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			The winds of Chaos blow eternal, and kingdoms rise and fall. The dark Dragonsoul still seeks its vessel and those who crave power continue to scheme. Tallen and Maddi struggle to find themselves and each other as their world crumbles. With the fortress of Highspur broken, and most of its garrison slaughtered, Boris and Jaerd search for aid in a land gone mad with indifference. Armies rise to fight, and broken families seek to heal.

			While the tempest continues to brew, new hands reach out to shape it. The ancient story of the storm’s beginning continues to transform and evolve. Truth is hard to discern in war when terms like good and evil become relative.

			A Darkness Unleashed is the highly anticipated second book of the Dragonsoul Saga, sequel to the fan and critically acclaimed A Balance Broken. It dives right back into the action that left everyone craving for more at the end of the first volume. New secrets will be uncovered, revealing more truths of the human heart, even when that heart is not so human.
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			For Dad, whom I miss.
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			“The seeds of Change are sown by the winds of Chaos. Whether that Change is for good or evil is entirely relative to one’s point of view.” – Caladrius Dreamwalker

			 

			Prince Jahnar Faroud il’Hasin pushed his left spearman forward one square, his eyes never leaving the spice merchant’s pudgy face. The perfumed trader scrambled, bringing his jade-carved cavalry closer to his emperor where it hid near the back of the board. When Jahnar moved an ebony catapult into range, a single bead of sweat trickled down the merchant’s brow. The Spicing Guild Master retreated once more, his brown fingers barely touching the spearman he placed in front of his emperor.

			“I see you have the same taste for blood on the Squares board that you have for the Arena.” Jahnar advanced his right cavalry into a flanking position. “I have not seen you there in my uncle’s presence for some time.”

			The merchant launched his catapult forward two squares to take one of Jahnar’s footmen. The man lifted a hand to stroke his pointed beard and hide a grin.

			Jahnar kept his face flat. If I had known he was this bad a player, I would have insisted that we play years ago.

			The merchant’s face paled as Jahnar took his last cavalry with a catapult. “I am sorry, My Prince.” His tone groveled. “But the Emperor has not called upon me. I do not presume to bother His Excellence unless I am required.” Perspiration beaded on his brow as he moved his own siege engine back a space. “However, I am eternally at the service of the imperial blood.”

			Jahnar slipped his emperor up to destroy the foolishly exposed catapult. “Nevertheless, an occasional reminder of the fealty of the Spicing Guild would be a welcome gift…to my uncle.” He slipped his flanking cavalry into the opening made by the merchant’s retreating footman. Jahnar eyed the bag of gold lying next to the Parisi Squares board. It’s as good as mine.

			The door to the parlor opened with a gust of air. One of the Emperor’s Sunguard stood at attention. “His Excellence has ordered the presence of his nephew, Prince Jahnar il’Faroud.”

			Jahnar leaped to his feet, jostling the pieces on the board. He drew up to the soldier’s face, their noses almost touching. “Prince Jahnar Faroud il’Hasin is my name, you wretch! I will have you and your entire family flogged if ever I hear you say it wrong again!”

			The Sunguard captain bowed low. “Forgive me, Prince il’Hasin.”

			He will watch his children die when I sit upon the throne.

			The captain turned and marched through the white marble hallway, lined with green palms and ebony benches. Jahnar’s eyes bored into the back of the man’s skull as he followed, but his mind raced down a dozen paths. What does my feeble uncle desire? I so look forward to the day I no longer have his whims to attend.

			Past several guard stations, deep within the palace compound, Jahnar brushed at his robes before a gold-inlaid door of ivory panels. A silk clad servant pushed it open, and Jahnar stepped into the august presence of the Emperor of Hadon.

			Jahram Alari il’Hasin sat on a thick cushion, his legs crossed and his gaunt head cradled by frail fingers. His parchment-thin skin clung to his bones, and only a few wispy hairs crawled out from under the red cap on his scalp. A scroll lay at his feet, and the black ribbon that had bound it rested nearby. The old man shuddered as if weeping.

			Good news then, perhaps…

			“Whatever has happened, dearest Uncle?”

			The emperor looked up from his hands, his rheumy eyes red-rimmed and wet. “They have killed them. They have killed them all.” Rage crossed his features, fighting to drive away the sorrow. “Sharam insisted he go to those barbarians’ Midwinter Ball when invited…to foster peace, he said. Now death is the only peace he shall know.” The sorrow won out, and a slight wail escaped the emperor’s lips. “And his children will never know anything of life! Poor Jareen and Jaranna…and little Aiken, not even two years old. All drowned with their father’s ship.”

			Jahnar fell to his knees next to his uncle, forcing tears of his own. “What! My imperial cousin dead? How?”

			“A raider attacked his fleet, and a single ship gave chase.”

			The emperor’s words came between sobs. How disgusting! Jahnar kept his thoughts from his face, expressing only sorrow and concern while his uncle continued.

			“When that ship returned to the fleet, its captain found the rest of the flotilla burning and shattered. He writes that only magic could have caused so much destruction.” The old man lifted the scroll from the floor. “Captain Malohm saw blue sails on the horizon, but chose to bring this dire news rather than give another futile chase.”

			Those Jade Island warlocks I hired did their job well enough then. Too bad pirates will find them long before they return home.

			Jahnar clenched his fists. “That captain should be hung for cowardice!”

			The emperor crumpled the paper in his fist. “He should be made an admiral.” Sorrow disappeared from the spotted old face. His eyes focused on nothing, their rheumy glaze beginning to fade. “We shall have justice for my son and grandchildren.”

			“Yes, my Uncle.” Jahnar rose, anger burning in his tone. “I shall gather fifty thousand spears at Persus. We will march through the Golden Pass and claim Eron’s Rock before the barbarians know we are upon them.”

			The emperor held up one hand, only the slightest quiver remained. “No, my nephew. Every time one of my ancestors has made war upon the northmen, it has not ended well for us.”

			Pangs of anxiety washed through Jahnar, turning quickly to rage at his uncle. He watched his plan divert into unseen territory, years of work colliding with the oldest obstacle in his life. “But Uncle, we must have revenge for Crown Prince Sharam’s death! It is obvious the northmen invited him to their barbaric ritual only under pretense to attack him at sea, away from the safety of the Empire.”

			“Perhaps so, my fierce young nephew.” The emperor squeezed the ball of parchment in his hand until his already pale knuckles turned white. “But we always forget who truly is to blame for their very existence here. We forget who it is that brought them out of their ‘Exile’, who taught them to use magic so easily.” He placed his other hand on Jahnar’s shoulder. “Gather the spears, my nephew, but the spears will not march. The spears will sail.”
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			Know that your power is both a gift and a trial. There will be many who seek to use it through you. And while their power is far different from yours, gold and steel can control magic just as easily as you can. – “The Ethical Challenges of Wizardry” by Magus Karana Varai

			 

			“No, no.” Tallen lifted his hands in front of him, forcing the wizard to pause. “I will do this alone. We are in the capital city. No orcs will come for me here.”

			Tomas Harte folded his thick arms across his chest. “Where have I heard that before?”

			Taking a short step back within the tiny room, Tallen bowed to the paladin with deference. “Fair enough, but there are no Viridian Stones in Daynon, so I will be able to use my power now to protect myself.”

			Dorias Ravenhawke reached toward his empty shoulder to scratch a beak that was not there. He rubbed his gray-flecked goatee, instead. “Are you certain, Tallen? Things move faster than we thought. Stories have come to Daynon that Highspur is under siege…” The wizard’s brow drew together. “…by significant forces, if rumors are to be believed.”

			For a moment, worried thoughts of his brother Jaerd with the garrison fluttered at the edges of his mind, but the issue at hand drove them away.

			Tomas shifted one hand to the silver pommel of his sword. “My senses feel the truth of this rumor. King Arathan has called the banners of the Eastern Realm.” His eyes cast about the room as if he could see through the walls of their backstreet inn. “We should be westward bound as soon as possible.”

			“I will not go without Maddi,” Tallen stated, his tone more harsh than he intended.

			Tomas and Dorias receded, their heads ducking as one. A rush of heat rose to Tallen’s cheeks, embarrassed to have been so sharp with men he considered heroes.

			“I am sorry, my friends,” he said, allowing a sheepish inflection in his voice. “I have no right to speak to either of you in such a manner. It’s just…”

			Dorias patted him on the shoulder. “No need to explain, Tallen. Your feelings for Maddi are clear to me.” He thumbed at Tomas. “Though for all his understanding of emotion, the paladin doesn’t quite get women.”

			For a split second, Tallen saw Tomas’ controlled exterior crack. “I understand women, even if I have not shared in as many of them as you have, Dorias.” The granite façade returned to his features. “I knew of women before I took my vows…and since.”

			The wizard cleared his throat. “In any case, you may visit her alone, if that is your wish. You are a free man.”

			Tallen ducked his head, the heat still throbbing in his ears. “Thank you. I will bring her back here as soon as I can.” He faced the wizard. “Then we will head westward.”

			Hooking his fingers behind his belt, Dorias shrugged. “We must wait for our friend Gwelan to join us anyway. He is within the city, and Merl is searching for him.”

			“I’ll be back soon.”

			The words barely escaped his mouth before Tallen was out the door, taking the rough-hewn steps two at a time. The cool, twisted metals of the ancient medallion Dorias had given him upon the Isle bounced against his chest. He dashed out through the common room and into the muted, early morning bustle of Daynon’s streets. Delivery carts flowed around him, as did a few messenger boys – the only objects moving faster than he.

			Tallen let all other concerns fade from his consciousness as he slipped on the familiar glove of his power. The Psoul Aspect curled up in his mind, and he reached out with it as Dorias had taught him. Thousands upon thousands of lives flashed into his perception – from the smallest rodent to the highest noble, each just another pinpoint of life force. Through the torrent of various psahnii, the sterling familiarity that was Maddi called to him from a vague direction and distance. He knew she was awake, and that her heart hung heavy with sadness. He felt a need to reach out to her, but his feet could only move so fast. They churned a steady gait into the heart of Daynon.

			As the buildings aged, their magnificence grew. Stones as large as a house served as cornerstones for vast mansions and public buildings. A colonnaded square stretched across the entire peak of Comernine Hill, where thousands of wealthy nobles and merchants traded the goods of empire. Tallen frowned. On the frontier, the Gryphon is a grand old lady. Here she would be a dilapidated shack.

			He circled the Comernine Plaza and took a wide bridge over the thickly populated cleft between it and Jalanine Hill. His sense of Maddi only grew stronger as he waded through the humanity. His eyes glazed on the cobblestones of the ancient streets of the Jalanine, mesmerized by their interlinking arcs, while his mind focused only on the trail to the woman who consumed his thoughts.

			It led him into a maze of brick structures, each with only a few young people and even fewer elders moving in and out of their entrances. Tallen ignored them all, his direction set upon the dome of a temple just across an open yard of yellowed grass barely dusted with fresh snow. He crunched through it, his new black boots leaving a clear path behind him. As he closed, his sense of her sorrow and fear grew.

			She’s in a temple? What has happened? He picked up his pace, his boots clanging against the old stones of the temple steps. They led into the structure where five walls faced each other, a different semi-precious stone encrusted into each one. A cloudy gray dome covered the open space, and a dark-haired form huddled in a charcoal cloak in front of the silver ankh of Psoul.

			“Maddi?” he called out, a tremble in his voice that had not been in his steps.

			The form turned. It was her, a trail of tears on her cheek.

			He drew his brows downward. “What is wro—”

			The wind left his lungs as her arms flew about his chest. He felt a shudder in her breath as she clung to him, for a second as alone and vulnerable as he had ever known her. She leaned against him with a weight of more than her frame, and he wrapped his arms about her, giving them a moment just to stand there.

			“Tallen. It’s you.”

			Her words trembled slightly. She blew out a deep sigh close to his chest. With a longing squeeze, she stepped back, drawing a kerchief to her cheek.

			“Maddi, are you alright?” His hands clasped onto hers, and she clung back.

			“Yes. I’m sorry.” She sniffed and dabbed her nose. “Things have been…tough since Midwinter, but your return is enough to wipe my tears away.”

			“Are you in classes?” Tallen stuttered. “Did you get my letter? I’m sorry I only sent one. I didn’t know things were so rough here. It was hard on the Isle. I got stabbed by this monster and—”

			Her lithe fingers clamped his lips shut, and the hint of a giggle escaped her own. “I understand. And yes, I got your letter. And I do too.” She stretched up on tiptoes and her lips greeted his, as soft and warm as he remembered from his fondest dreams.

			When their sweet connection broke, he whispered, “I want you to come west with Dorias, Tomas, and me…at least as far as Gavanor.” He tightened his arms around her, hands caressing her strong, yet supple back. “Please. It might be dangerous, but I don’t want to…”

			She silenced him with an even more vigorous kiss. Tallen’s mind sensed nothing more than the soft wetness of her lips, the feel of her fingers twining through his hair. A passion he had never known with any of the girls in Dadric flowed through him as they held each other. It was strange and wonderful and frightening, and he only knew he wanted more of it.

