had a solution to most of the problems that arose. “Mordyar is not a normal man. No matter how strong our defenses against him are they will only serve to slow him down. There is only one way we can stop him and that is to use an ancient and forgotten power. We need to unite the Stones of Power.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Sir Rodnik asked from Kire’s side. 
 
    “In ancient prophecies it talks about six magic stones that are connected to the six gifts. These stones magnify the stone holder’s abilities, but more importantly there is a power when the stones unite that will bring about Mordyar’s defeat or his triumph.” 
 
    “How could it bring about his triumph?” Sir Rodnik asked. 
 
    “If he has control of the uniting of the Stones of Power,” Kire answered simply. 
 
    “I thought the stones uniting would bring about The Changing?” Kaz asked, remembering some of the books he had read in Kire’s study. 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Kire said taking a deep breath. “It’s not clear how that will happen, but it is connected with The Changing. At this point, I have some questions about the Stones of Power and The Changing. I would greatly like to spend some time in the royal archives.” 
 
    Mylot scrunched his eyebrows together slightly, “I don’t know how much it will help, but you are free to look at whatever you need.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kire said with an incline of his head. 
 
    Kaz raised his hand tentatively then addressed Mylot, “Does this mean I’m pardoned?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kire sat in the royal library surrounded by fragile tomes and ancient records. He looked up from his work for a moment when Kaz came in to join him. “Have you been up all night?” Kaz asked as he sat down next to Kire. 
 
    “I can’t help but think that there is a solution hidden somewhere in these pages,” Kire answered, avoiding answering Kaz’s question. The truth was that he did get an hour of sleep, but it was seated in this chair when he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer during the night. 
 
    “I think the solutions came when you stepped into the city. Every idea you have had, and every solution you have suggested has helped make the city better. Over the last two days we’ve made it impossible to get into this place,” Kaz said enthusiastically.  
 
    While Kire was flattered, he also felt that there was more he needed to discover, more he needed to learn. “I figured out the sixth gift,” he said to the young man. “It was hidden in the writings I’ve had for over a decade.” 
 
    “Farin told me you were getting excited about some old writings as you two rode here from Pike Point. So what is the last gift? Foresight?” 
 
    “What?” Kire asked with his eyes nearly popping out of their sockets. 
 
    “I sort of met someone with that gift. I think she might be the last stone holder,” Kaz admitted.  
 
    “Why didn’t you say something earlier? Who is it?” Kire demanded. 
 
    “Her name is Maggie. You were right about her. She is Mylot’s half-sister, from the house of Tran. She is amazing.” 
 
    Kire stood up and started pacing back and forth. “Is she here in the city?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kaz said looking a little embarrassed. “Last time I saw her she was going toward Lexingar to get a small chest with an unknown object in it,” he added with an innocent shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “The Perception Stone,” Kire said with a smile. “We need to find her and bring her here.” 
 
    “Settle down,” Kaz said making calming motions with his hands. “I think you need to get more sleep,” he added. “If we are going to win, we need each stone holder using his or her gift. She will be here when she is needed, you need to use your mind to figure out the secrets behind the Stones of Power and The Changing. 
 
    Kire nodded and took his seat at the table. It was strange having Kaz give him advice that he should have easily figured out on his own. It was good to see the young man growing up. “You’re right,” Kire said in a calm tone. “So here is what I’ve been able to figure out so far. The Changing is mentioned a lot, but not much is known about it. When it is in writings it is almost always called the power of The Changing, or the force of Change, or something like that. It seems that it is not just something that will happen naturally, but a power that someone or something will wield.” 
 
    “The Changing is definitely connected with the uniting of the Stones of Power, so do you think the stone holders will control The Changing?” Kaz asked. “That would be pretty amazing,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Kire brought over a small metal scroll that had some writing on it. He pointed down for Kaz to see: 
 
    in the third era a leader shall arise to save he must destroy  
 
    the one without a mark without a gift without strength he  
 
    shall become the one with all marks save one all gifts save  
 
    one all strengths save one  
 
    the marks shall be gained at a great cost forged in the fire  
 
    of the mountain when he overcome death  
 
    he shall rise or fall when the stones of power are united  
 
    again he shall be the force of changing 
 
    “That’s strange,” Kaz said pointing down at the thin metal sheet with the message engraved on it. “I’ve never seen messages written on metal before. It doesn’t even have punctuation.” 
 
    “Is that really all you saw?” Kire asked throwing his arms up in frustration. 
 
    “Well I also read that Mordyar would control The Changing, but I hoped that was just a misunderstanding.” Kaz admitted. 
 
    Kire looked over the words again. “Maybe Maggie isn’t coming because she knows that uniting the Stones of Power will give Mordyar more power,” Kire reasoned. “Maybe there is no hope for victory.” 
 
    Kaz shook his head decisively. “Maggie saved Bendar, she delivered Melna’s hand to Omer’s audience chamber, she saved Mylot and now she is doing something to help. She’ll be here when we need her. I know she will. If she doesn’t come it is because we can win without her. Now you need to get some sleep,” Kaz said as he helped Kire get up from the table. The older man nodded and reluctantly accepted Kaz’s help. As they exited the archives, Kaz added with a smile. “When I’m the one speaking reason and you’re spouting nonsense we know something it very wrong.” Kaz smiled and Kire couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The entire next day, thick clouds moved in, threatening to pour down on the city and surrounding area. When the evening came, dark clouds blocked out what was left of the sunlight, making the evening seem like night. Kaz stood next to Mylot, Beth, Dune and Kire on the city wall looking out into the darkness as Mordyar rode at the front of his army cresting the final hill that would bring them to Norwell. “He’s really tall,” Kaz said as the sorcerer came into view. 
 
    “Really?” Beth asked with a shake of her head. “An army is flowing over that hill like a black sea of death and you comment on how tall Mordyar is?” 
 
    Mylot placed a hand on Beth’s shoulder, “It’s Kaz,” he said as if that was all the explanation that was needed. 
 
    Kaz strained his eyes to see what was happening in the camp. Using the power of the Sight Stone, he could see through the darkness as Mordyar was giving orders to some of his men. They stopped marching to set up some tents. “Why would they stop now?” he asked to nobody in particular. 
 
    “To let his magic regenerate,” Dune answered. “All that traveling and fighting has depleted some of his energy. He probably has gotten some rest since leaving the desert, but he wants to be at full strength when they attack us.” 
 
    “Well that’s not going to happen,” Kaz responded as he drew an arrow from his quiver. Mylot moved his hands as if he was going to tell Kaz not to shoot, but before he could object, Kaz loosed the arrow out into the sky. The arrow flew directly at the tall sorcerer but exploded just in front of him, as if it were hitting some kind of invisible barrier. 
 
    “What happened?” Mylot asked straining his eyes to see. 
 
    “He stopped the arrow,” Kaz responded. “Now he’s pointing at a soldier and back at us while waving his hands around.” Kaz turned to look at Mylot. “He looks pretty upset. I wish Pentra was here she could tell us more of what was going on. Where is Farin?” he asked looking around for his friend. 
 
    “It is very clear what is happening,” Kire responded. “Mordyar wants to send a soldier to negotiate. He will count on us being reasonable long enough for him to get some rest. 
 
    “Being reasonable is really not my thing,” Kaz said as he drew another arrow. This time nobody objected as he shot it out over the open field. The arrow struck the soldier down before Mordyar was able to finish giving his orders. Kaz watched as Mordyar drew fire from nowhere and threw it up over his head back at them. “Brace yourselves!” he called out just before the fireball smashed into the city wall. 
 
    The magic attack struck the wall, shaking everyone, but they were able to keep their footing. “Well we definitely have his attention,” Captain Conrad commented. “Now what?” 
 
    “We need to somehow make him attack us now,” Mylot replied. “If we can get him to attack before he gets rest we’ll increase our chance for success.” 
 
    “So do you want me to keep poking at him?” Kaz asked with a slight tilt of his head. “It’ll make him mad, but it might backfire; like stabbing a bear with a knitting needle.” 
 
    Mylot turned to Kire who nodded his head. “We need him to be unbalanced as possible in this war. We must decide when and where the fighting will take place. We want him reacting to us and angry with us so he isn’t thinking clearly.” 
 
    Kaz scrunched his eyebrows together. “Does that mean yes?” 
 
    “Fire at will,” Mylot replied. 
 
    Kaz drew an arrow and shot out into Mordyar’s army just over the sorcerer’s shoulder. He loosed another three arrows in quick succession, taking down more of the dark clad fighters Mordyar had brought with him.  
 
    A booming voice sounded over the empty battle field. It was so loud, but yet the voice was raspy and aged. “People of Denall, I have an offer for you,” Mordyar began. Kaz shot an arrow at him and it exploded in the air just in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    The sorcerer grabbed a dozen balls of fire from the sky and threw them at the city wall; the night came to life with the explosions as they struck along the city walls. While most hit the magically enchanted wall, two fireballs flew up high enough to get past the invisible magical protection that extended up several yards above the city wall. “Get those fires out!” Mylot shouted down to the soldiers who were on the ground.  
 
    While people ran around putting the fires out, Mordyar spoke again with his voice booming over the field. “If you surrender now, you will live. Not the archer, but the rest of you can live.” 
 
    “Well that isn’t very nice of him,” Kaz said with a grin. Mylot nodded to him and Kaz shot a dozen arrows as quickly as he could out into the mass of soldiers who were gathered. Each arrow struck a soldier in a different part of the army so it was impossible for Mordyar to defend them. 
 
    The walls of the city shook again as Mordyar threw some more attacks. Most of them pounded the magically enchanted city wall, but again some fireballs flew up high over the protected barrier into the city. “I came ready to make an offer of peace, but now you will all die! You can thank your archer!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kire watched from the safety of the ramparts as balls of fire made high arcs through the air and pounded into the city walls. The walls shook and the men standing on the ramparts fell on top of each other. Mylot was the first to regain his balance, and he stood up. “Stand firm men. The magic of the walls will protect us.” The men stood up and joined the king on their feet. 
 
    The next wave of fire was sent sailing over the top of the wall. While they had never tested it before, the protective magic wall was holding up very well. The magic made the walls themselves seem indestructible, and the magic even extended up into the air several yards, stopping many of the attacks that would have otherwise killed the soldiers standing on the walls.  
 