			Maddi broke away a short moment later. “First, come with me,” she said, slipping back onto her heels. Tallen tried to follow her lips to no avail. Her hand slipped around his. “I want you to meet someone.” She drew him through the Temple, past Water, Earth, Air, and Fire. Tallen followed in confused but accepting silence.

			She led him to a house in a short row behind one of the warren of campus buildings. A strange sensation tickled the back of his mind as they approached the entryway. A deep foreboding lifted the hairs on his neck.

			“Something is wrong,” Maddi said, dropping into a reflexive crouch. Her hand pressed against the unlatched door, and it swung inward, a foreboding creak in one hinge. “No…” she gasped, one hand to her mouth. “That bastard.”

			“Who?” Tallen asked, apprehension rising within him. He could see furniture thrown about a small living room, and a broken bottle lying near the door. “What happened?”

			“The Doctor. He’s finally made his move, and it’s a cowardly one at that. The scum!” She stepped around him and began to head back toward the campus. “He’s the only one who would have taken them.”

			“Taken who?” he cried, grabbing her arm. “Maddi, stop and talk to me. What is going on?”

			She halted and took his hand in hers, using the other to brush his cheek. “Please. So much has happened. I don’t have time to tell you everything. If you meant what you said in your letter, I need you to trust me.”

			Damn it. Now she has me.

			“Fine,” he replied at last, the word burning his tongue.

			The cobblestone gave way to brick and marble as Maddi led him up the steps of the most lavish building on the quad. “Tallen…” She turned and looked at him. “You must promise me that you will let me handle this in my way. If I ask you to wait for me, you must.”

			Tallen took her hand again. “I will follow your lead.” He squeezed her fingers. “But I will protect you from harm.”

			“I know,” she said, squeezing back.

			He trailed her up the stairs and through the iron-studded door of the building. The scent of pipe smoke and wood oil greeted his entry. On the fifth floor a wide double-door writ with an extended title spread before them. Maddi stormed through, and Tallen stayed close.

			The outer office held a few chairs and couches. A prim woman with sharp eyes looked up from behind the desk in front of a second door. Though she acknowledged Maddi, the woman’s gaze settled on Tallen.

			“I can feel the power within her, Maddi,” he said, his own magic leaping to his command. “She’s been trained as a mage.”

			Maddi stopped, but held a calming hand in Tallen’s direction. “It figures. Don’t hurt her…yet.” She faced the secretary, who Tallen sensed had embraced her own power. “I’m going in to see him. I can sense that he is here.”

			She’s a fully trained Doctor now. If Tomas is right, he could teach her to do even more.

			The secretary’s pinched expression narrowed. “I do not know who you are, young man, but despite your raw power I have a great deal more experience with mine.” Tallen sensed the low thrum of the woman embracing Earth and Air. He opened himself to his own Aspects. “However, confrontation is not required today. The Lord Doctor said to admit you if you arrive.” She gestured toward the door. “You may enter – alone.”

			Tallen drew in a quantity of Air and prepared to swipe the woman aside with one blow, but something slowed his efforts. He felt himself wrapped in a stifling envelope of the woman’s power, a web of Water and Earth. He could direct his own energies, but his Air moved slowly, as if he were swinging it against the current of a river.

			“I will not allow her to go alone.” Tallen drew in more power, and he could feel the woman do the same. A single bead of sweat broke on her brow as it knit in concentration.

			“Tallen, stop!” Maddi raised her hand, and he halted the swelling of his magic. “I do not want to fight them…not just yet. Just keep her busy and I will confront the Lord Doctor.”

			Before he could respond, Maddi ducked into the inner office, latching the doors behind her. Tallen began to call her name, but the mage secretary lashed out with a sudden stab of Water-bound Earth that knocked him to his behind.

			“You’ll stay there until the Lord Doctor decides what to do with you, apprentice,” she barked, a fierce glare on her face.

			Tallen stayed seated, ignoring his pride’s demand that he leap to his feet in rage. He studied the other mage, trying to assess how close she was to her limit, or if she was preparing another surprise. Her hand shakes, but she has the corner of a smile on her lips. She is close, but she has more for me.

			He sat there for some time, letting his own power roil about in the back of his mind while the woman fed more and more of hers into the web surrounding him. He studied it intently, seeking any holes or clues as to its specific nature, meanwhile forcing a look of nervous fear onto his face.

			He explored the pattern of her magic, searching along its intertwining lines of power. Then he found its nexus, the point at which the Water and Earth met to form the web. There the two Aspects swirled about in a whirlpool of melding power. I must be fast, and I must be precise.

			Tallen kept the lance of Psoul magic short and sharp. He had it fashioned before the woman had any idea he had touched his power. He hurtled it into the nexus of her spell, and the entire web shattered in a violent burst of energy. Books and papers flew against the walls of the outer office, while the chandelier tinkled loudly. The woman crashed into her chair, which shattered as her ribcage slammed into it. One snap Tallen recognized as bone rather than wood.

			With a swift motion of his hand, Tallen spun up a web of Water and Earth similar to the one the woman had used, only this one was stronger and tighter. Once it settled around her wheezing form, he inverted the spell with a great deal of reserve power, so it would continue to hold her long after he left.

			He knelt down where she cradled her broken rib. “Lucky for you, I’m no fan of killing.” Her eyes lolled about, the pain in them the only thing keeping them open. “In your state, I doubt you’d be much threat to me any longer. I suggest you stay here and contemplate how an ‘apprentice’ took you out so easily.” He patted her side and she winced in pain, almost swooning into unconsciousness. “Next time I might not be so nice.”

			Wagging his finger a final time, Tallen rose to his feet. Two steps took him to the inner office and swept the mage from his concerns. He threw the doors open and charged in, readying his power to come to Maddi’s aid.

			No one remained inside. A wide desk sat under a fanlight window that looked out on the main quad. Hundreds of old books and medical devices lay scattered about. Deep, dark leather chairs stood around the room, but not a single person sat in them. Tallen saw no other exits.

			“Maddi!”
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			Those who have not seen the trees of the Bloodwood would be justified in believing that they are not real. Some are almost one hundred and fifty yards in height, and their bark and flesh are a blood red. Needle and cone bearing, their branches remain green even in the harshest northern winter. Bloodwood is rare, but still used as castle timber in the Free Cities and the frontier parts of the Western Realm of Gannon. – The Wilde of Tarmor by Yahn Applebear

			 

			Jaerd flung the oiled canvas back against a cut-sapling post. Pale, gray light hung in the sky. Fresh snow flew about in icy shards, and the wind slipped up under his blue cloak, ripping away the last warmth of their shelter.

			“Damn,” he whispered, pulling the welcome wool more tightly about himself.

			A moan emerged from under the thick blankets behind him. Dawne tugged their shared cover up over her face.

			“Just as well get up,” he whispered again, careful of how sound carried on new snow. “I assume the mage will have hot tea ready, even if we can’t have a fire.”

			Dawne sat up, rubbing bleary eyes. She mumbled something in the affirmative and waved for him to go ahead. Jaerd stood there until she threw the blanket off and began to stuff her stockinged feet into boots.

			A few steps away, Magus Joslyn Britt knelt over a pot of swiftly melting ice. It sat on a cleared stone, and Earl Boris Mourne scooped another handful of clean snow into it. The Hadoner captain, Khalem Shadar, ducked his head in Jaerd’s direction. He returned the greeting.

			“Captain.” Boris shoveled more snow into the pot. “We should cross the Lond today. It is quite narrow within the Bloodwood. Gael and Tilli scout our approach.”

			A wooly nudge brushed Jaerd’s hand and he scratched Brawny’s ear in return. “Hey, old boy. Smell anything bad lately?” The wolfhound just pushed his head further into Jaerd’s gauntlet. He responded by scratching the beast a little longer.

			Earl Boris handed over a cup of hot, weak tea, followed by some jerky and a few dried berries. “Force it down and let’s get moving. Both Gael and I are certain scouting parties follow our trail.”

			Not ten minutes later, they all rode out of the little hollow that had hidden them through most of the night. The gray sky hung close overhead, threatening more snow.

			Before long, Tilli joined them on her pony. The dwarf pointed briefly at Boris. “Gael said that you and I are to lead the way to the Lond. He has been there and back in the night. He will cover our tracks and watch for enemies at our rear.”

			The earl rubbed his black mustache, which had quickly spread to a nearly full beard. “If we get more weather, we will be slowed.”

			Tilli nodded, a golden curl slipping out from her thick hood. “It’s coming.”

			They pressed on through the day, a few scattered flakes falling from time to time. Jaerd turned to look behind them. “Just enough to soften our tracks, but not enough yet to slow us.”

			Not long after he said those words, the wind whipped heavy flakes into their cheeks, and Dawne scowled at him. A dusting gathered on their horses’ ears and caught in the beasts’ eyelids. Boris dismounted and led the way on foot. Brawny bounced around the short column unfazed by the snow, his nose searching the westerly wind.

			The party stopped in the lee of a fallen Bloodwood, on its side still thrice Jaerd’s height. Snow sifted constantly from the clouds, but the wind had slowed, and Magus Britt melted the gathered whiteness for another batch of tea.

			“Here.” Jaerd handed a cup to Dawne. “It will make the cold easier to bear.”

			Dawne snorted, but still took the cup. “I wonder if he could do that with my boots.”

			Nodding his head in agreement, Jaerd looked over to where Boris stood on a broken branch of the fallen Bloodwood. The earl gazed westward, his gauntleted hand sheltering his sight from the snowfall. Looking close, Jaerd noticed how Boris worked the muscles in his jaw. He’s been more on edge than any of us since we left Highspur…‘abandoned’ it as he said last night.

			The earl jumped down from his perch. “Come. We must keep moving.” He stared upward, where Jaerd guessed the sun hid behind a gray, cloudy ceiling. “I fear we may spend one more night on this side of the River Lond.” Jaerd thought he heard a muttered curse.

			Magus Britt finished securing the teapot back onto his saddle. “We will make it. Gael will warn us if our pursuers close in.”

			A fiery red color rose in Boris’ cheeks as he threw one boot into the stirrup and flung his other leg over. The black stallion danced in apprehension at his master’s mood. “I told Magdon to get out at the end. Where are the survivors of Highspur?”

			The mage furrowed his graying brow. “There may well be some, but that does not mean that we can wait for them. We must get through to Kirath and Gavanor as fast as we possibly can.”

			Boris’ face pinched in frustrated agony. “But I deserted them, Joz!” He took a deep breath and sat back to steady his stamping horse. “If I had stayed…if we had made a barricade up the mountain…”

			“Then we would all be dead too.” The Battlemage pointed at Boris. “And then, even if the kingdom stopped the orc horde, there would be no one left to lead it after Arathan passes.” He clenched his hand into a fist. “No one except for Chancellor Vyce and that fat High Elder. I’d bet fresh-minted gold Vonstrass has his fingers in the pie with them. Ever since Queen Demeta died, Duke Ferric has dreamed of putting an heir of his upon the throne.”

			Earl Boris paused at that. Jaerd watched some of the color fade from his face.

			“Very well,” the earl said, his voice strained but under control. “You are correct. We should be moving.”

			A few hours’ slow progress later, the minimal light began to fade from the leaden sky. Tiny snowflakes trickled downward, and Jaerd’s fingers approached numbness. In the far distance, he heard a rushing sound.

			“How close do you think we are to the river?” he whispered to Khalem Shadar, who rode just ahead.

			The Hadoner shrugged. “These lands are very different from where I learned to track. The very idea of ice falling from the sky would be laughed at by many of my people.” He shrugged in a noncommittal way. “But I have lived here for several years now and have learned a few new things. I would guess we are within a mile.”

			As the long night closed in, Khalem’s guess was proven right. The rocky bed of the Lond River spread in front of the small party. A babbling course of clear, cold water ran fast down its center, broken by boulders and fallen pine trunks.

			“The river is still narrow this far north..” Boris splashed his stallion through a shallow patch. “We can make a few more miles on the far side before we find shelter to camp.”

			The horses followed Boris and Balthar. The water never rose above Jaerd’s stirrup, yet he still shivered at the froth around his steed’s knees. Tilli put her legs up on her pony’s neck to keep them dry, and Brawny churned through the icy water. The wolfhound shook himself several times on the far bank before dashing off into the trees.

			Earl Boris set a quick pace east from the river, stopping only once he found a large Bloodwood stump with an overhang. There they built a camp, and Magus Britt set about heating a pot to make a simple stew.

			“I wish Tallen were here,” Jaerd sighed. “He certainly knows how to handle a camp stew.”

			Dawne nodded emphatically, while Earl Boris grumbled his agreement.

			The Battlemage shrugged his shoulders. “I’d be glad to have someone else take over, especially if one of you knew of a way to heat the pot without a campfire to draw attention.” He drew down his eyebrows on Jaerd and the others. “I thought not.”

			An hour later, Jaerd wrapped himself in blankets, his baby sister curled up next to him, their bellies full, and a makeshift shelter over their heads. Soon sleep overtook him.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			A strong, supple hand shook Jaerd to consciousness. A single bright eye stared at him from the darkness.

			“A scouting party closes.” Gael’s soft voice carried to Jaerd’s ear. “I cannot lead them away.”

			Jaerd snapped awake, his heart pounding adrenaline directly to his brain. Dawne jerked up next to him as he slipped his sword from its sheath.

			“Stay here,” he whispered to his sister.

			Night still hung thick about the forest when Jaerd left their little canvas shelter, but the cloud cover had blown away to reveal a nearly full moon peeking through the wide trunks of Bloodwood trees. The shadowy forms of Boris, Joslyn, and Khalem Shadar stood ready, while the moonlight glinted off the steel tip of one of Tilli’s arrows.

			Gael disappeared into the darkness of the forest. Jaerd took position on flat ground just in front of where Dawne hid. He heard her whisper a swift prayer for the protection of the Waters.

			“Better to pray to steel,” he muttered, tightening his grip on Shar’leen.

			Magus Britt spoke low, and Jaerd recognized the odd hum of a magically channeled whisper. “I’m going to try to blind them. Close your eyes until the flash goes off.”

			Jaerd did as he was told, and in the absolute blackness, his ears reached out for the tiniest pinprick of sound. The great trees above him creaked and sighed in a slight breeze. Dawne shifted where she huddled behind him. Leather squeaked as Boris tightened his grip on his longsword.

			A soft crunch floated to Jaerd’s ears, followed by a snap. He heard a hiss and a harsh whisper. The words did not entirely resolve, but they held the tone of an angry command. Then he heard a heavy sniff, followed by a terse voice.

			“I smell wolf too, I think, not just horse and human. I don’t…”

			Brightness echoed beyond Jaerd’s eyelids. The moment it faded, he threw them open to behold a half dozen orcs covering their faces in the dim echo of Joslyn’s flare. Before Jaerd could even lift Shar’leen above his shoulder, a snarling shape darted from the cover of a short pine. Brawny’s white teeth glistened in the half-light, as they ripped through the neck of an orc in the lead.

			Jaerd followed the wolfhound, his heart lifted by the beast’s courage. The first two orcs he killed offered no resistance, blinded as they were by Joslyn’s initial burst. But once Jaerd turned from the collapsing body of the second orc, a dozen more appeared from behind a Bloodwood, unblinded by the light.

			He threw himself at them, a scream of feigned courage bursting from his throat. Shar’leen flew about at his command, parrying where she needed and slicing where she could. He took a blow on the side of his arm, but the old Highspur mail he had barely removed for days held firm against the glancing strike, and he returned the attack with a vengeful shout. Shar’leen tasted orc blood once more.

			A brimstone smell cut through the blood and metal in Jaerd’s nostrils. Another flare shot out from Joslyn Britt, this one more orange than argent. A small clutch of orcs burst into flame, screaming in agony. The two who could still run did so, shouts of fear in their voices. Tilli took one in the neck with an arrow, while Gael appeared in front of the other, his twin longknives ending the orc’s shouts.

			The elf trotted toward Earl Boris and Magus Britt. Jaerd watched them between controlled breaths. He had grown used to the sudden quiet at the end of a fight, when the enemy could do little more than moan at his feet. He looked about with a pang of fear, making certain that was the case. Other than the involuntary twitching of orc nerves coming to grips with their new situation, nothing moved, barely even among the Highspur survivors. Save Gael.

			“We must break camp and continue onward. Another patrol is not far behind. They move in great force along the edge of the Bloodwood, already on this side of the Gallond.” The elf moved one hand to adjust his patch, changing at the last moment to run it through his lengthening white crew cut. “Dozens of orcs are on the move not much more than an hour away.”

			Boris sheathed his sword. “Then let’s go.”

			Khalem Shadar had already begun saddling horses, and Jaerd joined him after cleaning and sheathing Shar’leen. Before long they rode out of their sheltered hollow. Brawny loped ahead with Gael and his mount.

			In between the giant Bloodwoods, the party made good time. Once the great trees disappeared, normal sized pine and fir replaced them, closing in the passage. But with an elf in the lead, and less snowfall upon the ground, they still traversed the forest with great speed. By the time the sun breached the horizon, the southern spur of the Dragonscales loomed to their left, covered in even thicker stands of pine.

			Day wore on and Jaerd walked next to his horse, giving the steed a rest. Dawne yawned and stumbled beside him, and he offered her his arm.

			“Come on, sis, we’re almost there.”

			“Where?” she sighed.

			“Kirath,” Boris called, his hand extended toward the distance.

			A small town with no wall but several large keeps stood on the last low peak of the mountain spur just a few leagues away.

			“I hope they have baths,” Dawne whispered.


	

			[image: ]

			 

			Healing Talent is a blessing above the skills of mages. To save a life is sacred. – “Healing Abscura” by Lord Doctor Balon Harish, 322 A.R.

			 

			Shoving aside her feelings for Tallen, Maddi closed the door to the Lord Doctor’s office behind her. Even though she was quite practiced at focusing on a task at hand, a knot of thoughts still hung in the back of her mind regarding him, offering an enticing distraction. Damn him.

			Lord Doctor Tymin Marten sat behind his garish desk, suddenly over-carved and over-gilt to Maddi’s tastes. He steepled his fingers in front of his face, his mud-colored eyes boring into Maddi’s heart.

			“Welcome, Lady Doctor,” he sneered. “I assume you have come to deliver your student reports for the semester?”

			Maddi stopped the hand that reached for one of the daggers in her sleeve. I don’t want this to turn violent – at least not yet.

			“I’ve come to resign the College, both as student and teacher.” She ached to hurt the man, but thoughts of what he might do with Tanya held her hand. “I also demand that you tell me where my friends are. What have you done with Tanya and Ami?”

			“Whatever are you talking about?” The doctor feigned innocence with such absurdity that Maddi almost gave in to the urge to pull her knife. “Your little urchin probably ran back to the sewer she crawled out of.”

			Maddi stepped back, her heart sinking into a pit in her stomach. What did I ever see in this man? Was he all an act?

			“I am no fool, Tymin.” She edged one hand closer to the sleeve. “I know you have them. I know you’ve been planning something since Midwinter. All I want is to disappear with them, because I don’t care what you were scheming with the chancellor. I didn’t really hear anything.” She filled her voice with sadness, trying to force a tear that she almost felt. “Please, for whatever friendship we once had, just let us go in peace. I promise to do the same.”

			The doctor rose from his chair, and from his sanguine expression Maddi thought he might do as she asked. Instead, Martin snapped his fingers. A bookcase moved forward and to the side, revealing a torch lit stone passage. Three men with an assortment of clubs and knives entered the room, placing themselves around Maddi.

			“You bastard,” she snarled, at last pulling a knife with each hand.

			Before she could move, Maddi felt Marten embrace his Talent, much as she had a hundred times before. This time it was different, though. It twisted, turning in on itself and warping in vibration. When he reached it toward her, she felt repulsed, as if it carried a black poison with it. A sucking feeling ripped at her heart as his psahn touched hers.

			With a shout, Maddi thrust herself away from him. She embraced her own Talent, forming a shield of psahn as if by instinct. The doctor’s attack pushed against her, and she wanted to vomit at its touch.

			“I knew you were a natural.” Marten’s voice remained calm, though it sounded distant in Maddi’s ear. “I had hoped to make you a friend, but I can see you will not have it.” He smiled a syrupy sweet grin. “The thing is, I know far much more than you can possibly imagine.”

			His psahn slammed against hers, throwing her physically across the room. The doctor’s henchmen moved without hesitation, wrapping thick arms around her and tearing away her knives. The blow from Marten’s life force left her staggered, dazed by the sudden strange collision of their Talents. Maddi could not resist as they dragged her into the secret passage. She barely registered the doctor following close and shutting the door behind him before she blacked out.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Pain throbbed in Maddi’s temples. A slight groan escaped her lips as she rolled onto her side. Her arm did not follow, and the clank of metal rang in her ears. Am I chained?

			Her vision opened on dimness, revealing little more than they had when closed. A small fire burned in the distance, eventually resolving itself into a torch set in a rock wall. She heard rustling sounds and smelled oil smoke. Pushing herself upward, she leaned against a stone shelf. The chain clanged again, and Maddi realized her wrist was shackled to the wall.

			“There you are, my dear.” Marten’s voice, though still the same soft baritone, held a sinister edge she had never even imagined before. It sounded empty and hollow, and it echoed harshly in the dark chamber. “I was so hoping you would awaken in time for me to show you what our Talent is truly capable of. Oh, we can waste it on healing others – and at times that has rewards of its own, I’ll grant – but why not use it to better ourselves?” Her eyes had adjusted enough for her to see his pale face and the urgency that jumped around on it. “Pure self-interest is the only moral virtue one should care about, Maddi. I admired that in you when we first met. You seemed so driven to improve yourself and your lot in life.”

			Marten crossed his arms, his expression shifting to a smirk. “Oh, I know about your past…about a rooftop in Dern. I have more connections and influence than you know.” He leaned forward, his hand forming a fist. “That is the real reason why I brought you up so fast here at the College. I thought you would be an asset to our cause.” Sudden fire came into his voice. “And it is a just cause!”

			Maddi stared at him. He waited as if he expected a reply. He’ll get none.

			Marten glowered. “That night…at Midwinter,” he began, as if he had never paused. “I wanted to bring you into our plan. I did not intend to hide it from you much longer.” He leaned back again, calming his voice and posture. “King Arathan is old. His mind fades and his body is not far behind. You gave him healing. You had to have sensed it. How long do you think he has left to rule?”

			Again he paused, and again Maddi gave him nothing but an icy glare.

			Marten pursed his lips in frustration. “We must ensure stability for Gannon when that happens. It is the responsibility of the Lord Chancellor, the High Elder, and I – as members of the High Council.”

			Maddi lifted an eyebrow. “So the fat man is in on it too, eh?”

			The Lord Doctor spluttered. Maddi could see the rage bubbling under his features. He’s barely keeping it in check.

			“You must understand,” he pleaded, his hands spread. “We only seek to secure the kingdom.”

			Snorting a laugh of disdain, Maddi jerked the chain clasped to her arm. “With poison? And I’m sure you’ve lined your own pocket quite well in the meantime. I heard about the money for the hospital.”

			The doctor stood from his seat and stalked closer to her. “How can I expect a Free City wench to grasp the nuances of power? You were a street urchin – little better than that wastrel you keep playing mother with.” His face screwed up in anger. “Well, let’s see just how much of a mother you really are. Bring her!”

			He snapped his fingers, and one of the three men Maddi had only glimpsed in the shadows left through a doorway. A moment later he returned, a kicking, snarling bundle in his arms. He tossed it on the stone floor at Marten’s feet.

			“Easy, Jahn,” the doctor said with a grin. “We wouldn’t want to hurt the poor thing.”

			With a vacant expression, the man untied the bundle and pulled the sack away to reveal Tanya, a small trickle of blood seeping from her nose.

			Rage nearly blinding her, Maddi leaped up and hurled against the chain, almost wrenching her arm from its socket. “I’ll kill you!”

			Marten leaned forward, his once handsome face scarred with cruelty. “Oh, I doubt that, Maddi. You see, what you don’t completely understand is that our Talent is far more powerful than most doctors ever imagine.”

			As he spoke, Maddi felt him again embrace that odd, darker side of his Talent, twisted into a whirlpool that drew inward. She sensed her own psahn pulled toward it, and she again threw up the defense that seemed so natural before – much like the one she used to keep disease from spreading to herself.

			“You are ingenious, for one so new to their Talent, Maddi.” Marten gestured at Tanya, who stuck her tongue out in his direction. “So much courage. So much life.”

			His vortex of dark Talent slunk toward the girl, his face curled in a rictus of perverted pleasure.

			“No!” Maddi shouted as the vortex touched Tanya. She strained harder against the chain, ignoring the pain in her shoulder. She sensed the girl’s psahn being drawn out of her body, and screamed again when Tanya slumped over. The glimmer of life force dissipated from her presence.

			The doctor’s own psahn flashed brighter as he drew from the little girl.

			“Stop it!” Maddi drew back, her hands drawn up over a horror-stricken face. “Whatever you want…I’ll do it, just stop!”

			She collapsed to her knees, transfixed on Tanya’s limp body, just out of reach. A flicker of psahn glowed within the girl, and Marten held his vortex just on the edge of draining it.