    As a medium sized fireball came close, and struck an invisible barrier in front of Kire, he wiped a layer of sweat from his forehead. “Nervous?” Dune asked. 
 
    “I think I just felt some of the heat from those blasts,” Kire responded with a grin. “I’m sure glad we’re behind this wall.” 
 
    From across the field, Mordyar was far from finished. He drew the coldness from the air and threw blocks of ice and small chunks of frozen air at the wall and at the men on the wall. When his attacks hit the wall, it shook terribly, sending the men sprawling and making those behind the walls shriek in terror. Some people were already dropping their weapons and running for the northern side of the city to be as far away as possible from the incessant pounding. 
 
    While they were knocked to the ground, Dune shouted above the noise so Kire could hear. “He is just testing us right now.” 
 
    “What?” Kire yelled. 
 
    “He’s just testing the strength of the wall. His attacks are all small, nothing larger than a medium pumpkin. Some of his attacks are direct magic attacks on the wall and barrier above the wall. With other attacks, he is creating ice, and throwing it at the wall. He is trying to find a weakness while not using up much magic energy.” 
 
    “How long can he keep this up?” Kire asked. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” A chunk of ice pounded into the wall and it shook back and forth swaying slightly. “It seems that he might have found a weakness,” Dune concluded. “I don’t know how much more the stones in the wall can take.” 
 
    “Actually,” Kire said in an academic tone between blasts on the wall. “The flexibility of the walls adds to their strength. If it were built to be rigid it would have crumbled long ago.” Silence fell and the men rose again to their feet. 
 
    Standing on the wall, watching many of his fellow soldiers running away, one man raised his sword high in the air, and yelled, “Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    Another man stood up next to him, “That’s all that you’ve got?” 
 
    Kaz rose to his feet and shot out several more arrows into the night. Kire shook his head and patted Dune on the shoulder. “That young man is really asking for trouble.” The magician chuckled as he watched the next series of attacks all centered on Kaz’s location. 
 
    “If he can make Mordyar angry so he wastes his energy attacking like this, that’s great! You must also remember it is what you wanted.” Kire nodded his head. 
 
    Kire watched as Kaz picked himself up and reached up to touch his nose. When he pulled his finger away it was covered in blood and his nose throbbed in pain. The impact of the most recent attack had thrown him, like a rag doll, into a stone wall face first. As he staggered to get up, the wall shook again and again. It was pounded in a regular rhythm on the exact same spot. 
 
    “He’s brilliant!” Kire said loudly into Dune’s ear. “If anything is going to break the rocks it is a consistent rocking that can only be caused by a rhythmic assault. What is he using this time anyway?” 
 
    “He’s attacking us with earth. Mounds of packed dirt, or boulders, whatever he is pulling up from the ground. Not only is it shaking us half to death, he’s also filling up the moat with debris. He’s not creating the things he is throwing; he’s just launching them from where he is so it doesn’t take very much energy. He is obviously trying to save his power for the real battle.” 
 
    Kire fell down to his knees and Dune extended his hand to help him get back on his feet. “What else can he possibly throw at us?” 
 
    “He has used fire, ice and earth. He could use air, but that is unlikely. While he could throw hardened air, it would probably prove no different than what he is now doing. Water is difficult to control and in this case would probably do very little to damage the city. The only thing I can think that he might use is a magic attack. It could come in many forms, but will also inevitably end the same way; with us bruised and beaten up and leaving him with less energy.” 
 
    Kire nodded. “No need to lose men or get them all shaken up, or deafened. We need to get them off the wall!” 
 
    “Agreed!” Dune said. The magician vanished and appeared next to Mylot. Kire saw them talking as the attack continued, then Mylot waved his arms motioning for the men to get off the walls. He passed the command down the line and the men retreated down from the rocking city wall, and stood in solid lines on the inside of the city walls. They were no longer being shaken from their feet, but many of them had gotten scraped up by being knocked down. 
 
    When the pounding on the wall stopped, silence swept over everyone. The people running for shelter stopped and turned to see what was coming next. They all looked intently to see how the king would handle the next assault. Through the silence a cackling started, that built into full laughter. “Did you really think you could stand against me?” 
 
    “Hundreds of islands and nations have resisted but all of them fell to my power! What made you think you were different?” His voice boomed loudly echoing through the entire city. “The only people who survived were those who submitted peacefully. I am not here for your food, your livestock, your wealth, or your children. But,” he paused for a long moment and it seemed that the entire world waited in anticipation for his next words. “I will take them all, and more. I will leave nothing alive on this island unless you surrender all you have. We can start with you sending out the archer, and the magical item he is surly carrying.” 
 
    There was silence that stretched out for what seemed like hours. Some people spoke to one another, and the noise returned. Some shouted out the need to retreat, but everyone turned to Mylot for direction.  
 
    Mylot climbed up the city wall and stretched his hand up so everyone could see. “There is hope!” The soldiers seemed unconvinced at first but Mylot kept speaking. “Don’t you see what he’s doing? He wants our best archer. He is trying to take away our best men because he knows that if we have them, we can stand against him. He knows he is weak, and we are strong. If we stay united we can beat him. We are not negotiating, we are not backing down, and we are not turning on each other.” Mylot looked at Kaz who raised his hand and waved in thanks. “Kaz, give him our answer!” 
 
    Kaz drew an arrow from his second quiver and he drew it back and released. He drew and fired two more in quick succession. From his vantage, Kire saw the arrows strike the ground inside Mordyar’s camp. The first exploded into a small flame that spread to several tents, the second blasted a large crater in the ground, and the third was a stream of blue through the sky and fell into the camp. 
 
    A pounding began again on the city walls as Mordyar attacked with magic. It shook the walls and made a loud noise that drowned out everything else.  
 
    Over the sounds of the attacks Mordyar’s voice was heard again. “Just send me the archer and all this can stop. Just give me what I want.” 
 
    Through the city the sound of singing began to rise above all the other noise. It began with a single voice from somewhere in the crowd, then it began to spread. It was soft at first, but quickly grew in force and vigor. Kire smiled broadly and joined with them. 
 
    We will never give in to tyrants 
 
    We will never bow to the despot’s demands 
 
    We will water the furrows of our fields 
 
    with the unholy blood of these bands 
 
      
 
    The magically enchanted voice of Mordyar boomed in the air again, “If that is your answer, then there is only one thing left to say. Forward march!” 
 
    Dune appeared next to Kire on a defended tower and they watched as the army stepped over their tents, and formed ranks. In a single body, they oozed down the field toward Norwell. “The magic can’t stop them, once they’ve gotten inside,” Dune said. “If they get ladders up they can walk right in.” 
 
    “I know,” Kire replied. “It looks like the war has really started, and the Stones of Power are not gathered.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kaz pulled an arrow from a small barrel that stood next to him on the walkway of the city wall. He was loosing arrows so quickly that a young boy from the city just brought him as many as he could carry and the barrel was already half empty. Kaz’s shoulder was beginning to get sore, but the enchanted bow made it possible for him to keep shooting without him straining too much. Soon the enemy forces would be within range of the long range weapons, but for now Kaz was targeting the leaders of Mordyar’s army, those soldiers who were directing the small patrols as they marched forward. This time Kaz drew his bow and aimed directly at Mordyar and released the arrow. The tall sorcerer threw a ball of fire back at Kaz. “You know it’s a good thing the wall’s magic keeps magicians from teleporting in and out of here,” Dune said from his position next to Kaz. 
 
    “Oh,” Kaz said with a scared look on his face. “I hadn’t really thought of that.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Dune responded. He handed Kaz an arrow and his wrist flared red. 
 
    Kaz’s eyes lit up. “What will this one do?” he asked as he put it on the bowstring. 
 
    “It’ll blow up some earth. If you make it land among the soldiers…” Dune hadn’t finished what he was saying before Kaz drew the bow and fired it at Mordyar. “It looks like you missed him,” Dune commented. 
 
    “Just wait for it,” Kaz said as they watched the arrow speed to its destination. It struck the ground six feet to the right of Mordyar in the midst of a small group of soldiers and exploded. Mordyar’s men flew out from the blast spinning into the air. One soldier’s dead body sailed straight out to the left smashing into Mordyar throwing him on the ground. The wizard jumped back up quickly and lashed out with a dozen attacks that shook the city walls and knocked Kaz down to his knees. As he pushed himself back up to standing, he had an unconquerable smile on his face. “Totally worth it.” 
 
    Dune shook his head, “They’ll be in range pretty soon, you’d better get into position.” 
 
    Kaz nodded, ran along the city wall, and stood on a slightly elevated platform. Behind him there was a large group of archers ready to make some volleys of arrows out into the approaching army. The group was largely made up of many of the men and women who were too old or too young to sign up as foot soldiers. One out of every ten of them was also a foot soldier who would join the hand to hand combat if that became necessary. It was one of Kire’s ideas to maximize the number of archers while the army was still far away.  
 
    Three magicians were working to enchant arrows and place them into barrels next to the archers, and some more were standing next to the catapults. Dune had them spread out in all parts of the city defense to help, but Kaz knew their main job was to conserve as much energy as possible for attacking Mordyar directly when he came into range. 
 
    Kaz drew an arrow and took out another one of Mordyar’s soldiers. They would be in range within a minute at the rate they were marching. He drew and loosed four more arrows, before turning to the archers. “Arrows to strings,” he said. He drew out another arrow and held it on his bow as a demonstration for them. He waited and watched as Mordyar’s army came forward. The front line was about three hundred yards away, just entering the range of the trebuchets. He heard a shout down the line and they released their first wave of medium sized stones. 
 
    Mordyar blasted some out of the sky, but almost half of them pounded into the front line of soldiers ripping up dirt and destroying their line. Kaz felt the wind on his face and pointed to the left for his group. They needed to aim in a high arc to make their arrows cover the distance and when the wind really picked up it had blown the arrow almost fifty feet off course in their practice sessions. Kaz drew his bow back and the archers behind him did the same. “Release,” he called out as he shot his arrow at a specific target, and the others launched a volley out into the field. 
 
    Many of the arrows from his group were blasted from the sky by a fireball Mordyar shot at them, but the cluster of arrows from the archers on the far left side of the castle leveled a small patch of approaching soldiers.  
 
    “Charge!” Kaz heard Mordyar yell from the ground and the mass of black armor began running forward at full speed. 
 
    After running for about twenty yards, they triggered some of the magic traps and the ground exploded, blasting the soldiers in all directions.  
 
    “Fire!” Kaz shouted sending more arrows at the army. With the launches of stones from the trebuchets, the volleys of arrows and the traps on the ground, Kaz was feeling pretty good about the battle until he realized that their efforts were meager compared to the vast number of men Mordyar had with him. While he had been focusing on the devastation on the front line of soldiers, the seemingly endless stream of men behind them had come into the field. Mordyar didn’t need to worry about losing soldiers, he had more than enough to spare. 
 
    “Double time!” Kaz shouted. “We need to hit them with everything we’ve got!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Trae scratched his leg, still not used to the battle skin that Cooper insisted he wear each day. Although he had to admit it was very easy to move in the tight flexible material, it still felt strange to him, and he had also taken to wearing his enchanted armor over the layer of traditional Ort Clan clothing. 
 
    He maneuvered his horse up next to Pentra and was about to reach over and take her hand when he noticed the marks on her ear were flaring red.  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Pentra asked Trae as they rode toward Norwell. Trae shook his head. “Just listen it’s faint, but it is definitely not natural.” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, it sounds like a rhythmic beating,” she paused and squinted her eyes in concentration. “Like a drum, only with more of an echo.” 
 
    “We’re too late.” Trae stood up in the stirrups and looked over the army behind him. While traveling through the mountains, their numbers swelled to eight hundred strongarms from different tribes. Every day he urged for more speed, and he protested every delay along the way, but Cooper insisted that they needed more numbers. Now as they got closer to the sounds, he knew his initial thought that speed mattered more than numbers, was correct. “Men, Norwell is under attack, we are needed right now!” 
 
    “Come on lads this is what we’ve come for! Charge!” Cooper shouted a command and the men kicked their horses into a gallop. 
 
    Every time the mountain men got excited, their language was atrocious. They hadn’t even seen Mordyar yet, and they cursed him in more ways than Trae thought possible. What was even more disconcerting was that it was rubbing off on Pentra.  
 
    “Let’s teach that sour goat milk lover how we say hello in Denall!” The men around her shouted even louder. 
 
    “That doesn’t even make any sense,” Trae said as he rode next to Pentra. 
 
    “I know, but it’s so fun to say! Besides it’s the nicest of the things Caroline taught me.” 
 
    “Caroline?” Trae asked in surprise. He looked over at the woman who was standing up in her saddle wielding a small battle axe in one hand. “I’m sure it is,” Trae replied. 
 
    “Want to hear some more?” Pentra asked eagerly. 
 
    “No. Sour goat milk lover is just fine.” 
 
    Pentra smiled as she pressed her horse for more speed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mordyar’s army was moving forward, quickly eating at the distance to the castle. When they started running, the archers began sending volleys twice as often down onto his people, and while he was able to deflect about half of the arrows, he knew he was losing men fast. “Shields up!” Mordyar called out reminding the soldiers to keep their heads protected from arrows. Their steel shields did little good against a catapult, or a magic trap, but it did deflect the arrows as they were running; so half the arrows that made it down to his men were wasted. As they got within one hundred yards of the castle, many of his men lowered their shields thinking that they were out of danger, and while the larger projectiles, and volleys of arrows were flying over their heads, some of the archers on the walls were still targeting the front line. “Keep those shields up!” Mordyar shouted again, frustrated at his men. 
 
    Now that they were getting closer, he detected a magical attack. A large ball of fire was thrown up into the air. He dissipated it with a wave of his hand. Instantly a dozen more attacks launched out from the top of the city wall, half directed at him, the others at his army. 
 
    He threw out some clear shields in the air then teleported to a new location among his people. Half of the magician’s attacks struck into his men, but the others struck the shields and exploded in the air. Some more arrows and stones flew out again at the army. Mordyar knew he couldn’t put up enough shields to protect the entire army from magical and physical attacks while keeping himself safe. He needed to find a way to occupy the magicians, and stop the catapults’ attacks.  
 
    Standing under one of his invisible shields, he blasted the wall again shaking the soldiers who stood on the ramparts, and threw several magic attacks in high arcs so they landed behind the city walls among the buildings, or near where he estimated the long range weapons were located. He needed to take some of the long range weapons out. He watched carefully and used his enhanced hearing to listen for the order of the next attack. When the order came, he prepared six small flexible shields that he threw up into the air, not over his army, but directly above city wall, above the magical barrier. 
 
    When the large rocks launched from the catapults or trebuchets struck his shields, they bounced back falling into the city. They wouldn’t do much damage to the Denallian army, but those barriers would help keep his soldiers safe as they prepared to scale the walls. The magicians on the city walls would now need to focus on taking down his magic shields, and he would have some time to direct the scaling of the walls.  
 
    He made a motion with his arms and from the back of the army he saw that his order was being obeyed. The ladders were being passed overhead coming to the front lines.  
 
    When the ladders got to the front, Mordyar set up some simple protections that covered them from the archers on the wall. As he prepared a gust of magical air to redirect the incoming arrows, a stream of lightning shot from the top of the city wall directly at him. 
 
    Out of instinct, he threw out the counter spell to stop the lightning, the two spells clashed with an enormous boom that blasted the earth around Mordyar and sent dozens of his men sprawling to the ground. Mordyar himself was almost knocked to the ground. Who was this powerful magician? 
 
    As Mordyar regained his position in the saddle, the arrows fell among the front row of his soldiers. Most of the arrows bounced off shields and armor, but some did find targets among his men. The next line of warriors filled in around the ladders, and ran over top of their fallen comrades. 
 
    He knew that he could not kill the soldiers and archers directly with magic past the protection of the city wall, but he also saw the wall shake when he attacked it, so he fired a large rock at them. The attack shook the wall and sent some soldiers falling over each other, stopping the next wave of arrows from coming. 
 
    From inside the city a high arched volley of arrows sailed up, coming for the main body of his army. As he moved his hands and tried to push the arrows aside with a strong wind, a handful of magicians from the city wall threw more magic attacks at him. From all across the city wall fire, ice, air and magic were being thrown at him. He quickly teleported to the left side of the army and placed some more magic barriers out in the air near the city to block the archers. As soon as he began sending out the defensive magic, the magicians again targeted him and pounded at him with all they had. Knowing that he needed to maintain a visual on his soldiers, he moved again, this time to the back of the army. From there the magicians’ attacks would be weaker and he hoped he could set up some more defenses, but it would be very difficult for him to protect the soldiers on the front line from this distance. Although the defenses were infuriating, he also felt some respect for the strategist who orchestrated it. 
 
    He needed to focus on keeping the soldiers with ladders safe, and getting them into the city. He shouted above all the sounds of battle. “Scale the walls!” As they got closer, they were taking more losses, but that was always expected in war. His concern was not keeping all of them alive, he had only one motivation; getting the Stones of Power, and at this point he was convinced that the young archer was using the Sight Stone and a powerfully enchanted bow to make the accurate shots he was making at the large distances. As a reminder an arrow headed right for him and smashed into a defensive barrier directly in front of his face. 
 
    The soldiers carrying the ladders had almost reached the city wall, and their invisible shield had moved along with them so that the arrows could not reach them. On the city wall, the archers took a step back giving space for the foot soldiers to fill in. While some were still shooting down with bows, many were standing ready with swords, clubs and other melee weapons. The direct charge had cost him dearly, but when they got over the walls, the battle would be won. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Farin drew his sword and stood next to Angela and Blade on the walkway. He had watched as the long range weapons struck into the approaching army. While they were doing some good, many of the stones bounced back into the city, and the invading army had learned to keep their shields up as they kept running forward. The magicians were mainly focused on getting rid of Mordyar’s defenses or targeting the sorcerer directly, but some would throw an attack or two out into the mass of soldiers that crossed the field. But all these attacks kept coming and it seemed that nothing could stop them. 
 
    “When they come over the top of that wall, hit them with everything you’ve got. They cannot set foot on the ramparts!” Mylot called from along the lines. He was armed with a long sword and a small dagger that Farin knew gave him magical protection. 
 
    Farin turned to Angela and made eye contact trying to convey his love and concern, not trusting his voice to hold if he tried to speak to her. Mordyar’s soldiers were now in range and it was their turn to defend their country. Thirteen ladders hit the top of the wall in unison. Farin ran to one and tried pushing it down. It wouldn’t budge, so he called for some help. Angela and Blade grabbed and shoved at it, trying to dislodge it, but it wouldn’t move.  
 
    “It must be held here by magic,” Blade said. 
 
    “Stand ready!” Captain Conrad called out as they waited for the first of Mordyar’s soldiers to appear over the edge of the wall. “As soon as they are within range we knock them back. 
 
    Along the ramparts archers tried to get clear shots at the soldiers who were climbing up the ladders, but they held their shields above their heads, and for each arrow that found a target, another soldier climbed up in his place. 
 
    When a helmet crested above the ledge Captain Conrad slammed it down hard with her long sword, cleaving it almost in half. The hulking soldier fell backward but was easily thrown to the side by the next on the ladder. All along the city wall swords, helmets, gauntlets and other body parts were rising over the edge of the wall and quickly falling down. Mylot, Captain Conrad, and the king’s guards had each taken a ladder and with the advantage of the higher ground, the well trained soldiers were keeping Mordyar’s men at bay. 
 
    Mordyar appeared at the bottom of one of the ladders, and Farin pointed down, “Shoot him!” he called out. Before the magicians on the walls, or the archers had time to react, a small platform of earth appeared under the soldiers at the bottom of the ladder, and were pushed up the ladder. The men on the ladders all slid up, piling up on each other, until they were pushed over the top of the city wall. With the fast influx of men up and over the edge, the soldiers at the top of the wall were quickly being overwhelmed. Mordyar retreated back as the magicians struck out at him. 
 
    On the city wall, the King’s guard and foot soldiers fought hand to hand with Mordyar’s warriors.  
 
    Kaz was loosing arrows as quickly as he could, but it wasn’t enough to keep his archers safe. Some of them who couldn’t draw fast enough, or who were standing stock still from fear, were quick victims of the long sharp swords of Mordyar’s men who were now on the ramparts. 
 