			“Oh, Maddi,” the doctor sighed, “it’s far too late for that. It is obvious to me that you will never be a cooperative partner. I will just have to find someone else.” He edged a step closer, his gaze fixed on Maddi, not Tanya. “I will drain this little girl, and then I will drain you.” He licked his lips with anticipation. “Your psahn is so powerful. I cannot wait to taste it.”

			Without warning, Tanya’s crumpled form suddenly lashed out with a fierce kick, catching the doctor in his shin. It did not affect him much, but it drew his attention.

			“You little piece of garbage,” he spat. He kicked the little girl in the chest, sending her sprawling across the room.

			“No you don’t!” Maddi shouted, rage boiling over all her senses at the sight of Tanya’s limp body. Uncertain what guided her, Maddi drew upon her Talent, pouring her life force into the shield she had created to insulate herself from the doctor’s vortex. Once she had reached her limits, she threw it outward, wrapping Tanya’s barely breathing form in a protective shell of psahn.

			“Well, well,” Marten clucked. “You are beginning to learn the many hidden uses of our Talent…and without any guidance. You would have made a great ally, Maddi. Too bad it is too late.”

			He threw the sucking, lifeless whirl of his power at her shield, battering it and threatening to rip it apart. Marten drew even more of his life force, pushing it down on her and Tanya.

			Maddi strained for more psahn, but she had little left to give. The distance between us is too great. If only I were closer…

			She strained against the chain, threatening to strip the skin from her wrist, but she could get no closer, and her strength ebbed with every moment the doctor assaulted her shield. Maddi felt his power begin to overcome hers, felt it begin to break through to the last few precious drops of Tanya’s life force.

			Tanya lifted her weak head to look at Maddi. The little girl softly nodded as if to say it was alright, she did not blame Maddi.

			“No!” Maddi shouted once more, and she hurled every last shred of her psahn at the doctor’s attack. It threw him back against the cave wall with a resounding concussion. Maddi began to swoon, the strike sapping all her remaining strength. The oblivion of unconsciousness swarmed over her senses. As she faded away, she caught a glimpse of Marten struggling to his feet with the aid of one of his men. Another of his goons moved toward her, and she gave herself over to the silence.
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			When the Northlands unite under a single Warchief – when all clans stand together with their seven banners looking down upon the same enemy – no Human, Elf, or Dwarf will be able to stop us. We will swarm over the Southlands and gorge upon their fat. – Wild Tiger of Wolf Clan, 120 A.R.

			 

			Slar stared out over the Northlands. The view from the Highspur library granted a vista of his entire native country. He held an untouched mug of ale in one hand, the latest message from his forward scouts in the other. Crossing the Gallond is simple. Crushing the Free Cities will be much harder.

			Steps sounded behind him. Slar would recognize the careful gait anywhere. “Sharrog, my son,” he greeted without turning.

			“Father,” the young orc warrior replied. “It is good to see you. You appear well.”

			Slar snorted. “I am well enough in body, I suppose, but your brother’s death still weighs heavy on my heart.”

			“It weighs on all the Orc Nation, father.” Slar heard the pain in his youngest son’s voice. “He was the greatest warrior in the host, and none would dare to challenge that. His death diminishes us all.”

			Slar could only gaze out the window in reply.

			Sharrog cleared his throat. “Is that the latest dispatch from the front?”

			Taking a sip from the now warm ale to soothe a catch in his throat, Slar turned to face his son. The young orc wore battle leathers and his pair of slim scimitars. Always ready for action, this one. Perhaps, with some more age and wisdom, he could lead as well as Grindar.

			“It is a message from Radgred.” Slar handed the thin, rune-scrawled skin to his son. “It has little new within it. Forward battalions approach the Lond River in strength, while our scouts have already crossed it. His target is the city of Kirath.”

			“Will you leave soon to take personal command?” Sharrog lifted one black eyebrow. “Or shall I lead the main host forward? I would hate to miss out on the sack of our first southern city.”

			Slar inspected Sharrog up and down, assessing the change in the brash boy of a year ago. He stands with the mettle of a warrior, but a good deal more wisdom rests on his brow.

			“Very well, my son,” he said at last. “You may take another twenty thousand warriors of your choice to follow Radgred and the others. Kirath will almost certainly be taken by then, but he is to give you command upon your arrival.” Slar turned back to the window. “We have stores here to last for some time. The humans did not burn everything.” He fingered the books and maps scattered about. “I am stuck here waiting with the Bears and Snakes for the Mammoth Clan, as it seems I have forever been, but we cannot move beyond the Free Cities without Chieftain Sargash’s strength.”

			Sharrog tapped a fist to his heart. “As you command, Warchief. Shall I take some shamans off your hands as well?”

			The boy may be wiser than I suspect.

			“Yes,” Slar answered, “but mostly from Snake and Bear clans.”

			He watched Sharrog leave with some regret. He had hoped to keep his son close, keep him safe, but he knew that was not possible. He cannot stand still, just like his mother. Restlessness gnaws at me too, but I must await Sargash the Ever Slow.

			When his son was gone, Slar turned back toward the window to ponder over the Northlands. While he watched the silver ribbon of the Norvus River dance in the midday sunlight, a few dark specks emerged from the water along the river’s southern bank. For some time he followed them as they approached the fortress. Occasionally he sipped his ale. Then they disappeared around the corner of rock leading to the defile that had cost his people so much blood.

			“Mammoth’s strength has waned if that’s the whole clan,” he whispered to himself.

			Slar continued to study the landscape, his mind mulling the dozen challenges before him. He had solved none when a knock came at the library door. After a moment to straighten his ancient scimitar and brush the front of his cuirass, he called out. “Come!”

			At his summons, a Boar warrior entered with a sharp salute. “Warchief! Captain Libor of the Mammoth Clan requests an audience. He has come in advance of the rest of his clan.”

			A messenger from Sargash? Or a message himself? I have heard of this Libor. I’ve seen him win Victor half a dozen times. When Sharrog won Victor status, Libor was not at the Clanhold. Rumors were that he hunted ice bear alone.

			Slar waved one hand. “Bring him in, Sergeant.”

			The sergeant barely gestured before an orc larger than Grindar stalked into the room. Catching sight of the hulking warrior, Slar nearly gasped at the likeness to his dead son. But this orc, with swirling tusk tattoos on his face, carried a fiercer visage than Grindar ever had.

			The warrior offered a curt bow, his thick leather and mail creaking. “Warchief Slar…” His voice held only the minimum respect. “…I greet you on behalf of Sargash, Chieftain of the Mammoth Clan. I am Libor, son of Corup, captain of the Mageslayers, and I am at your service.”

			From the warrior’s carriage and tone, Slar doubted that was altogether true. “Welcome, Captain Libor. It is a great day to see members of the Mammoth Clan at last among our united horde.” Slar shifted his scimitar while eyeing the black battle-axe slung over Libor’s shoulder. “Do you carry a message from your chieftain?”

			Sneering, the warrior took a long swig directly from a nearby wine bottle, draining it in a few gulps. He wiped the dripping red liquid from his chin with a belch, and threw the bottle aside to crash into the stone wall. “Only that Sargash has shared a great deal of counsel with our master, Galdreth. That he brings the great clan not far behind my Slayers. We will join your horde, Warchief.”

			Slar listened intently to the tone of Libor’s last word. It held respect, though not much. “Then you may go, Captain. Take rest, and when the remainder of your clan arrives, our combined horde will march out to join the forward forces.”

			Libor stood his ground. “There is another thing, a message I was to deliver to you from our master.”

			Straightening, Slar took a quick breath. Galdreth communicates to me through another! The long quiet twinge in his stomach burned with a quick flare. I might be thankful to have some of this burden taken, if I believed Galdreth or Sargash would allow me to survive.

			Disgust rising in his gut, Slar hooked his thumbs on his belt. “And what is this message?”

			Libor folded his arms. “My Mageslayers and I are to chase down and capture the master’s vessel.”

			A spurt of acid burned up Slar’s throat, and he fought not to wince. “A wise decision, as is always the case with Galdreth.” He took a few steps toward the window to cover a swallow and grimace. “You will leave with the dawn.” He held up a hand to forestall the protest brewing in Libor’s face. “As Warchief, I insist you remain as my guests tonight. Rest your men, and they will be better able to hunt the vessel. I will also have some of my own join you.”

			The growing anger on Libor’s visage deepened until he sputtered, “I must protest…Warchief. My men work best alone.”

			“Do you have shamans?” Slar asked.

			“Four,” the warrior replied, “and each can wield a blade as well as Fire.”

			Forcing down the rage, Slar kept his expression smooth. “You do not go to slay a mage, Captain. You go to capture one.” He tapped one claw upon the wooden table. “I will send two Boar shamans with you. They have learned a trick to seal a wizard off from his power.”

			Libor pursed thick lips, his brow smoothing. “Can these shamans of yours move swift and silent? Can they go three days with no water and five with no food? My men move fast, Warchief.” He folded his arms. “If they come with us, they must keep up. I will not slow my squad for fat holy men.”

			Along with the pounding of his blood, the heat in Slar’s stomach seemed to rise to his ears. He struggled to hide his desire to tear out this orc’s throat. “These are war shamans who smashed the great fortress of the southern armies! While Sargash worried where to take his morning crap, they burned the humans, elves, and dwarves out of Highspur!” He heaved the table over, throwing papers and writing skins all about the library. Libor took a startled step back. Slar eased his tone only slightly, and swallowed the spittle gathered in his mouth. “I will not have you question their strength or their honor. They will join you when you leave in the morning.”

			A confrontational scowl returning to his face, Libor attempted to speak, but Slar cut him off. “I have twenty thousand warriors leaving camp today to join our forward battalions. I will not have you interfere with their leaving.” Slar rehooked his fingers behind his sword belt, his anger at last coming in check. “Look through our store rooms. Visit our forge master. Take anything you need or desire that is not already claimed by another. Eat and rest well tonight. Take one of the camp women, and then leave with the dawn.”

			Libor’s dour expression softened when Slar mentioned women. He began to bow, but turned it into a dip to grab a map of the southern kingdoms from the detritus scattered on the floor. Smiling at it, he rose and turned. “Very well, Warchief.”

			Slar clenched his fist until he felt blood run in his palm. His words should be, ‘At your command’. I will forgive that, for now, but I will not forget it. He glared at the hulking orc’s back as he left, drops of blood dripping from between his fingers to splatter on the southron carpet.

			“Sergeant!” he hollered at the door. It opened to reveal the sharp-faced orc warrior who had announced Libor’s arrival. “Bring Ortax and his good friend Brother Aern. They have a long journey to prepare for.”

			Resuming his dour stare through the glass panes, Slar watched the sun dip toward the distant sea. Mud-stained white snow spread to the horizon, broken only by the line of the Norvus River. He imagined Grindar’s ashes mixing with the land – how this spring they would be part of a great field of green, speckled with a rainbow of wildflowers. The acid in his stomach settled somewhat.

			The door opened behind him and he heard three pairs of boots enter.

			“The Brothers you requested, Warchief.” The heavy steps of his guard left, closing the door behind.

			Slar turned. Ortax stood with his staff planted, while the skinny orc beside him bowed his head. I hate to lose that one in council, but he is the only shaman with the right powers.

			“So an emissary from the Mammoth has arrived, and Galdreth has ordered them on a mission to capture the vessel.” Slar spoke quickly to prevent any opposition from Ortax. “I will need someone I can trust to go with them. Not only do you carry one of the last tracing stones, but you are my only choice, Brother Ortax. One of my sons is dead, the other has gone. Radgred and Fargon lead our forward army.” He looked at the other shaman. “And you, Brother Aern, you are the only orc with the right power to capture a mage, or so Ortax tells me.”

			Aern bowed low. “There is not a shaman I have met that can touch their power once I have blinded them with my magic.”

			After the many deaths during the final assault on Highspur, Brother Ortax had become much less contentious, more withdrawn. “That is true, Warchief. Even I cannot touch the Fires when he sets off his spell.”

			Slar stepped forward to lean closer. He kept his voice low and conspiratorial. “I will send a few stout warriors with you. This Mammoth captain is a brute and a blowhard, but I do not doubt his abilities. He has shamans in his squad, but I have a feeling their powers are more for killing than capturing. Their company is called the Mageslayers, and he seemed very proud of this.” He lowered his tone to a whisper. “You must see that Galdreth’s commands are followed, and that the vessel is brought back alive and unspoiled.”

			“As you command, Warchief,” Brother Aern called, bowing further.

			I will miss this one’s deference for certain.
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			“Powers of mine, awaken within, and cast mine enemies down.” – The wizard Fadran, “The Fell Tower” Act IV, Scene 3

			 

			Tallen twisted his head in frantic search for another exit from the doctor’s office. A dozen bookshelves lined the walls, as well as a tall, standing mirror. He looked behind it first, seeing only bare plaster. Then his hands flew to the bookshelves, ripping away dozens of volumes, desperate to find a hidden latch or handle.