    Farin and Angela fought back to back slicing and stabbing at any black armor that moved. They needed to get control back and stop the flow of the black clad soldiers from coming over the wall. They looked to the place where Mordyar had pushed his soldiers up over the edge of the wall and began moving forward. As they fought together they quickly cleared a path through Mordyar’s soldiers, pushing them back until Farin and Angela now stood at the top of the ladder meeting the soldiers as they first tried to get over the ledge. It was a constant fight throwing the men back, and as soon as one fell, another was there trying to get past. Trying to make some headway, Farin reached over the edge to swing his sword at the closest warrior who was a little ways down the ladder. When his sword connected, it lodged in the breastplate of the man coming up at him. As the man was thrown to the side, the sword caught and pulled on Farin. Although it came loose, it was too late. Farin lost his balance and began sliding down the ladder face first. He tried to regain his balance, but as the ladder was almost vertical, he was part of a cascade of men that ended with Farin standing on the ground next to the ladder he had just cleared. 
 
    He quickly looked up at Angela and saw her motioning for him to ascend back up the ladder, but instead, he ran forward and swung his sword through the legs of the ladder, cutting through the wood. Without support from the bottom the ladder fell, leaving Farin on the ground with thousands of dark armored soldiers closing in on him. He danced among them as quickly as he could, striking down everyone nearby. He was not trying to impress or win a tournament, he was making controlled stabs and parries, making sure each stroke brought death, just like Blade had taught him. It didn’t take long for the sheer numbers of men around him to overwhelm, and Farin was pressed up against the city wall in an inevitable defeat. 
 
    “Nooo!” Farin heard Angela scream from the top of the city wall, but he was too occupied to look up at her for a final look into her eyes. He knew he couldn’t keep fighting like this for long, but he felt satisfied that he had helped destroy one ladder, and perhaps helped to save someone’s life. Just as he was about to be overrun by soldiers, the ground erupted near Farin’s feet slamming him against the city wall where he fell down stunned. A semicircle of fire shot down from the city wall protecting him. Shaking his head and retrieving his sword, Farin looked up to see a magician blasting the soldiers around him with fire.  
 
    “Get the other ladders!” he yelled. 
 
    Farin waved at the magician, who then burned a line of soldiers clearing a way for Farin to run. He pumped his legs running to the next ladder and when he approached he swung his sword hoping to slice through the ladder, but his sword came to a dead stop. The ladder was built out of tree-thick logs; it would take hours for him to chop through that wood! 
 
    Farin quickly wedged his sword free and hamstringed the warriors on the ladder who were within reach. He began climbing up the ladder stabbing his way through Mordyar’s men. When he reached the top, he ducked under the swing of a Denallian foot soldier, then leapt back up to the city wall. Along the wall, many of his people were dead, but he also saw that all but one of the ladders were back to being in their control, with the invaders driven back. He ran into Angela’s arms.  
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” she said into his chest. 
 
    “You might still lose me before the day is out. The other ladder I tried to cut down was too strong. It is thicker than a fence post.” 
 
    “Let’s get over there and push them back!” Angela grabbed his arm and they ran to stop the flow of Mordyar’s men coming over the wall. When they arrived, they saw immediately what had happened. The King’s Guard had been killed and although they were trying, the people around the ladder top were outmatched. One group of archers was shooting at the soldiers, but the patrol of archers had been reduced to only four, and some of the soldiers were unnaturally massive taking up to four arrows to stop one person. 
 
    Angela and Farin pounded into the soldiers. They fought next to each other with a unity that can only come from consistent side-by-side training. Farin stabbed and ducked while Angela sliced, then they thrust their swords simultaneously into an exposed black breastplate. Swords were drawn free again and the two continued into the fray. Within a few agonizing moments, they had driven the soldiers back, and they had reclaimed the top of the ladder. The two stood together at the top ensuring no other dark clad men could crest the city wall. 
 
    Angela took over at the top of the ladder confronting all the black clad soldiers who came up over the lip of the wall, and Farin felt a hand on his back, he turned around holding his sword up ready to strike, when he realized it was Blade. The older man patted him on the back and nodded in approval.  
 
    “That was amazing,” he commented, “but don’t do it again!” 
 
    Farin didn’t comment, but turned back to the ladder and cut off an arm that was reaching up past the top of the ladder. Farin looked down the line of men and saw that in the last press, they had lost nearly fifty people. That was a devastating number to lose, but the wall was now being held again and the archers and other long range weapons were positioned between the ladders to shoot down approaching soldiers, and men scaling the wall. He also saw that Kaz was using magically enchanted arrows to target ladders that were being passed up to the wall, trying to break them before they could be used, but despite all he was doing, more ladders were making their way up to the wall. 
 
    While the army was temporarily held at bay, it was clear that the Denallians were outnumbered. They were getting tired, and there were no other people to replace them. There was no way for them to hold back the invaders indefinitely. With a few more ladders in place, Mordyar would overpower them with sheer numbers. While Angela fought at the top of one ladder, Farin left her side and stood at the top of another that had now been set up.  
 
    Farin leaned over the edge of the wall to strike at a soldier, but quickly ducked back and fell onto his back as the man threw a spear up at Farin that glanced off his shoulder guard. Before he could get to his feet, the soldier got up over the edge of the city wall and was standing above Farin swinging his sword down. The young man sliced with his sword at the attacker’s legs, knowing there was no way for him to maneuver his sword in time to block, but he hoped he could at least take out this soldier. 
 
    He watched the sword descend on him and with only inches before it would kill him, Blade stepped in and deflected the downward strike. Their swords together struck the stone wall beside Farin’s face. The older man pushed the large soldier back up against the ramparts, and stabbed at him finding a soft spot between layers of armor. Farin rolled out of the way and got back on his feet. While the one soldier was falling backward off the wall, the next came up behind him already swinging his sword at Blade. Farin braced his sword in front of himself and ran forward, but he was not fast enough. The dark clad soldier sliced downward with a short sword cutting Blade’s arm. 
 
    Farin thrust his sword forward and impaled the attacker, throwing him off the wall knocking down two more soldiers behind him. Farin dragged Blade back from the edge of the city wall and two other Denallian soldiers filled in their place at the top of the ladder.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” he asked Blade. 
 
    “Keep fighting!” the older man responded in pained gasps. “For as long as we have strength.” He stood up, tore a piece of fabric from his shirt and tied it around his wounded left arm. “Then we will know we did all we could.” 
 
    Farin could tell as he looked at his mentor that there was no way for them to win. This was quickly becoming a futile last stand against inevitable defeat. As the reality of what was happening was setting in, Farin heard a noise from beyond the battlefield, he turned to his left. At first it looked like a dark speck coming from the forests to the east, but as they got closer, he could see it was an army of horsemen charging toward Mordyar’s men. Although small in comparison to Mordyar’s forces, the group looked like it was just under a thousand. 
 
    A second sound echoed across the battlefield and Farin turned to see that a smaller force was making a synchronized charge from the opposite side. 
 
    “Kaz, Dune,” Farin called out, pointing at the incoming riders. “They’ll need some cover.” 
 
    Dune gathered a group of a dozen magicians and they began throwing up protections for the incoming riders as the other magicians increased their attacks on Mordyar, trying to keep him too occupied to be able to destroy the incoming force. 
 
    With the help and protection of the magicians, the group hit the right and left sides of Mordyar’s army at the same time, running through without even slowing down. They swung massive two-handed swords with one hand, and some hefted enormous hammers, and axes with ease. When they drove into Mordyar’s men, they plowed a path right into the heart of his army, making themselves completely surrounded. These men were crazy! 
 
    “That’s Maggie!” Kaz shouted. He drew an arrow and shot down Mordyar’s soldiers who were in the path of the second smaller army. 
 
    Mordyar blasted at the front of the large group of soldiers, and the leader, a large man who, unlike all the others, had worn shining armor into battle. He continued charging forward holding his shield out. When the fireball made contact with his shield, it vanished and the cavalry kept pressing through Mordyar’s army. 
 
    Even from his place on top of the city walls Farin could hear Mordyar screaming in anger and frustration before he teleported to the back of the army again.  
 
    Farin watched as this impossibly strong force of riders, turned and kept charged through Mordyar’s men now moving toward the city. Dune led the magicians in putting up protective barriers to defend the riders, but Mordyar was now blasting at them consistently, sometimes getting through to kill a handful at a time. The riders cut a swath through Mordyar’s army without losing much momentum, and now they raced along the city wall in one direction, as the secondary force, led by Maggie passed by them moving in the opposite direction. 
 
    With strength enhanced blows, they sliced down the ladders with ease and crushed under horse hoof those unfortunate enough to get in their way. When they had cleared the wall of all the ladders, the warriors in bright colored clothing lined up along the wall with weapons drawn.  
 
    At a great distance away, Mordyar was still throwing magic attacks at the mountain men, but the magicians were now able to keep them completely protected and the archers, took the front row on the city wall and started shooting down into the oncoming soldiers. “Kill them!” Mordyar shouted with a magically enhanced voice. “Get those ladders back up!” 
 
    Mordyar’s army charged forward against the grossly outnumbered group. Mordyar himself teleported so he was fighting on the front line throwing out magic attacks that burned a dozen Denallian soldiers, but he couldn’t stay there long before he became the target of all the archers and magicians on the wall.  
 
    With their backs to the wall, the men from the eastern mountains stood firm. Swinging their long swords and clubs they smashed the invaders back at an alarming rate. While some of them did fall, they were taking out at least five of Mordyar’s men for every one of them who fell. With the magicians keeping Mordyar bouncing all around, the ladders toppled to the ground, and the city wall protecting them, Farin began to see hope again.  
 
    He saw a magician moving among the long range weapons while pointing up to the sky. Within seconds, he heard orders being shouted out. “Fire!” The large rocks launched out over the city wall again without any obstruction, and the archers also began again to release volleys of arrows. Wave after wave of long range strikes pounded Mordyar’s army, reducing their numbers while they were basically at a complete standstill unable to gain any ground on the mountain men.  
 
    It must have become obvious to Mordyar as well when his magically enhanced voice bellowed out over the field. “Fall back! Get out of range!” 
 
    While Mordyar’s men retreated, the mountain men began cursing and calling the invaders cowards, though they held their line along the city wall. The long range weapons kept targeting the army until they were clear of the battle field. When Mordyar was beyond the reach of the archers and catapults they stopped their retreat and formed up ranks. “Archers,” Mordyar bellowed, “return fire.” Some men from the back of the army carrying bows, drew their weapons and launched a volley high into the air. 
 