			“Maddi!” he called again heedless of anything but his search.

			“I’m not that easy, young man.”

			Before Tallen could turn to see the speaker, a blast of Air crashed into him, knocking his body across the doctor’s desk. Pain lanced up his side, forcing his breath from his lungs. He felt another attack coming and threw up a shield of Earth. It held against the lash of power. Fighting a twinge of pain in his hip, he twisted to see Marten’s secretary, free of the web he had set around her. She threw two more lashes of Air at him, but he needed only to shift a portion of his power into the shield to deflect them. Drawing even further on the Aspects within his mind, he pushed the shield toward the mage. It blasted forward, knocking her back through the doorway.

			Without hesitation, Tallen charged after her. He pulled on Fire and held at the edge of adding a touch of Water. If she won’t stay down, I’ll finish this.

			Two chairs from the outer office flew at him. He released the Fire and drew on Earth. Mixing it with the Water he already held, he forced the blend of power into the hurtling furniture. The carved chairs shattered, showering the area with splinters. A quick sphere of hard Air protected his body from the wooden shrapnel.

			Before he could prepare lightning again, the mage threw her desk at him. Tallen hardened his sphere with even more power, and the desk crashed to the floor at his feet.

			“You could be more creative,” he called, stepping to the side in the hope he could get a view of his attacker.

			The floorboards underneath his feet suddenly ripped up from their joists, the nails flying about with more shards of wood. His sphere protected him again from the debris, but gravity took hold of his body, and he crashed through the plaster ceiling of the room below. When he slammed into the next floor, his sphere of Air shattered, as did the wrist of his left hand when it caught the brunt of his fall. Pain lanced up his arm, breaking the connection to his power. The Aspects blurred behind a shock of pain, and he scrambled to find his breath. Kicking his legs wildly, he scurried to the edge of the empty classroom in which he had landed.

			Quit giving her advice, dummy! His breaths came quick and anxious. Calm down and use your damn head!

			A deep inhalation calmed him, and he pushed his mind past the pain. Even though still dazed, he found his power, all the Aspects coalescing within his perception. Psoul called to him and he embraced it, his nerves settling at its touch. He reached out, finding the mage just a few yards down the hall, exiting slowly from the staircase. She held a great deal of Air, enough to crush him in a single blow. A flash of panic welled in his chest, and his thoughts began to scatter.

			Concentrate! He heard the shout in Dorias’ voice inside his head, chiding him for losing his focus.

			Delving further into the Psoul Aspect, Tallen searched the image of the woman that appeared in his mind’s eye. He poured more of himself toward her as she crept along the hall. The bright shape of her spirit pulsed, and he found the pump driving it within her chest. He searched it, seeing how it drove the life energy through her body. A question formed in his mind, and to answer it, he reached out and squeezed that pump, choking it off with his power.

			A clatter sounded from the hall, and the mage winked from his perception. Tallen let go of the Aspects, and the pain rushed back into his senses. He winced and struggled to his feet, cradling his broken wrist. While stumbling through the detritus of his fall, he regained the good sense to wrap himself in another bubble of Air. He poured all the power he could into it, hardening it with Earth. Readying the largest blast of lightning he could safely set off within the hall, he leaned around the corner.

			The body of the mage lay crumpled on the floor. She did not move, and he sensed no power within her. Kneeling down, Tallen let go of his lightning bolt, but held the shield of Air and Earth. He reached out to touch the secretary, whose hair still sat in a near perfect bun. Her skin felt cold, and she did not draw breath. He leaned closer to see that her eyes stared blankly at the wall.

			Tallen slumped to the floor, letting go of his shield of magic. The pain in his wrist had dulled, and his hand throbbed red. However, he could not turn away from the woman in the hallway – the cold body of a dead mage. I’ve never killed someone before. I never thought I would kill a woman.

			For a long moment he sat there, while his pain hid underneath a deep sadness at what he had done. Even though he had always imagined himself capable of killing to protect himself or someone he loved, the actual act left him strangely disturbed. All of it threatened to overwhelm him. Then a face leaped into his memory.

			“Maddi!” Clasping his wrist, Tallen thrust to his feet and charged up the stairs. His breath came quickly as he entered the doctor’s office.

			Pausing, he embraced his power through the pain that throbbed up his arm. Tallen pulled at the Psoul Aspect, drawing only a small amount of its quicksilver fog into his mind. He then spread it out about him, searching the room with its tendrils. He found Maddi’s trail, much as he had earlier in the day. Several other life patterns crossed it, ones he did not recognize. But hers was unmistakable, and Tallen followed it to a shelf stacked with medical journals.

			He took up Air, a large amount of it, and the shelf ripped away in the grip of his magic. Behind, a narrow staircase descended between stone walls. Tallen used Psoul to follow the trail of Maddi’s life pattern into the tunnel, creating a small ball of Fire and Air to light his way.

			For quite a few yards the tunnel twisted and turned between the walls of various rooms, but Tallen could sense Maddi’s trail with ease. Down another long, steep flight of stairs he descended. Cold dampness let him know he was below ground. His little pool of light faded in the distance. He ran along the tunnel, desperate to ignore the pain of his injury, a sense of hurried dread roiling in his guts.

			With every step, his wrist throbbed and his fingers felt numb. Whenever he tried to flex them, bolts of pain shot up his arm. He struggled to ignore it, but his steps slowed with no regard for his will. Even his desire to save Maddi could not drive him past the pain.

			Tallen cursed into the dank corridor. Damn the Waters, I wish I knew how to heal myself. The throbbing drew so much of his attention that he almost missed the shadow leaping at him from the edge of his pool of light.

			With his power already in his grasp, it took only a fraction of a second to lash out with Earth-hardened Air. The dull, wet thunk of a crushed abdomen reached his ear as the attacker’s body flew back into the darkness. Tallen reached out again with a mist of Psoul, finding one more armed man ahead. I’m tired of this fight. I have to find Maddi. He dipped into the man’s life pattern, crushing the throbbing force he found there.

			Without a second glance, Tallen stepped over the already-cooling corpse.

			Just ahead, he sensed Maddi next to the bare flicker of another pattern. Her form remained clear to him, but he did not recognize the smaller one. Two other patterns stood nearby, one roiling with what Tomas called psahn.

			It feels somewhat like the Psoul Aspect, but different, sort of…distilled.

			Tallen dashed the last few steps at a run. He stretched to snuff the life force of the two men hovering over Maddi, but the distance, combined with his pain and extended use of power, stymied his efforts. Varana told me that I must remember no pool is inexhaustible. I must reserve some strength.

			He drew back with his Psoul mist and dimmed the magical light. Once he closed more of the distance, he reached out again with the Psoul Aspect to find the men. Maddi huddled before them, her life pattern flickering.

			“Maddi!” Tallen squeezed the easier target, dropping another armed hireling. He reached to the second pattern, prepared to do the same. But before he could infuse the target with his Psoul energy, the pattern snapped back at him. Beyond the strange draining of his reservoir of Psoul, Tallen felt the concussion physically. He collapsed to his side. The pain in his broken wrist throbbed back to the front of his perception, threatening to overwhelm his consciousness. He cried out in agony and lost all sense of the others ahead.

			Floating on the edge of awareness, he willed himself to focus. He brought himself back from the edge of the abyss, and forced his body and his mind to work.

			Fighting the pain and rage threatening to drown him, Tallen staggered to his feet and took a breath. He could not call for the Psoul mist; the shimmering Aspect slipped from his grasp, his connection dimmed by the counterattack. Air, however, came at his summons, and he threw a tentative shield in front of himself. A few stumbling steps farther and Tallen walked into torchlight.

			A figure stood up before him, shadowed by torches. He reached for a little more Air to lash out at it.

			“Tallen, stop, it’s me!” Maddi’s voice called from the dark. “Marten ran down one of the tunnels when his guard died. It’s alright.”

			Releasing his power with a groan, Tallen collapsed to his knees. The pain in his arm rushed back with his magic gone, and his sense of the Aspects fled from his mind.

			“Here,” Maddi whispered, putting one arm around him. “Let me help.”

			When she tapped into her Talent, Tallen felt it, almost like when another wizard embraced his power. He sensed Maddi’s psahn flowing into him, and his wrist began to knit itself back together. A stab of agony coursed through his body as she shifted the bones with her hand. Then the pain flooding his mind faded at her touch, and the numbness in his fingers disappeared. Their color returned to normal, and he flexed them without discomfort.

			“Thanks,” he sighed. For the first time, he noticed that a chain held her to the wall. He ripped the lock apart with a slice of Earth. “The mage secretary…she was stronger than I thought.”

			Rubbing her wrist, Maddi smiled at him. “She was probably just smarter than you thought.” She stepped away, her attention on a small bundle leaning against the cavern wall. “Here, Tanya. It’s alright. Tallen is the wizard friend I told you about.”

			The bundle stood up, and Tallen realized it was a little girl with red hair and bright eyes. She clung to Maddi, arms clinging around the woman’s waist. I have a feeling that she’s older than her size lets on.

			After kissing the girl on the crown of her head, Maddi looked at Tallen with rare fear in her eyes. “He almost killed her.” She stroked her fingers through the girl’s hair. “I healed her just in time, thanks to your distraction.”

			“I’m just fine, Maddi,” the little girl said, more fire in her voice than Tallen had expected. She turned that fire on him. “You’d better be here to help us. That doctor pretended to be nice too.”

			Concern for the precious little girl rose inside him as Tallen knelt down in front of Tanya. “I would never let anyone hurt Maddi or you. I have other friends who are stronger than I am. We will go to them. They will help protect us.” He offered his hand, and she took it tentatively. “I have scary men chasing me, too. If we all stick together…” His eyes flicked at Maddi. “…we’ll make it through to better days. Understand?”

			“I’ll help all I can.” Tanya gasped. “Maddi! I almost forgot! Ami’s in here!”

			The girl ran into a side chamber, dark with shadows. Maddi followed close, and Tallen stood behind her. He shaped Fire and Air into a globe of light to reveal a dozen cages along the wall. Two held the withered corpses of very old women. In the third lay a woman with a youngish face, but her hair was a shock of bright white.

			“Ami!” Tanya dashed over and grabbed her hand.

			Tallen heard Maddi gasp with shock. She knelt down behind the girl. “Ami…what…what happened?”

			The woman in the cage turned her head slowly, but her visage brightened at the sight of Maddi and Tanya. Tallen felt Maddi embrace her Talent and the subsequent flow of psahn into the woman.

			“He drained me,” Ami said, her voice strengthening while she spoke. “Drained me of my psahn almost to the point of death. I think he only kept me alive to use against you.”

			Tallen examined the woman from a distance. “What is wrong with her?”

			Maddi looked up at him, sudden realization on her face. “You’ve never met Ami before, have you? She is no older than me, Tallen.”

			He took a step back. She looks at least a decade older than that.

			“I’ll be alright.” Ami sat up and shook the bars. “Just let me out.”

			Tallen infused Earth into the lock until it cracked apart. With Maddi’s help, Ami stood up and stretched her back, before gesturing for the others to move.

			“We shouldn’t go back the way I came.” Tallen thumbed over his shoulder. “We made quite a ruckus at the College, and the place is probably swarming with guards. I have no idea how many of them are in the Lord Doctor’s pay.” Exhaustion made him dizzy. “I don’t think I have much left in me.”

			Her face wrinkling in concern, Maddi pulled Tanya close. “We should not follow Marten. He probably headed straight for more of his goons, and we can’t take Tanya into a fight.” She glanced at one of the tunnels. “He could well be on his way back already.”

			Tallen touched the pool of Psoul Aspect in the back of his mind, relieved to find that it responded. He reached out, following the spider web of tunnels under the city. “This way,” he said firmly, setting out down another passage. “This will take us toward my friends. They will help us.”

			With his Psoul-enhanced senses leading him and the globe of light leading the others, Tallen wove his way through tunnels that grew danker as they descended. For a long time, he mostly guessed which direction to follow, hoping to find some sense of Tomas or Dorias. Familiar patterns flickered at the edge of his awareness. After several minutes, his reserves began to wane again. His connection with the Psoul Aspect wavered.

			A ladder!

			Pushing open a rotted door with a blast of Air, he led the others into a chamber filled with old casks and empty crates. A ladder led upward in the center of the room.

			“I think they are nearby,” he whispered. “I’ll go first.”

			His Psoul net detected no one above, but he could barely hold it, and it reached only a few yards. Sighing, he let it go and prepared his shield of Earth and Air. Before heading up the ladder, he looked once at Maddi, who nodded encouragement.

			He pushed against the trap door, first feeling resistance then something slide. The door opened with little trouble after that. Upon exiting, he noticed shelves stacked with potatoes and other roots. One wall held the dotted crosshatch of a well-stocked wine rack. Thin, reedy music carried down from a flight of plank steps. Once he cleared the hatch, the women soon followed, Maddi last of all.