    “They are out of range,” Farin said to Kaz who was now standing at his side. 
 
    Kaz strained his eyes and shook his head. “Mordyar is casting a spell,” he responded to Farin. “Get your shields up!” he screamed down to the mountain men. 
 
    “They don’t have any shields,” Farin responded. 
 
    Farin saw some motion from the corner of his eye and turned to see Dune leading a group of magicians running toward the edge of the city wall. They jumped up onto the side of the ramparts and leapt off the side of the wall. In mid-air they vanished appearing on the ground along the line of mountain men. Their hands were stretched up into the air forming a barrier that deflected the arrows just as they struck. Although most arrows were stopped, some magically enchanted arrowheads broke through, taking down some of their soldiers. 
 
    “Open the gates!” Mylot called. 
 
    “What?” Kaz asked, turning around in confusion as everyone moved to obey his order. “I thought we were staying behind the city walls?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Blade responded. “The battle has changed. Mordyar’s men have been beaten and pushed back, his magic is weakened. Now it is our time to hit him with a strong counter attack.”  
 
    “But we’ll be without any protection,” Farin argued. 
 
    “If we don’t go out there, the magicians and mountain men who just risked their lives to save us will be left without any protection.” 
 
    Kaz drew an arrow and shot it out into the distant army taking down one of Mordyar’s soldiers. “That’s definitely not going to happen,” Kaz concluded. He started running leaping down two steps at a time to get out the drawbridge. 
 
    Farin looked at Blade and shrugged his shoulders in confusion. “He’s crazy!” 
 
    Blade thoughtfully stroked his beard, “You’d do the same for Angela,” he responded with a smile. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kaz ran down the stairs pushing his way past other soldiers and out the gate. He ran along the row of mountain men past Dune as he threw up a magic barrier to stop the arrows.  
 
    “The army is coming,” Kaz said as he tried to catch his breath. He pointed to the drawbridge. “We just need to hold the line long enough so they can get out here safely.” 
 
    Dune started shaking his head. “We don’t have shields. We can only block so many arrows,” he responded. “If you have another way to stop the arrows I’m all ears, but we can’t keep everyone safe.” 
 
    “Kaz!” he heard a familiar voice from behind him. He turned around and saw Pentra. “There’s a magic arrow in that volley,” she said pointing up into the sky. “Close to the left side. I can hear the magic vibrations.” 
 
    “Got it.” Kaz barely said the words before he had his own magically enchanted arrow knocked, drawn and released, sailing up at the incoming attack. Kaz’s arrow made contact with the other magic arrow just as the volley began its descent toward his men. The result looked amazing.  
 
    The colliding magic arrowheads exploded in the air creating a large ball of energy that pulsed outwards. The energy blast was so powerful that it shattered many of the shafts sending small insignificant pieces in all directions, the arrows that did survive the explosion were mostly directed off course falling in the open field, and a few broken arrowheads fell down harmlessly on the men. 
 
    While Mordyar’s army stopped to look at the explosion, Kaz drew another arrow and shot down one of Mordyar’s archers.  
 
    He turned to Dune. “Does that work?” 
 
    Dune nodded at Kaz. “If you keep the arrows away we can take care of Mordyar’s magical attacks.” 
 
    “Two magic arrows in this return volley,” Pentra reported. 
 
    Kaz looked up into the incoming arrows and saw two small flashes of red. “They’re right next to each other,” Kaz said as he fired his first arrow into the oncoming volley. When the arrows met they exploded, destroying most of the incoming wave, including the second magic arrow. Having his arrow already drawn, Kaz fired a magically enhanced arrow at Mordyar. The sorcerer destroyed it and shot a ball of fire back at Kaz. 
 
    Dune threw up a magic protection that blocked the fireball from enveloping their army. “Thanks,” Kaz said as he lowered his hands. 
 
    “I think you have Mordyar’s attention again,” Dune responded. 
 
    Kaz shrugged and gave a slight grin. “More incoming,” Pentra reported and Kaz refocused on the volley of arrows descending on the Denallian army. 
 
    He shot another volley out of the sky as Dune deflected Mordyar’s attack on Kaz. “He really doesn’t like you,” the magician said in a dry tone. 
 
    Another volley was sent out at them. “Can you hear the magic arrows?” Kaz asked as he drew an arrow back. Pentra’s face was red as she strained her gift. Kaz scanned through the entire volley, but it was impossible for him to find a magic arrow without some direction. 
 
    “There isn’t one,” she finally said as she relaxed her clenched jaw. 
 
    “That’s not good,” he said, quickly pulling his bowstring taut. “I hope this works.” He released the magic arrow in a high arch and quickly drew a second. Pausing for a split second, he then released the bowstring shooting at his own arrow. The two magic arrows collided just above the group of arrows and they exploded in the air. The explosion blasted downwards, deflecting almost half of the volley from Mordyar’s army, but most of the arrows continued their path down on their front line. Kaz watched as several of the mountain men were taken down before they were even able to fight, but he was happy that with the protection of Dune and the other magicians, most of the men were unscathed. 
 
    “Charge!” Kaz turned and saw that it wasn’t Mylot making the order. He was still getting his soldiers out of the city. It was Trae. He had his mace held high and ran at the front of the group. The mountain men began screaming out curses charging forward. Kaz drew his bow and began loosing arrows out into Mordyar’s army. He knew they were still slightly outnumbered, Mylot’s soldiers were still spilling out the narrow gate, Mordyar’s forces were a safe distance from the long range weapons but he ran with the mountain men. He ran toward Maggie. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    From the top of the city wall, Kire watched with dread as the segmented army ran in two groups toward Mordyar’s forces. The mountain men, led by Trae were making a direct charge across the battlefield, and Mylot’s soldiers were trailing behind the mountain men running as quickly as they could when they came out of the city walls. “This is not good,” Kire remarked to Blade who was at his side. “We need a unified effort.” 
 
    “On the other hand,” Blade responded. “With the men spread out, it gives Mordyar more targets than he can possibly hit at a single time.” 
 
    “I think he already has his target,” Kire responded pointing down to the battlefield. Mordyar shot out an attack at Kaz and Dune stepped out in front of him reflecting his attack back at him. Mordyar flew backward, but quickly recovered. Dune ad Mordyar stalked closer together blasting magic out at the other. Several magicians had appeared next to Dune forming a small half-circle and Mordyar’s army was forming behind him making an opening in the center of the battle for a massive magic duel.  
 
    “It looks like Kaz is at least safe for a little while,” Blade remarked. 
 
    Kire looked out and saw that he was right. Dune was fighting with Mordyar. Trae, Pentra, and Kaz were close behind them, and even Maggie was closing in on the opening that was created by the magic battle. He looked around for Mylot. The king was now out of the city charging with some of his personal guards into the fray.  
 
    Kire turned to Blade. “I need to get down there with them,” he said knowing that the only thing that could bring them victory was the gathering of the Stones of Power. “If we die, hold the city as long as you can, then send the women and children to flee the city.” 
 
    Blade placed his uninjured hand on Kire’s shoulder and nodded solemnly. Kire ran down the steps of the city walls and out a small side gate. At the back of the soldiers, he was relatively safe from harm, but he still picked up a short sword from the ground as he made his way toward the magic duel. In his studies he had picked up on something that might help them win against Mordyar. He just needed to get close. 
 
    He pushed his way through the crowd and found Kaz and Pentra also now standing on the inside of the perimeter the magicians had made around Mordyar. Dune’s jaw was flexed tight as he blasted Mordyar with a stream of something that looked purple in color. Mordyar was grimacing and looked like he was also straining to use all his magic in this battle. As he came into the small opening that was surrounded by Denallian magicians, he saw Kaz taking some steps toward Mordyar. Pentra grabbed his shoulder. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “It looks like Dune could win this fight if Mordyar lost his concentration for even a second. I’m going to distract him. He’s been trying to get at me all day,” Kaz reached into his shirt and pulled out the Sight Stone. “Now is his chance.”  
 
    “You can’t do that!” Pentra exploded. “There’s got to be a better way to get his attention.” 
 
    Ignoring Pentra, Kaz strode farther into the clearing holding the stone high in the air. “Do you see this?” he shouted. “This is what you’re after, why don’t you come here and get it!” If seeing the Sight Stone shocked Mordyar, he didn’t show it in anything more than a sideways glance in Kaz’s direction. 
 
    Kaz took a step forward, holding the stone high, but now had some doubt on his face. If he thought that having the Stone so close would have thrown Mordyar into some kind of rage, it wasn’t working. “Do I need to shoot you again?” he asked trying to taunt the sorcerer. 
 
    As he pestered Mordyar with no results, Pentra walked boldly into the small clearing holding up the Hearing Stone. His jaw dropped open and Dune’s magic blast gained several feet on the sorcerer. “Mordyar, you are going to fail!” she said as she walked closer to him. “The stones are gathered and uniting. We are standing as one against you!” 
 
    Trae burst into the opening throwing some soldiers head over heels as his magic shield hit them. He grabbed one of Mordyar’s soldiers with one hand and threw him directly at Mordyar. The soldier burned to ash as he struck the protective magic barrier Mordyar had created around himself. Trae stopped running reached into his shirt produced the Strength Stone. Mordyar started to scream in anger and frustration and he pressed out with all his power. Dune pushed back even harder, throwing Mordyar down to one knee. While pressed down, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the Magic Stone, which was now glowing faintly. 
 
    Kire then reached under his shirt and pulled out the Intellect Stone and held it up. 
 
    Kire looked out into the battle searching for Maggie, but as he had come to discover, she didn’t need help getting where she needed to be. Her horse trotted into the clearing and she leapt off, landing on the ground with the Perception Stone in one hand and the banner of Denall in the other. She made eye contact with Kire and nodded. He knew it was now up to him to figure out this puzzle. The red intellect marks on Kire’s forehead flared dark maroon and the Intellect Stone began to glow. “Activate your gifts,” Kire shouted to the stone holders. 
 
    One at a time the Stones of Power began to glow lava-red as each stone holder activated his or her gift; they glowed brighter and brighter until all six stones were almost too bright to look at. As they were glowing, the stones rose from their hands into the air, floating into a perfect circle above the clearing.  
 
    Without any explanation, the magic battle between Dune and Mordyar stopped and the wicked sorcerer began laughing with an enhanced voice that boomed over the battlefield. The fighting stopped and the soldiers backed away from each other forming an uncomfortable temporary respite. Mordyar moved to the center of the clearing so the stones were circling around him. “Don’t you see?” Mordyar began, “I am destined to wield the power of the stones! I am the master of the stones!” 
 
    Kaz reached out to take back his stone, but when he touched it the air around the stone was so hot he didn’t dare touch it. As Kaz retreated, Kire placed a hand on his shoulder and strode forward to stand in front of Mordyar. With renewed confidence provided by his enhanced understanding, Kire spoke boldly. “The stones were never made for you. Their entire existence and purpose is to destroy you.”  
 
    Mordyar pushed his arms out throwing a wave of air that threw the stone holders to the ground. Mordyar began to laugh. “The Stones have chosen me,” he declared. “Your pitiful attempt to stop me has revealed your greatest asset. If you will stay down on your knees and bow before my superior power, this battle can end.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Kaz rose to his feet and stood in front of Mordyar. The sorcerer glared down at him expectantly, but Kaz remained standing. “When I left my village, I made a vow,” he said, never taking his eyes off of Mordyar. “I promised to bring honor to my home and my family. There’s no way I’m letting you destroy everything that I love.” He didn’t move, as if expecting Mordyar to blast him with some kind of magic, but instead another stone holder stepped up to his side. 
 
    Maggie gripped his hand as she joined him. “We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    On his left Pentra and Trae fell in beside him, and Kire and Dune joined the line. 
 
    “The stone holders,” Mordyar said with a patronizing grin, “too bad there is no part of the prophecy that talks about you. I think your job was to make sure the stones were delivered to me. I guess that means I should thank you.” He began to laugh. Kire thought that he would feel fear as he faced this man in person, but instead he felt something much deeper. As he stood in this line, gripping hands with other people who would lay down their lives for their country, he was overwhelmed with peace and love. As he stared into Mordyar’s eyes, he saw a glimmer of confusion. The sorcerer looked to his left as if he heard something unexpected. It was a small hum at first, coming from the Denallian army, but grew into a huge chorus that swept over them and was picked up by all the Denallian soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Arise children of Denall 
 
    the day of our glory has arrived 
 
    we fear not these foreign invaders 
 
    who come to put in chains 
 
      
 
    Mordyar’s look of confusion was replaced by hatred and anger. He held his hand out to throw a magical attack at the stone holders, but before it could hit, Mylot appeared, running with super human speed to intercept Mordyar’s attack. The magic attack surrounded him, and vanished into the ground. “We are not afraid of you,” Mylot declared. 
 
    Mordyar shook with rage as the music continued. 
 
      
 
    From the banks of the Gulpa 
 
    to our fortress southern shore 
 
    from the amber fields of Lexingar  
 
    to the burning sands of Coffal 
 
    We will defend our beloved fatherland! 
 
      
 
    The intellect marks flared on Kire’s head as he tried to think of some way to beat this man. His magic was so strong it seemed to counter all that they could do. Then he remembered Maven’s notes. Mordyar’s weakness was that he relied too much on his magic. They needed to get past his magic then use all of their gifts, including the one gift he didn’t have. Foresight. 
 
    “Use the ring,” Kire called out. 
 
    Mylot lunged forward thrusting his sword, but it bounced harmlessly off Mordyar’s protective barrier. He stepped closer and punched out. When the fist with his magic protecting ring hit Mordyar’s shield, it passed through and Mylot landed a punch that threw Mordyar’s head backward.  
 
    The stone holders followed Mylot in perfect unison. Dune threw out a magic attack that blasted the ground at Mordyar’s feet. Kaz drew an arrow and released it at the sorcerer while Pentra threw a boot knife. Both attacks hit him, but Mordyar quickly waved his hand over the wounds healing himself. 
 
    “Try healing this,” Trae challenged as he ran forward and pounded Mordyar with his enchanted mace. Mordyar flew backward several feet falling on his back. 
 
    Dune threw his hands up in front of himself just as Mordyar threw out a wall of fire. When the flames cleared, Mordyar was back on his feet. The stone holders held their ground standing defiantly as their army continued their anthem: 
 
      
 
    We will never give in to tyrants 
 
    We will never bow to the despot’s demands 
 
    We will water the furrows of our fields 
 
    with the unholy blood of these bands 
 
      
 
    Maggie started walking slowly forward, closing the space between herself and Mordyar. “You think you’re powerful?” she asked, while walking forward. “You don’t have all the gifts of the ancient sorcerers. You don’t even know what the sixth gift is.” She came to a stop in front of him. 
 
    Mordyar attacked, but Maggie side stepped, dropped to the ground and spun around grabbing Mylot’s hand to place the magic ring between herself and Mordyar sending the attack into the earth. 
 
    Maggie raised her arms into the air and the Stones of Power began moving, they spun in a slow circle then came together in the center joining into on single orb of light centered over Mylot. 
 
      
 
    March forward and never retreat 
 
    we will cut down our foes like wheat 
 
    we will vanquish all our foes 
 
    victory, liberty, and glory will be ours 
 
    victory, liberty, and glory will be ours 
 
      
 
    Mordyar shot out with magic again, but each attack was redirected into the ground before it could do any damage. The sorcerer stood up and swung his sword trying to cut Mylot down. The king did not move, but stood still as the sword glanced off a protective barrier, not doing any harm. “What is happening!?” Mordyar screamed! 
 
    “I tried to tell you,” Kire replied. “We all misunderstood the prophecies. They were only ever partially about you.” Reciting from memory Kire began to speak. “In the third era, a leader shall arise.” He stopped speaking and pointed at Mylot.  
 
     “What?” Mordyar demanded. “That prophecy speaks of me! ME!” 
 
    Kire continued emphasizing every word the way the prophecy was meant to be read, the way he was able to understand it after studying and pondering with the Intellect Stone. “To save, he must destroy the one without a mark, without a gift, without strength who became the one with all marks save one, all gifts save one, all strengths save one.” 
 
    The instant the words escaped from Kire’s lips the truth that had been hidden in plain sight visibly shook Mordyar. He stopped attacking Mylot and turned to look at Kire, then up to the light of the united stones that would never be his. The prophecy had never been about his victory, it was about the leader who would destroy him. He had searched his entire life for the Stones of Power, thinking that they would give him the strength to rule everything, but through his misunderstanding, he had come to the very place where he now knew, he would fail. 
 
    While he was still shocked, Maggie subtly tapped Mylot on the back. He sliced forward with his sword slashing at Mordyar. The sorcerer instinctively shot out with magic but it was dissipated, and Mylot struck him in the chest smashing him backward.  
 
    Trae sped forward, striking him again just as an arrow from Kaz’s bow sunk deep into him. Dune blasted him with magic, and Pentra threw a knife that lodged itself into him. Mordyar waved his hands over himself trying in vain to counter all the damage that was done, then Maggie and Mylot lunged forward burying their swords into his chest in perfect unison. Mordyar fell backward unmoving onto the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing in the middle of the battlefield, Mylot and Maggie withdrew their swords from Mordyar and stepped back from him. “You did it,” Maggie said with a smile. “You saved Denall.” 
 
    “We did it,” Mylot said looking around at Maggie, the stone holders and the entire army. Mylot looked at the soldiers in black. They were all standing still, staring at him. At first he did not know why.  
 
    Maggie took a step away from him and he felt the unnatural glow of the light cast by the united Stones of Power intensify. He looked up into the glorious light and reached his hand out to it. The light lowered down until it touched Mylot and an invisible power shot outwards in a wave that knocked down half of the gathered army and pushed the rest of them back leaving everyone staring at the man with the glowing orb. Mylot dropped to his knees and began to scream out in agony and the earth started to shake. 
 
    He was at once aware of everything that was happening around him, and also overwhelmed by the physical pain he was experiencing. 
 
    Maggie turned to Kaz shaking her head. “This is not good,” she said softly. She grabbed his hand and they stepped back several yards as the power moved through Mylot and down into the ground. The earth cracked and opened up into a crater that swallowed Mordyar’s body and any other soldiers who were dead, or unable to run away quickly enough. Mylot couldn’t control the raw destructive power of The Changing. It tore at him, threatening to break him apart as it had the earth. It sent ripples in every direction even under Norwell’s city wall.  
 
      
 
     “Get out of here!” Trae shouted. He pulled on Pentra’s arm and they began to run.  
 
    Mylot tensed his muscles against the pain and tried to stop the flow of power from him into the earth. Never in his life had he faced such a force. It pressed on him squeezing him. He strained every part of his body pushing himself up from the ground. He felt like if he could just stand up, he might be able to keep the power contained inside his body, but it was stronger than he was. He couldn’t beat this on his own.  
 
    Mylot forced his body up to kneeling and the destruction slowed down. He watched as Kire grabbed one of Trae’s arms and pulled him to a stop. “We can’t leave him now,” Kire said to the other two.  
 
    As he watched them refusing to leave him, he could faintly hear them calling to him. “Stop this!” Maggie shouted. “Please!”  
 
    Mylot looked down at Maggie and he remembered the time they travelled together, the experiences they had shared. It was brief, but it had restored inside of him something he thought he had lost—family. For a moment he felt like himself and he drew his sword up from the ground and pushed himself up against the power of The Changing. 
 
    The broken crack in the earth split wide into a canyon that stretched out under Norwell’s city walls causing the walls to break into large pieces. 
 
    “Get away from the wall!” Captain Conrad shouted as one large section of wall fell down crashing over the moat. She shoved one soldier to the side as a large building block fell landing where he had been standing.  
 
    She began to run away from the city wall and the crumbling earth, but Mylot could see she would not make it. “Not Beth. Please,” he begged The Changing to stop. 
 
     But there was nothing that could stop the current of raw power that was racing through him. He watched in horror as Beth sprinted for safety and a section of wall crumbled and fell on top of her. “Ahhh!” she screamed. The stone and mortar crushed her left leg and pinned her down. “Mylot please!” she screamed out in agony as she reached out her arms toward him. 
 
    Mylot looked out at Pentra, Kire, Dune, Kaz, Maggie and Beth. They all watched him as he struggled to stand. He didn’t know why, or what he had done to earn it, but they looked at him with confidence. They looked at him as though they knew he could gain control of The Changing, when he had already given up on himself. 
 