			The rumble of voices echoed from above. “Sounds like we’re below a tavern,” he whispered, his gaze tracing the steps upward. A wooden door let little blades of light into the cellar. “I’ll go first. The rest of you stay close.”

			While climbing the stairs, Tallen reached out again with his mist of Psoul. A dozen people milled about overhead, though his strength had not yet returned enough for him to reach outside the building. He could barely sense the patterns, and they shifted about like candle flames in the wind. With a deep breath, he let go of Psoul and pushed the door open.

			No one looked at him save a serving maid. “Here now, you don’t be goin’ down there,” she barked. “The privy is out the back!”

			Tallen danced with one leg crossed over the other. “Thanks, ma’am.” He headed toward the back door, noticing the askance look the woman gave Maddi and the others.

			Once in the alley, Tallen breathed a little easier. “Come on.” He jerked his head toward the main street. “This way. I can lead you—”

			“There you are,” a baritone voice called from behind him. “I’ve been chasing your pattern all over the city.”

			Tallen’s breath caught before he turned to see Tomas Harte, his brow knit in concern. Behind him stood Dorias Ravenhawke, Merl perched upon his shoulder. Another man leaned against the building next to them, his head shaven and twin swords strapped to his belt.

			“You!” Maddi shouted, pushing Tanya into Ami’s arms and stalking forward. “You are a friend of Tymin Marten. You knew him at the Midwinter Ball.”

			The shaven-headed man held up his hands defensively, backing away from Maddi’s advance. Dorias and Tomas both lifted eyebrows in surprise.

			“Doctor Maddi…yes.” He bowed his head. “It is good to see you again.”

			“Don’t ever call me Doctor.” She pointed a fierce finger at him as if it were one of her absent daggers. “Why are you here? Did he hire you to follow us?”

			Tomas held up his tattooed hand, the pearl and onyx symbol of the Paladins of Balance flashing in the daylight. “Maddi, please stop. Gwelan is a trusted friend of ours. He is not in league with Lord Doctor Marten, I assure you.”

			Dorias stepped up behind him. “It’s true, Maddi. And it is good to see you again.” Merl squawked agreement.

			Maddi folded her arms but did not retreat. “He’s worked for the doctor before. He admitted as much. Sylipsis root, if I remember correctly, and I know that I do.” She turned to look at Tallen, her expression begging for support. Tanya and Ami clung to each other in silence, fearful of the well-armed strangers. “It’s an ingredient in some poisons – poison I overheard the doctor planning to use.”

			The man with the twin swords bowed his head. “Maddi…that was a long time ago…before I understood better the character of the Lord Doctor. Our meeting at the Midwinter Ball was pure happenstance.” He tilted his head toward Tomas and Dorias. “Since I met them some years ago, many things in my life have changed.”

			Tomas reached out to clap Gwelan on the shoulder. “Many orphans sleep warm and eat every night in the city of Avaros because of our friend. He lives in the Balance.”

			With a shake of her head, Maddi threw up her hands and turned back to Tallen. “Well, I guess that settles it then.” The sarcasm in her voice almost made Tallen wince. She looked back at the shaven-headed man with an angry glare. “Fine, but I’ll be watching my back.”

			Giving their new companion his own wary examination, Tallen put one hand on Maddi’s shoulder. He searched for something to say. Before he could find words, Dorias cut in.

			“What was that about poison and the Lord Doctor, Maddi?” The wizard pressed closer. “What exactly did you overhear?”

			Tallen kept his hand on Maddi’s shoulder, and she leaned against him before answering Dorias. “At the Midwinter Ball I overheard him talking with the Lord Chancellor. There was someone they had hoped to poison…someone important. But they did not get it done because this person left the city too soon.” Worry haunted her stance as she looked at Tomas. “Someone we know?”

			“Boris,” the paladin and wizard said in unison.

			Knitting his brow, Tallen looked to Dorias. “Why? He’s a general and an earl, I know, but even he admitted that there is no power or land with an earldom.” He thought back to the day in the High Hall before the king. “He does seem to hold a lot of respect with the nobility.”

			“Yes,” Dorias said, nodding toward Tallen. “Keep going down that line.”

			Thinking back to a book he had once read on Gannonite nobility, Tallen lifted his hand to his chin. “Earls are granted their title by the king alone; they do not inherit it from their father…”

			Odd shaped pieces of thought and misplaced comments sifted together in his brain. A man in an inn calling Boris “the Bastard of Mourne”; a duke paying Boris deference. An earl does not outrank a duke…but who does…? A prince!

			“No…” The word oozed from his mouth as realization dawned on him. “Boris is Arathan’s bastard son!”

			“Hush!” Dorias waved a hand, while Tomas searched about for anyone who might have heard. “Not so loud.” A smile crept onto the wizard’s face. “Only the oldest and most powerful nobility know this as fact, though rumor has always been rampant.”

			Tallen’s mind raced down a dozen corridors. “How?”

			“A tale for another time,” Tomas said, gesturing toward the street where Gwelan scrutinized the passersby.

			Letting his curiosity go, Tallen followed them. Maddi and the others stayed close. “Do we go to the guard to report the Lord Doctor a murderer and criminal?” He noticed Tomas’ frown.

			“I’m afraid not.” The paladin looked over his shoulder. “Marten already has the guard looking for you. ‘A rogue wizard’ who destroyed his office, he claims.” He huffed at Dorias. “Seems you’re not the only one anymore.”

			A stab of anger and fear ripped at Tallen’s heart. “But can’t a paladin vouch for the truth?”

			Dorias wagged a finger. “A banished paladin, Tallen, do not forget. They would be just as quick to arrest Tomas for being in Daynon as you for destroying that building.”

			Tallen clenched his fists. “I did not destroy a building!”

			Patting him on the shoulder, Dorias led him along behind Tomas. “Be that as it may, my friend, rumor trumps the truth once it is in play, especially exciting rumor.” He waved toward the riverboat wharves. “Our plan was to be off westward. We will just gear up and be gone sooner. I already checked the docks. In two hours we can be headed upriver to Gavanor.” He nodded at Maddi and gave a soft smile to Ami and Tanya. “All of us.”
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			The mayors of the Free Cities are really mayors in little more than name. In Dern, Novon and Yames they are appointed by a city council made up of local merchants and landowners. In Kerrigier, the mayoralty is ceremonial and appointed by the Commodore. In Kirath, the position is inherited through House Sokonda, a Human family that has ruled there since before the Return. It seems they have compensated for the racial diversity of Kirath by keeping their line of succession extremely pure. Some say too pure. – “History of Gannon, Appendix C” by Elyn Bravano

			 

			Jaerd sighed with relief once they began to pass between the aged wooden houses of Kirath. Their plank shingle roofs swept upward in a cheery arc, though their condition indicated years of lax maintenance. Very few stood more than two stories. Still, he noticed the smiles on the faces of the other Highspur survivors and grinned in agreement. Any civilization is a warm welcome.

			A few natives peered at them. Jaerd noticed a family of thin dwarves working together to stack fresh wood, the toddler shorter than the split log he carried. A serene elf watched them from a chair on his front porch, a pipe lit and his feet upon a stool. Most of the remaining townspeople were human, gaunt eyes following them down the street. They gave a particular stare to Khalem Shadar as he rode past.

			“Can we find an inn?” Dawne moaned.

			Boris shook his head as Balthar pranced through the snow and mud street. Very little traffic had moved on it since the last dusting of weather. “Not yet.” He pointed at the largest of the keeps, this one surrounded by several large granaries. “We must warn the mayor about what comes to destroy his people first.”

			The houses grew taller and clustered closer together as they neared the city center, yet they still kept the swooping, gabled roofs. Jaerd noticed dilapidated wood and the lack of fresh paint on many. Dirty children played in the streets with a couple of yapping dogs, while a cacophony of harsh laughter rang out from a leaning tavern. Half a dozen ragged beggars sat along a single block, their cups as empty as their eyes.

			Boris frowned. “Kirath has seen better days.”

			Jaerd looked to Dawne, who huddled inside her heavy cloak. “You joined us in Kirath. Were things this rough?”

			She shook her head. “I never spent any time here. I joined General Vahn and his men in Novon, when I chose not to go to the Bardic College.”

			Pointing at his sister, Jaerd forced his voice to approximate his father whenever he had gotten into trouble years ago. “Which is where you are headed, young lady, as soon as I can get you there.” At signs of her protest, he lifted a strict finger. “It’s either that, or back to the Gryphon where Glynn can watch over you. I’ll not see another of my siblings caught in the path of the Fires.”

			Dawne remained silent and sank further into the hood of her cloak.

			The somber mood of Kirath seemed to infect everyone as they rode to the mayor’s keep. The ramshackle structure loomed over the city, guarding a row of granaries. A wall encircled the entire compound, protected by a half dozen stone towers. Jaerd noticed men marching in and out of them, the glint of steel flashing with their movement.

			The gate loomed over the rest of the city, stone speckled with lichen. Despite the poor state of the town, gold capped the pointed roofs of the gate towers, and richly embroidered tapestries hung from the battlements. The gate guards wore burnished steel with silver flares – their tabards silver-stitched gray silk.

			Jaerd set his jaw. “Seems like some do alright here.”

			“Hail, Captain of the Gate!” Boris called, shifting his somewhat tattered blue cloak. “We come from Highspur with dire news. Your mayor must prepare to evacuate the people. An orc host closes upon your doorstep.”

			Nervous murmurs ran through the gray-clad guards nearby. An old man hobbling through the street paused, and then shuffled off in a different direction with quite a bit more speed.

			Magus Britt scratched his gray goatee. “Boris...perhaps this is not the place to announce our news so openly.”

			The earl glared at the gate where a polished officer with gold-trimmed armor trotted down from the battlement. “I want these people afraid.” He stepped Balthar toward the officer, who carried a scowl on his face and a rushed discord to his uniform. “Captain, I am the Earl Boris Mourne, General of the Royal Guard of Gannon. My companions are each lords of their own realm, some higher of rank than I.” He pushed his words over the soldier before the man could utter a sound. “We come from Highspur and must speak with the mayor. The mighty fortress has fallen.”

			Again, the guards murmured. One ran toward the next tower, while an older soldier dropped his spear and dashed into the city.

			The captain shouted over the rumble. “Here now, get in order you maggots!”

			“You heard the captain,” a thick sergeant barked. “Shut yer traps!”

			The gold-trimmed officer then turned on Earl Boris. “And you, sir, if a lord you truly be, why do you go spouting nonsense to get my soldiers in a huff? I’ll be chasing down rumors in taverns for days now.”

			Jaerd smiled at the fear on the captain’s face when Boris let Balthar loose. The big stallion almost bumped his chest against the officer.

			“I am the Earl of Mourne, and I will have an audience with the mayor.” He reined Balthar back, but only half a step. “Every life in this city is at stake.”

			A wrinkle of uncertainty warped the captain’s brow. “They aren’t my concern. Lord Kodi Sokonda is my concern…him and his grain.”

			The granite stare that Boris hurled in the captain’s direction unsettled even Jaerd. Magus Britt looked ready to blast fire on the man. Brawny paced back and forth behind Jaerd, a snarl gathering low in his throat.

			The captain gulped, his lips moving slightly. His scratched his chin before he nodded. “I will escort you to Mayor Kodi’s mansion.” He looked to a nearby guard. “Inform his Honor we are coming immediately!” The guard dashed away, clinging to his helmet in haste. The captain regained some of his composure before turning to Boris. “Come, my Lord Earl.”

			Bowing his head with grace, Boris followed the captain through the gate. Jaerd and the other companions followed along behind.

			“They say the mayor’s parents were cousins,” Khalem Shadar whispered from his horse. “And his father’s parents were brother and sister.”

			Jaerd looked at Dawne and both wrinkled their noses in disgust. “Thank the Waters we weren’t born up here.”

			Tilli, whose silence had haunted them across the Wastes, cleared her throat. “It’s only in that one family. Dwarves from here often intermingle with those of us from the Rock and the surrounding vales.” She examined a couple of the shorter guards. “It is also said that Dwarves, Humans, and Elves intermarry here in Kirath more than anywhere in the world.”

			Turning to look at them with his one violet eye, Gael wrinkled one lip in distaste. “They do marry, but children from such unions are exceedingly rare.”

			“But it has happened.” Tilli shifted to watch the guards along the wall. “A cousin of mine had a human grandfather. He died long ago, but she still lives near here.”

			Trying not to look too closely at Tilli, Jaerd realized he instead examined all the guards, including the captain who led them. Is that ear slightly pointed? Is he a little too thick and short? I wonder what Tilli’s cousin looks like…

			A jolt interrupted his thoughts as their party stopped in front of the wide steps leading up to the door of the mayor’s home. It looks more a keep than a mansion. He dismounted along with the others, an unbidden smile creeping onto his face when he heard Dawne groan as she hit the ground. Brawny nudged his hand with a hard, shaggy forehead. The Kirathi captain turned back toward his gate, leaving them with the two men on either side of the entrance.