    With renewed determination, he pressed against the ground and pooled all the power he could from his gift and forced his body to rise. Inch by inch he got up off the ground. As he rose, he was able to hold the destructive power inside himself. The earth’s shaking reduced and eventually came to a stop. 
 
    With his feet under himself, he thought that the raging power would stop, but it was there inside him. The physical changing of the earth stopped, but he could feel the energy pushing against him from the inside, trying to get out. He strained his muscles holding it back. 
 
    The stone holders ran to his side. Kaz and Pentra braced themselves under Mylot’s arms holding him upright. “We’ve got you buddy,” Kaz said, then quickly added. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Mylot listen to me,” Kire said getting Mylot’s attention. “The Changing is often thought of as the end of the world, but there is no writing or prophecy to support that conclusion. You have the power to change the world; you don’t need to destroy it.” 
 
    Mylot shook his head. “I can’t control it,” he replied. “I just need to keep it inside me so it doesn’t destroy anything else!” 
 
    “If you do not let that power out, it will kill you and destroy everything!” Kire said. “You need to get it under your control.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” Mylot countered. “I’ll just hold it inside me. I’ll keep it back.” 
 
    Maggie touched the side of Mylot’s face and looked at him tenderly. “Mylot,” she said, a tear began falling down her cheek. “You are The Changing.” He watched Maggie for a moment not knowing what she meant. “Look at you.” She backed away a step. “The pampered brat from the house of Tran now fighting to save the lives of Denallians and invaders alike; giving up your own life for them. That is The Changing: Selflessness, courage, sacrifice, forgiveness, love. That is what you have become, and that is what it will take to control The Changing. I know you can do it. I have faith in you… my brother.” 
 
    Mylot felt deep within himself. The power pushing against him was ripping his muscles apart, but if what Maggie said was true, this battle wasn’t about his strength. He looked over his shoulder and saw Beth pinned under the city wall. Some soldiers had surrounded her and were trying to dig her out, but they were not making much progress. As he watched her he thought of what she had taught him. Putting himself in harm’s way to save others was his duty. He took a deep breath and released his hold on the power inside himself. It pushed out, the pain was excruciating, but Mylot kept looking at Beth. He reached out his hands and the rocks slowly started to lift off of her. When they were suspended in the air Mylot pulled his hand toward himself and she lifted up off the ground and gently floated into the air. The pressure and pain inside lessened. 
 
    He turned her around and with the power he was now starting to control; he repaired the bones in her leg and healed the open wounds. He set her down on the ground and turned to look at the army that had gathered.  
 
    “I know why you are here,” Mylot shouted to the soldiers in the field. “I can see your fears and your hopes. Most of you followed Mordyar because he saved you. He took you from a place where you were oppressed, bullied, and ridiculed. He promised you gifts in return for your loyalty. Mordyar is dead, and I now have the power of The Changing, and I intend to change the world, starting with you!” 
 
    Mylot held out his hands pointing at the army of black clad soldiers and released his hold on The Changing. In a blast of power, a wave of magic passed over them knocking them to the ground. The glowing orb made up of the Stones of Power dropped to the ground and split again into six perfectly polished black stones. 
 
    “What have you done?” Kaz asked looking out at the fallen men. “I thought you said you didn’t want to destroy anymore.” 
 
    Mylot’s body sagged and he leaned heavily on Kaz. “Just keep watching with those sharp eyes of yours,” he responded. 
 
    The red marks on Kaz’s temple flared to life. He looked over the soldiers. They all lay on the ground motionless, but something was changing in them. Some filled out with muscles, while others started to form red marks next to their eyes, ears or on their foreheads. “They have marks,” Kaz said. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I changed them,” he responded. “Now they can change the world.” 
 
    “The Stones of Power were created by the sorcerers who gave the marks to men,” Kire explained. “They are connected to our gifts in many different ways. He reached down and picked up the Stones of Power and handed one to each of the stone holders. “We are the stone holders and I feel very certain we are just beginning to realize what that means.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mylot sat on the throne of Denall with his interim advisor sitting in a large seat next to him. Kire had resisted the appointment and only agreed when Mylot compromised to the title of interim, which Kire emphasized at every opportunity. 
 
    “The swordsmen are here, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “See them in,” Mylot replied in a formal tone. 
 
    Blade entered the audience chamber, followed closely by Angela and Farin. 
 
    The three bowed down on one knee then rose up with Mylot’s motion. “Every king needs an official guard,” Mylot said when they were standing. “I have witnessed firsthand what you three can do with your blade, and I want you to be on my personal guard, leading and training the troops and guarding me.” 
 
    “I am honored by the offer,” Blade began, “but I have seen enough war and bloodshed. I think I can serve your country better by joining with Odon in the village of Hess.” 
 
    Mylot nodded his head and looked expectantly at Farin and Angela. 
 
    “What about Captain Conrad?” Farin asked. “I thought she would be the person to fill that role.” 
 
    “She has agreed to pursue another option,” Mylot replied. He could not stop the smile from spreading over his face, as he thought about his bride-to-be. 
 
    Farin looked from the king to Angela. Angela was nodding her head as if encouraging Farin to take the offer. “From the time I left Dungan I have always dreamed of joining the army, traveling to faraway places, and having adventures. But now things have changed.” He looked over his shoulder at Angela and Blade. There were clean strips of white cloth wrapped around Angela’s right leg and Blade’s arm was wrapped and hanging in a sling. Almost everyone who stood to defend the country was left with wounds, and many had died. “I watched Blade step out in front of me and almost get killed by an invader. If he had not received magical healing, he could have died.” Farin looked to Angela then reached out and grabbed her hand. “I love my country,” Farin said looking back at the king, “but that was not the kind of adventure I want to be a part of again. I actually was thinking of doing some farming, perhaps settling down somewhere along the Gulpa River.” 
 
    “You remembered?” Angela asked with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “How could I forget?” Angela pulled him close and kissed him but was quickly stopped by her father giving Farin a solid elbow in the ribs. 
 
    “Really?” Blade asked as he gestured to the king. “You have to do that here?” 
 
    Farin and Angela awkwardly bowed. “We also regretfully turn down your offer,” Farin replied. 
 
    “So now you’re speaking for me?” Angela asked releasing his hand and crossing her arms across her chest. 
 
    “No,” Farin said raising his hands defensively. “That didn’t come out right, I…” 
 
    Angela started laughing at Farin’s faltering. “It’s a good thing I love you so much,” she said. “Are you sure?” Mylot asked, somewhat surprised by the rejection. “This kind of offer will not come again.” Farin looked back at Angela and Blade. He turned to the king and confidently nodded his head. “Although I hate to see you go, I can’t help but think that you’ve made the right choice.” Mylot stood up from the throne, stepped down from the dais and gave Farin a strong embrace. “I will never forget you.” Then turning to Angela and Blade he inclined his head, not wanting to injure them by hugging them. “I wish you all the very best, thank you.” 
 
    As they turned to leave, Angela grabbed Farin in a tight hug and kissed his cheek before helping to escort her father from the room. 
 
    Mylot looked at Kire, as he ascended the steps. “First you turn down the offer to be my advisor, then this. I’m not used to so much rejection.” 
 
    “I think that you’ll find that most people just want a normal, quiet life.” 
 
    “I hope that is true,” Mylot said, more to himself than to Kire. “I sincerely do.” After a short silence, he turned to Kire again. “I do have one question that has been on my mind since The Changing.” Kire nodded his head. “How did you figure out that The Changing wasn’t total destruction?” 
 
    Kire nodded knowingly. “It was right in front of us this whole time. The prophecy was about a leader who would save the people by destroying Mordyar, not by destroying everything. That’s exactly what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kaz placed a note on the bed in his chamber. He carefully smoothed the bedspread and took a long look at the room. The elaborately decorated room was one of the finest in the entire palace and there were some things he would miss. He liked being able to ring a bell and have what he wanted brought to him on a platter, and he had to admit that it was wonderful to sit in a steaming hot bath without needing to haul the water or bring it to a boil on his own. However, despite these luxuries, Kaz missed his home and his heart longed for the open spaces and simple life in Dungan. His greatest regret was that he was returning home alone. 
 
    He turned and left the room silently, throwing his bow over his shoulder as he walked. In his mind, he forced himself to stop thinking of Garin and the other soldiers who had died fighting for Denall’s freedom, but instead planned out the route home. He was heading north through Lexingar, then he would continue west to Omer’s Keep before he finished his travels. 
 
    Kaz went to the stables and found his tall warhorse with saddle bags filled to capacity. He also had a pack horse that carried enough supplies to get him home. As he jumped up into the saddle, he thought of the note he left on the bed. He knew it wasn’t a very personal way to say goodbye, but Mylot had kept Kire so busy, he was sure his mentor would understand. 
 
    Besides, he already tried to leave three times and Kire had talked him out of it. Kaz knew that the stubborn old man would have him stay in Norwell forever if he had his way. He smiled thinking of Kire, and shed a tear at the same time. “Goodbye my friend,” Kaz said out loud while looking up at the palace. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the hot Coffal desert, Dune teleported to the entrance of the lost temple; he spoke the magic words and the sand transformed into an opening. Dune stood outside the opening and called inside, “Droom.” 
 
    The elderly magician slowly came to the entrance, with confusion on his face. “Why are you calling from the door? Come in.” He motioned with his arm welcoming Dune, but the younger magician stood still and shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t,” he began slowly. “I don’t think I will be welcome when I report what happened in Norwell.” 
 
    Droom looked very worried and stood silently waiting for Dune’s report. 
 
    “I led the magicians to Norwell, we set up defenses, and united with the king’s army. The king himself killed Mordyar and Denall is safe,” Dune paused for a long moment and dropped his gaze to the floor before speaking in a barely audible whisper. “But only one in four magicians have returned from the battle.” I came and woke you from your sleep only to lead most of the remaining magicians to their deaths. I am truly sorry.”  
 
    Droom walked forward and pulled Dune into the temple. “Our children have fought and died for our freedom. We will mourn their loss,” he said, thick with emotion, “very deeply.” He released Dune and held him at arm’s length. “Dune, please look at me.” Dune looked up hesitantly. “It would be an even greater tragedy to send you away for a crime you did not commit. Mordyar is guilty, and he has been slain. You are a hero, and we welcome you home.” 
 