			Before Boris could mount the steps, the main door swung open and a mixed party exited the building. Several dark-helmeted guards surrounded a thin, pale-faced man with lanky, white hair. The man lifted a small, silver box, opened it, and pinched out a bit of brown powder. He then promptly snorted it and sneezed into a lace kerchief.

			“Wewll,” the man twittered. “I bewieve you are in the wrong country, my Lord Earl.” Jaerd fought to stifle a laugh at the man’s impediment. “We here in Kiwath do not seek battle so quickwy.”

			“My Lord Mayor.” Boris’ voice remained steady, his expression carved from a mountain. “I must warn you of the doom that marches on your city.” A cold tone entered the earl’s words. “Highspur has fallen, sir. Fifty thousand orcs swarm this way, and thousands more follow behind or sit in the remains of our broken fortress.”

			One or two of the guards shuffled their feet, while their commander fingered his sword pommel. Kodi only giggled. “Why Earl Boris…the jest you make is quite entertaining.” He fluttered the kerchief about his face. “You Gannonites do have such an odd sense of humow.”

			Despite the fact that Jaerd knew he must be broiling underneath, a thin veneer of polite calm held on Boris’ face. “My Lord Mayor, this is no joke. We are among the few survivors, only just now arrived in your city from Highspur.” He slammed a fist into his hand. “You must prepare your people to evacuate, Mayor Kodi. Your short walls will not stand against the coming horde.”

			The mayor’s flippant expression flashed to one of rage. “You will not insult my people, Earl Boris Mourne. We are no cowards.” He sniffed from his snuff box once again. “Even if your story is twue, there cannot be that many orcs in the entire Northlands.” He gestured to his guards. “I will not hear these silly stories. We will return to the dinner pawty.” The mayor’s pale eyes glared at Boris. “You may stay in Kiwath for the night, but you shall be on to Gannon in the morning.”

			The mayor spun about and marched back into his home, the guards swarming around him in a more martial fashion than they had brought him out.

			The reaction on Boris’ face would have made Jaerd wilt had it been directed at him. He noticed the muscles in the earl’s jaw working under his stubble-covered skin. Whatever exhaustion remained in his stance from their journey across the Wastes burned away to be replaced by a fierce rage. Is that the sound of his teeth grinding?

			Most of the others in the party stood silently rooted to the cobblestones. Magus Britt clung to his staff so hard his knuckles whitened. Khalem Shadar shook his head sadly.

			Jaerd said nothing and moved even less. He only waited for his commander’s next order.

			“Come,” Boris growled at last. “If he wants to die, let him die.”

			When they returned to the main gate, Earl Boris grabbed the captain by the scruff of his collar. The fear on the man’s face let tell why he did not resist. The intensity of Boris’ gaze could almost burn stone.

			“You will want to take what soldiers you can and flee with your people toward Novon.” Boris loosened his grip. “It is the nearest city with a fortified wall. It is where we will muster the army of Gannon. Then we can return to liberate Kirath and Highspur.”

			The captain shook his head, his jowls quivering. “I cannot abandon my lord.”

			Boris released the man to fall back to his heels. “Then you will die with him.” He turned to Jaerd and the others. “Let’s be on. I am done with these fools, and the sooner we return to Gannon, the sooner we can be back.”

			Outside the gates, a young soldier with a fearful look on his face slipped up beside them. “My lords,” he whispered. “You may try the city watch captain.” He pointed at one of the other two keeps rising from the skyline. “He may be able to rouse the city where His Oddness would not.” The soldier ran off into the twist of streets, purposeful in his steps.

			Boris inspected the keep to which the man had pointed. A shadow hung over his features and his eyes looked carved of glacial ice. Magus Joslyn Britt, chiseled from the same stuff, stood close beside his friend.

			Khalem Shadar kneed his Hadonese stepper toward the distant keep. “Well, I guess this watch captain is our only choice. We should be on our way to see him.”

			The watch keep stood shorter than the mayor’s. It had no surrounding wall, and no granaries to protect. Armored guards stood on the roof with bows. Jaerd caressed Shar’leen’s handle, watching the men walk about on top of the keep. He pulled his horse closer in to Dawne’s.

			Lord Gael clucked his tongue. “The watch captain of Kirath is chosen by killing his predecessor in a duel…not something conducive to wise leadership.”

			Jaerd scanned their surroundings as Boris dismounted and walked up to the gate. The earl banged a heavy fist against it, even though the watchmen above had certainly noticed their approach.

			A small window opened. “’Ere now. What’s all this, then?”

			Curling his cloak about his arms, Boris gave the man behind the grate a black stare. “I am Earl Boris Mourne of Gannon. I come to see if any man in this city cares for the fact that Highspur has been crushed, and a horde of orcs sweeps down upon you.”

			The voice broke. “What?”

			Storming up behind Boris, Magus Britt smacked the stone with his staff. “Where is your captain, man?”

			“He’s in here.”

			Boris’ jaw did not move when he said, “Have him come to the door.”

			The window slammed shut, and the party waited. Magus Britt ground his staff into the steps. Earl Boris looked ready to chew through the door.

			At last, the front gate opened. A lean man, pale of face and hair, emerged. His gaze sliced into everyone in the party. He carried a rapier which looked as if it had seen plenty of use. He looks human, but his ears have a bit of a point. And those cobalt eyes…

			“I am Captain Edric Mandibor.” The man adjusted his grip on the rapier. “How may I help you gentlemen?”

			Boris seemed too exhausted to be angry. “You are the last man in the city I will tell this. If Kirath is only populated by fools, then a fool’s death you all shall have.” The captain bristled, but Earl Boris forged ahead. “Your mayor will not listen, and his guards appear to be just as moronic as he. They will not take our warning.” Boris examined the captain. “You seem made of sterner stuff, though if wiser I cannot yet tell.”

			Captain Mandibor hefted his rapier. “I would doubt that insult will give your words any heavier weight with me. I care not one whit for foreign lords, even one who’s been in tavern tales.” He flipped his cloak over one shoulder to reveal dusky mail and thick leather. “I got my job over a year ago, and no man has challenged me since.”

			Placing a calming hand on Boris’ shoulder to ease the earl’s tension, Gael took a step forward. “Please, friend, we do not seek to insult you in our haste. The truth is simple. Thousands of orcs swarm toward Kirath from fallen Highspur. For almost half a century that fortress has been my home, and now it burns under the fires of the Northlands.” He pointed with his head toward the city walls, white hair waving about his ears. “The same may well come down on your own home. If you wish to save your people you must gather them and flee toward Novon.”

			Standing there, his gloved hand working the grip of his sword, the captain examined each of the group, his study barely pausing on Jaerd. “A group such as yours could only come from Highspur, and you have no reason to lie. If the fortress has fallen then there is nothing to protect us from the Northlands.” He looked to the man who had stood close to his shoulder since they came out of the keep. “Call in the militia. We will need to roust the peasants and guard their flank while they move.”

			Jaerd sighed. He heard similar reactions from his companions.

			Boris bowed his head. “Wisely chosen, Captain.” He glanced at Joslyn Britt and Lord Gael, who both nodded. “We will do all we can to aid you in guarding your people.”

			Watching his men scramble around him, Captain Edric Mandibor folded his arms. “If you tell true, we will need all the help we can get.”
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			“It’s always easier paddling downstream, but upstream is where the gold hides.”—excerpt, Riverboat Captain’s Creed

			 

			Tallen brushed Stew’s coat along the withers, the steady rhythm of the curry comb settling his mind, as did the soft munching sound of the horse working a feed bag. Maddi smiled at him over the brown shoulders of her own mare, standing there packed under a low roof with Shade, Fireheart, and a few other steeds. The deck of the riverboat did not shift much, but still the horses needed soothing from time to time.

			And it is a great excuse to spend time with Maddi. He looked over his shoulder at the dozen deck hands pushing poles along the riverboat’s edge. And alone time is so hard to find on this boat.

			A whoop sounded from along the shoreline where another man drove four pairs of mules, all hooked to a long hitch pulling a rope tied to the front of the riverboat. A wide track along the edge of the Andon River allowed the team to make good speed, while the polemen and rudder kept the boat moving straight and free of impediment.

			When Tallen looked back at Maddi, he noticed that she too watched the mule team.

			“Why didn’t we just ride these horses?” she mumbled, maybe only half to him. “Those mules are slower fighting the current than we would ever be on the road.”

			Tallen searched for an answer, but Tomas Harte spoke up from where he inspected Fireheart’s hooves. “Every evening, we would have to stop to rest our horses and ourselves. On the boat, we only stop every five leagues, just long enough to switch out the mule teams. This way, we still maintain that speed, even at night.” His eyes drifted over to where Tanya played with Ami in the bow. “It is by far the swiftest way for a group such as ours to travel to Gavanor.”

			Tallen watched Maddi gaze at Tanya, nervous concern playing across her features. “The duke promised to keep your house safe. We can move the three of you in there for now. The doctor won’t find you.”

			Maddi gave him a forced smile. Her focus still drifted to Tanya. “I may need a bigger place.”

			Returning her faint smile with a wider one of his own, Tallen offered his hand. “We can see about that. In the meantime, let’s get some lunch.”

			She slipped her cool hand into his. Tallen enjoyed the strength of her grip when she gave him a squeeze. “Then maybe we can find some time alone,” she whispered

			A nervous thrill shot through his chest, and Tallen cleared his throat. “I have to practice my magic with Dorias this afternoon.” He looked to where the wizard stood near the bow, his gaze upon the river and an apple in his hand. “But maybe after dinner?”

			She squeezed his hand again.

			Lunch was short, consisting of a few hard biscuits moistened with ale, some barely warmed beans, and a wrinkled apple from a barrel in the hold. Maddi sat with him, and they ate in contented silence. Eventually, Ami and Tanya joined them, the girl grinning behind her plate at Tallen. He made a silly face, and she giggled.

			When his plate was empty, he rose from the narrow table. “See you tonight for supper?”

			Maddi’s smile was warm. “I can’t wait. We can go for a walk on deck afterward.”

			Pangs of regret coursing through him, Tallen contemplated the curve of her lips for a longing moment, before he at last turned and climbed up and out. He walked toward the bow to join Dorias Ravenhawke, where the wizard watched the waters flowing by. Merl perched upon the narrow rail of the riverboat.

			“Hello, my friend,” the wizard greeted without turning. “I was thinking we should talk more about your rescue of Maddi.” Dorias tapped his pipe out upon the rail and set about repacking it from an aromatic pouch. “You only spoke of it in passing to me, and I could tell it weighed heavily upon you.” He looked up from his pipe to watch Tallen, those dark, raptor eyes full of both sympathy and curiosity. “These were the first humans you have killed with your own power…the first fellow mage. How are you sitting with that?”

			Tallen placed his hands upon the rail, staring out at the water that passed by so much more quickly than the shoreline. He listened to the creak of leather and wood coming from the mule team, along with the shouts of the teamster and occasional brays from one of the animals. He remembered the crumpled bodies of the mage and the doctor’s men, and he could not brush the images away, no matter what he tried to force in their place.

			“They haunt my dreams, Dorias.” Tallen sighed. “When I close my eyes I see their faces.” He looked up at his mentor, the pain in his heart breaking out on his face. “It’s worse than the orcs I killed in Bridgedale. I barely remember that night, yet they still hid in my dreams. But the doctor’s men…his secretary…they reach out to me in nightmares, begging me for their lives.” His voice broke, and he cleared his throat. “It’s not every night, and being around my friends makes it better.”

			Dorias eased a calming hand onto his shoulder. “Killing a man is a hard thing, Tallen. I’ve killed more men in my lifetime than most ever meet. The Balance and the Waters both know that for truth.”

			Looking up, Tallen saw that the hawkishness had faded from Dorias’ gaze, replaced by broken regret. The morose tone of Dorias’ words seemed strange coming from someone with such power. It reminded Tallen that his companions had seen many dark times, and each had suffered great tragedies on the road to their fame and fortune.

			The wizard’s voice softened as he continued. “Many of those deaths I would take back if I could. Some I would gladly kill again. But you must remember, it is the greatest burden of a wizard’s power, the ability to deal in life and death.” His hand squeezed Tallen’s shoulder. “I believe you to be a wise man, and that you will be fair in dealing it out. The fact that your first killing haunts you so only reassures me.”

			Dorias pulled his hand away and returned to watching the Andon. “Remember, too, that those you killed would have been far less bothered by your death, and that they would have hurt Maddi with just as little concern.”

			The wizard rapped his knuckles upon the rail. “Now, as to the specifics of how you defeated them. Using the Psoul Aspect to kill, to stifle the flow of life within a person’s psahn, is very dangerous, even for a mage with your powers.” He tamped down his filled pipe and lifted it toward his lips. “If you tried to do that with a Dreamer, a paladin, or even a Talented healer, they could very easily turn your power back upon itself, causing a disruption in your own psahn.”