    Dune nodded slightly, and waved for the surviving magicians to follow him as he entered the temple. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You take care of him, Pentra,” Trae’s mother called out as her son mounted his horse. “Don’t let him go hurting himself again.” 
 
    Trae waved a final goodbye to his parents. “They sure are crazy about you,” Trae said to Pentra. “And the way my mom keeps telling you to keep me from getting hurt, you’d think I was a child who fell and scraped his knee.” 
 
    “I can’t help it, I’m irresistible and dependable. They actually seem to like me more than you do,” she replied sarcastically as they rode next to each other. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Trae replied automatically. He reached over and took her hand and kissed it gently. “It’s not possible.” 
 
    “Aww,” Pentra leaned out of her saddle to kiss Trae on the lips. “You’re such a sweet man.” 
 
    Trae grinned broadly and looked back to Pentra. While he looked at her he narrowed his eyes in confusion. “So where are we going?” 
 
    “I told you before; we’re going on our honeymoon.” She shook her head as if the question was ridiculous. 
 
    “Yes you’ve said that before, but where exactly are we heading?” 
 
    Pentra turned back to look at Trae and gave him a stern look. “It’s a secret.” 
 
    “I thought married couples don’t have secrets,” Trae said playfully. 
 
    “Then it’s a surprise,” she clarified. “Married couples have surprises don’t they?” Trae relented for a moment, letting the issue drop until Pentra looked at him in just the wrong way.  
 
    In their time traveling through the mountains, he had gotten very good at reading her facial expressions, no matter how subtle. What he saw was definitely an I-hope-he-stops-pressing-the-issue-because-I’m-hiding-something look. “This isn’t a honeymoon getaway is it?” Trae asked. 
 
    “What would make you say that?” she asked, making a mock offended look and bringing her hand up to her chest as if she was shocked by what he said. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes. What is this trip really about?” This time his tone was clear that he would not be put off. 
 
    She made a face like she was trying to think of a good excuse, or lie, but instead she just sat with her mouth open. “Fine, it’s not a honeymoon; it’s a detour on our way to our honeymoon.” 
 
    “What kind of detour could we possibly need?” 
 
    “I left a large sum of money with one of my friends, Flick, who lives west of Kinstock. I thought we could go in and pay him a visit.” 
 
    Trae looked at her genuinely hurt. “We don’t need a large sum of money; I’m going to set up a blacksmith shop in Norwell. We’ll be comfortable and well taken care of. I can provide for our family, you know.” 
 
    “I know you can provide for us, in fact, I need you to help me get the gold back from him. He probably won’t give it up without a fight. You see?” she began, “You’ll actually be the one providing it for our family.” 
 
    Trae shook his head knowingly. “Well one thing is for certain, being married to you is going to be a great adventure.” He pulled Pentra close for a fierce kiss. “Let’s go get that gold.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The months that followed were a time of change throughout all of Denall. King Mylot began his reign by setting up a council, made up of men and women from all the regions of Denall. He listened to the needs of those living in the desert, and the men working in the mountains. He brought in people from Pike Point and some from the northern villages. He drew on the collective strength of all the people in Denall.  
 
    After cleaning up the city, rebuilding the wall, and making repairs to the farms they had leveled on their trek from the desert, the invaders were given work so they could return to their families, or remain peacefully in Denall. Although some of his people wanted them to be punished further, he had learned through The Changing, that anger and revenge were not nearly as powerful as forgiveness and love. He wanted his rein to start and end with showing as much mercy as he could. 
 
    Throughout the years, Mylot was grateful to have by his side, the interim advisor, who was never able to find a suitable replacement, and his loving queen. When he began to lose perspective, she reminded him, as she had during his training, that his job was to stand up for the weak and defenseless, and protect those who could not protect themselves. That is when he would reflect back on his life, and his short service with the King’s Royal Guard. He had seen that there were hidden secrets, entire villages of people in slavery, or those who scraped by on a meager income, surviving only on what their mothers and children could grow in a small patch of a garden while the men went out seeking work, sometimes far away from the family. There was no need for this kind of poverty hidden among so much wealth. Throughout his time on the throne, King Mylot gained daily strength by remembering the lessons from a wise trainer, the hospitality of a starving family, the cruelty of a cold dungeon, the bravery of a farm boy, and the devotion of a loving people. He worked tirelessly to make Denall a kingdom worthy of the subjects he had come to know and love.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day of the Dungan Summer Festival was welcomed with a bright, cloudless morning. From the roof of the Dungan Inn, Kaz stood watch, hoping to see some familiar faces. The village had grown and the news of the festival had spread so it had become quite a spectacle. He was surprised at how many unfamiliar faces kept moving into the surrounding area. Many strangers now mixed in with the people he had known since birth. 
 
    Although he could never say it to anyone, he knew the reason for the increased population. When Omer’s guards stopped their aggressive search for magic items, they had a lot more time to protect the people in their realm. With the added protection, Dungan, Hillside, and the other villages in the Woller Plains had grown tremendously. The also benefited greatly from the trade route that was set up from Hess. 
 
    Kaz looked down to the village green. The stage was set up and everything seemed to be coming together as he had directed. In some ways it reminded him of his own Troven, but in other ways it was a completely new experience. This year was his first year as village council president, and he was sending off his own son. 
 
    He remembered how difficult it had been to stand on that stage as a boy, thinking he would not have anyone to see him off. He also remembered the joy he had felt when Gran had handed him his care package. Kaz unconsciously rubbed the Sight Stone that was under his shirt. It had been his faithful companion for many years and he hoped it would be for many more. 
 
    Among the crowd of guests, Kaz finally saw the people he was searching for. It had been several years since he had seen his friends, but time had not changed them much. Trae and Pentra rode into the village on tall horses, with what looked like a small caravan of followers riding smaller animals behind them. Kaz could not contain his smile as he climbed down from the roof and made his way to them. 
 
    “You made it!” Kaz exclaimed as he threw his arms around Trae. “I’m so glad you came.” 
 
    Pentra held her hand out and Trae took it and gently lowered her to the ground. “It’s good to see you too, Kaz,” she said as they embraced and she gently kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Uncle Kaz!” Tek called as he ran into Kaz’s open arms. He was their oldest son and still remembered when they had last visited. “Can you show me some more bow tricks?” He and Kaz both looked up to Pentra for approval. 
 
    “It’s fine with me,” she said in an exasperated tone. “As long as you are safe,” she quickly added. 
 
    Kaz nodded seriously. “We’re always safe.” He smiled down at Tek. “We’ll do that after the ceremony today. In fact, there’s an archery tournament later on.” 
 
    Tek looked up to his dad mischievously, and whispered quietly. “Dad says this is the year he’ll beat you.” He leaned close and cupped his mouth to Kaz’s ear. “But I still think you’ll win.” 
 
    “What was that?” Trae asked, after he unloaded the last rider from a small pony. 
 
    Tek and Kaz stood up in unison. “Nothing,” they responded. Kaz winked at the boy. 
 
    “You need to introduce me to the rest of the family,” Kaz insisted. “I’ve only met Tek and Lilly.” 
 
    Pentra reached out and touched each child on the head as she called out their names. “Alexander is nine, Jeremy just turned eight, and Joel is six.” Joel ducked his head so she couldn’t touch him. “He likes to try my patience. And this is our baby girl, Hannah.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby!” Hannah protested. 
 
    “Wow!” Kaz exclaimed as he looked at their beautiful family. “I’m so glad that you all could come.” 
 
    “Where’s your family?” Trae asked looking around. 
 
    “They’ll be here soon. I had to come early and make sure everything was being set up properly.” Kaz rolled his eyes, not overly thrilled about being the town leader. 
 
    Trae tied up the last horse, then gave Kaz a final embrace. “It looks like you’re needed again.” He pointed at a man setting up some decorations. The man was waving desperately, trying to get some help. 
 
    Kaz apologized quickly then began running across the village green. “I’ll see you after the ceremony.” 
 
    “I see your wife coming,” Pentra called to him. “We’ll be with her.” Kaz waved to acknowledge that he heard her then turned around to help get things set up. 
 
    After getting everything set up and waiting for all the young men to arrive, Kaz walked up to the center of the stage and stood with the town council flanking him in perfect symmetry. “Welcome one and all to this hallowed occasion.” 
 
    Not wanting to be long winded, and not trusting that he could keep his emotions intact, Kaz went right into the official ceremony. “Two hundred-sixty six years ago a young man named Dungan was eighteen. While young and not yet considered a man he left from Kinstock with his new bride to seek their fortune in the world. Exactly eleven months, three days from the time they left Kinstock, they arrived at this very spot and determined that they would make it their new home. While time has erased their original homestead, it has not erased their memory. From his humble beginnings he built a homestead, planted fields of vegetables, fruit trees and grape vines. With the pelts he trapped, he was able to eventually purchase and raise sheep, cows and horses. In time others joined him to settle this land and it has grown into a populous town that is proud to have taken his name. In memory of his journey into adulthood, each boy in the summer of his seventeenth year must leave Dungan for a time and come back a man.” 
 
    Kaz paused for a moment, then turned to look down the line of young men. There were six lined up ready to begin their Troven. While Kaz had met with each of them, he could not hold tears back when he looked at his son, Garin. What would his life be like? Where would he go? Would his Troven change his life like Kaz’s had for him? He wondered if it was harder sending his son away than it had been for him to leave, and he quickly concluded that he would much rather be in his son’s position. 
 
    Kaz took a slow, deliberate breath before he addressed the boys. “It is time to state your oaths.” 
 
    Each boy held his hand open and recited the oath that he would bring honor to his realm, village, and his family, and then they turned to the left and exited the stage. Kaz wished he could be at the bottom of the stairs to see his son off, but as he was officiating the ceremony, he needed to stay on the stage. He watched as his wife lovingly hugged Garin, gave him a small package, and sent him off. 
 
    Kaz cleared his throat and said in a loud voice, “Let the Summer Festival celebration begin.” When the music began playing and people mingled together, Kaz felt a little lost. He watched after Garin and the other boys until they were completely out of even his keen sight. He was startled a little when he felt a petite hand slide into his. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to them?” he asked, not fully expecting a reply. 
 
    His wife let go of his hand and reached her arms around him tenderly, then rested her head on his chest. “Will you stop worrying?” she asked, somewhat exasperated. Then she lightly tapped her right cheek, pointing to the long dark mark that stretched down her face. “Trust me; he’s going to be fine.” 
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