			Dorias lit the pipe with a strand of Fire. The sweet scent rose to Tallen’s nose, making him wish he had brought his own pipe up from below. “I think I understand,” he said, his mind going back to that day. “When I reached out with Psoul, when I entered their life force pattern, I felt…exposed…like my clothing had been ripped away.” He scratched his chin, concern welling up in the back of his mind. “I tried to attack the doctor, but he slapped me back, numbing my sense of Psoul.”

			Drawing upon the pipe and puffing out a ring of blue smoke to drift along in the wind, Dorias gave Tallen a hard look. “You must have caught him by surprise, or he could have cut it off permanently. When you reach out, you open yourself up to attack. Your power gives a direct line to the heart of your psahn. If you are extended too far, you cannot withdraw quick enough to protect yourself. A skilled, prepared Dreamer could snuff out your life before you even entered his psahn.”

			“Then I am lucky you are the only other skilled Dreamer out there,” Tallen joked, hoping to cover the fear that spiraled into his bowels.

			Dorias frowned. “So far as we know. Plus, from the description of his powers, I have no doubt the Lord Doctor could have done much more had you not caught him unawares and weak from attacking Maddi.”

			Tallen’s thoughts raced down the dark paths full of unknown dangers. Those paths led in a thousand directions, each one warning him of rampant destruction or his own grisly death. A chill, heavier than winter on the river, settled into his bones. He wrapped the gray cloak more tightly about his shoulders.

			Clearing his throat, Dorias spoke around the pipe clenched in his teeth. “Regardless, I am glad that you seem to understand, though I doubt anyone truly can.” He puffed blue smoke into the wind. “Come. Let us use our power in Water to see if we cannot speed our journey.”
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			Light snow covered the banks of the Andon, the scattered whiteness having fallen during the night. Steam rose from the hot tea as Tallen blew across it. He sipped at its lightly sweetened contents, and it warmed him as it went down. The smell of bacon frying on a charcoal fire reached his nose over the fruity scent of the tea. The clatter of wood sounded behind him, followed by a burst of laughter from a man and the giggle of a girl.

			“That’s right,” the man’s voice called. “You’re already getting the hang of it.”

			Tallen turned to see Gwelan Whitehand parry a swing from Tanya, who held a carved wooden sword. The clack echoed across the deck and the water.

			“I’m not letting anyone hurt Ami or Maddi again,” the girl shouted with another hearty swing.

			Gwelan parried. “Well, you are a good beginner, but you still have a lot to learn.”

			He twisted his own wooden sword and sent hers flying across the deck, where it skidded to a halt at the head of the gangway. Maddi emerged from below just as it stopped.

			“What are you doing?” she shouted, stamping up onto the deck. She looked at Tanya who shook a stinging hand. “You’ve hurt her!”

			Maddi ran to hold Tanya, who pushed against the embrace.

			“I’m all right,” she said, pulling away and jogging over to the little sword. “I want to learn and Mister Gwelan promised to teach me.”

			Tallen noticed the wary look Maddi cast in Gwelan’s direction. The swordsman bowed his shaven head, mostly covered by a black knit cap. Leaning over with fluid grace, Maddi picked up the sword herself and took a few steps toward Gwelan.

			“Then let’s see if you are good enough to teach my girl,” she said, hefting the sword and staring at Gwelan.

			The man nodded. “Fair enough.”

			He lifted his sword to salute her, but it quickly turned into a parry of her first blow. The harsh smack of wood on wood echoed in Tallen’s ear.

			Gwelan smiled over clenched teeth. “You have a strong arm.”

			He blocked four swift blows from Maddi, most of them aimed toward his head.

			“I’m fast too,” Maddi said with a grin.

			She threw another flurry of blows in Gwelan’s direction. Tallen held his breath at the sight. I’ve seen her fight, but never with such ferocity. And this Gwelan Whitehand, he holds her at bay with every swing or stab.

			The two danced across the deck of the riverboat, a small crowd gathering to watch. Tallen and Tanya stood rooted, while Tomas Harte emerged from below. Even Merl fluttered down to watch from the back of a bale of leather goods.

			Maddi leaped over a barrel in apparent retreat then spun to land a blow that Gwelan barely caught with his own blade. The concentration on his face shifted to a more serious demeanor, and he returned a swift riposte, which Maddi ducked only by a razor’s edge. She moved swiftly to her right, faking a swing that Gwelan moved to block. Before they made contact, Maddi used a large box as a step and flipped head over heels to land on the far side. She smiled as she swung hard for his back.

			Somehow the swordsman twisted, catching Maddi’s blow while still on one foot. Her wooden blade glanced to the side and Maddi lost her footing. She scrambled to parry a vicious return from Gwelan.

			With a roar, Maddi leaped at him, and the two tumbled over each other, their blades locked. When they came to a stop, she held her empty hand’s thumb at his throat.

			“Normally I have a second blade,” she panted, sweat running down her face.

			“So do I,” Gwelan replied with less exertion in his voice. Tallen noticed he held two fingers of his left hand under her ribs.

			“Fair enough,” Maddi answered, letting go and hopping to her feet. She offered Gwelan a hoisting hand, and he took it. “If you are careful, you can train her.” She handed the wooden sword to Tanya with a smile.

			The little girl beamed in admiration. “I didn’t know you were so great!” Tanya shifted to a more sheepish expression. “Will you teach me, too?”

			Maddi patted her on her ruddy head, her breaths still coming heavy. “I’m teaching you your herbs, and Ami is teaching you your letters. Gwelan can teach you blades, or at least enough to protect yourself.”

			Tanya gave an exasperated sigh before running over to attack Gwelan again. With a sure smile, he dodged her thrust, then began instruction in what she did wrong. Maddi looked at Tallen, giving him a concerned glance. He walked over and put his arm around her shoulders.

			“I knew you were that great.” He kissed her forehead. “Tanya has been thrust into a dangerous world, just like we have. No one chose it save those who seek to harm us. It’s a good idea for her to learn something about how to protect herself.” He laughed. “Remember how inept I was that night you found us in Gavanor? Do you really want her to be that vulnerable?”

			Maddi allowed a small grin on her lips. “You were a pretty easy mark.” The grin widened. “I think she’s already more dangerous than you were.”

			Tallen squeezed her tightly and whispered close to her ear. “Now that everyone is up here watching them, maybe we can find somewhere quiet down below.”

			Giggling like a girl herself, Maddi took his hand and led him down the gangway. The quiet corner they found, cold as it was, soon warmed with their passion. Tallen held his breath at the ferocity of her kisses and the speed with which her hands slipped through his cloak and under his tunic.

			Around her soft, moist lips he was able to whisper, “Maybe I should encourage you to fight more often before we…”

			Her tongue stopped his words, and his hands found things far more exciting to do.

			Later that night, the torch lit wharves of Magdonton faded behind them into the darkness. A new mule train pulled the riverboat at a fast clip, and Tallen sniffed a newly brought on barrel of smoked trout. Maddi clasped his hand and pulled him toward the bow of the boat.

			“Come on,” she said, tapping the goatskin flask slung over her shoulder. “I found a tavern with a newly opened barrel of Windlewyne Red. I’d love to share it with you.”

			Tallen laughed. “I’d love for you to share it with me.”

			In the very point of the bow, hidden behind a netted stack of amphorae filled with olive oil, Maddi curled up within the crook of Tallen’s arm. He sipped at the smooth, luscious wine then passed her the goatskin. She sipped it too, smiling at him from behind the flask.

			Tallen leaned back to gaze at the swirl of stars, bright in the firmament overhead – thousands of points, flickering in the night. The lights of Magdonton had faded in the distance, and the shapes of the constellations shone in multi-hued forms against the black void. But all that majesty only skimmed across his awareness, as most of it remained consumed by Maddi’s closeness and the jasmine scent of her hair.

			He leaned to whisper in her ear. “Do the stars have the same names in the Free Cities that they do in Gannon?”

			She cuddled up closer to him. “For the most part. There is the Virgin Star, and the Scorpion.” Maddi waved at a straight line of pinpoints. “There is Caliburn, the Sword Talisman.” She pointed at another set shaped in a lopsided square. “And there is Codex, the Burned Book.”

			Tallen wrinkled his brow. “Isn’t that one of the Five Talismans as well?”

			Nodding as she took another nip from the flask, Maddi pointed to a different cluster of stars. “There’s one you should recognize.”

			Reaching into his pocket, Tallen fumbled for a little piece of metal. He pulled out the tiny cup she had given him, and held it up against the sky. “Greal, the Cup.”

			Her smile was unmistakable in the starlight. “You keep it with you?”

			“All the time,” he replied, twirling the stem of the chalice in his fingers. “Sometimes…Waters, this is embarrassing…sometimes I even sat it out and poured a little wine in it when I ate alone in my room.” The heat rushed to Tallen’s face, and he hoped that it did not show in the night. “It felt kind of like you were there with me.”

			Her lips, sweet and cool from the wine, pressed against his, and Tallen lost himself in a long minute of passion. The skin of her back felt smoother than fine cream under his fingers. The blaze of his power seemed faded and immaterial compared to the warmth of her body. He chased her for another kiss when she pulled away, but her soft fingertip touched his lips.

			“Later.” She turned back over to beam at the sky and cuddled closer into the crook of his arm. “Just what do you know about the Talismans? They are very important to the people of the Free Cities, almost as much as the Aspects of magic themselves.”

			Tallen shifted so that as much of her body as possible remained in contact with his. “Well, I know about Caliburn the Sword. And Greal is the second one.”

			Maddi shook her head. “Greal is the Fifth Talisman. Their order is important, for it is the order in which they were given to the races.”

			Running his hand along her arm, he then intertwined his fingers with hers. “What are the rest?”

			Lifting her fingers, Maddi cleared her throat. “Well, Caliburn is the First Talisman, given to Humans from the Waters. Then there is Auron, the Coin, given to Dwarves from the depths of Earth.” She held up a third finger. “Then comes Feldarr, the Staff, given to the Elves by the spirits of Air. The Fourth Talisman was Codex, the Burned Book of the Orcs. It was destroyed in the Elder Days, a thousand years before the Dragon Wars ever began.” She grabbed his other hand, which still held the little golden chalice. “Greal is the Cup given to all races, a sign and a hope for unity and peace. That is why we revere it so in the Free Cities, where humans, elves, and dwarves all live together.”

			With his mind focused on little other than her closeness, Tallen nuzzled her dark, silken hair. “I’ve heard some of that. We had many bards from the Free Cities visit the Gryphon, and they often told stories of the Talismans. Usually only about the Quest for Caliburn, though.”

			Maddi snickered. “That is the lamest of the stories. Honorable knights saving poor maidens.” She sighed and held her hand to her forehead in a mock faint. “They are ever so dainty and helpless in those stories – so clearly in need of rescuing.” She barked a laugh. “No wonder you Gannonite men like to hear it over and over again.”

			He poked her shoulder with a finger. “I only enjoy the part where Paeradur casts Caliburn into the Sari Sea to stop the wars over the sword. He sacrificed his power to save his people.” Tallen shook his head. “Few kings do that.”

			Maddi kissed him once again, this time just a short engagement full of further promises. “When we get to Gavanor, I really, really want to show you my house.” She watched an off duty poleman sitting nearby with a bottle. “We can have real privacy there.”

			Tallen kissed her forehead and flipped his cloak closer about them against the chill in the night. “I can’t wait.”
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			The citadel tower of Gavanor brooded from the peak of Malador’s Stone under a leaden sky. Tallen led Stew across the wide planks from the riverboat to the stone wharf, their first steps a little wobbly. A soft rub and a little coaxing with an apple, and Stew came along toward the city proper.

			Tomas held Fireheart nearby, one hand stroking the roan’s mane. “We will enter through the Watergate and head directly to the citadel.” He fingered his sword. “Something is wrong here. This city is on edge.”

			Tallen looked around the wharf and docks, his own senses beginning to pick up on the mood of the people there. Dozens of ships loaded passengers headed downriver. Dockmen moved loads with irregular speed. Several squads of green-coated soldiers marched back and forth, while a platoon of Bluecloaks stood guard near the granaries.

			Dorias heaved Merl into the sky, and the raven took off in a westward arc. “Something grave has happened, or is about to happen.”

			Tomas led them up the city streets, climbing along the edge of Malador’s Stone. Near the top, where the citadel wall hugged the stony peak, the Watergate sat with one door slightly ajar. A company of emerald guards stood at sharp attention in front of it. Their captain held up one hand.

			“Your pardon, sirs, but due to the state of emergency no one is allowed admittance to the citadel grounds save those on official state business.” His armor glittered with polish, but the man’s demeanor was grave. “I must ask who you are and where you are going.”

			Tomas shifted so the Sigil of Balance tattooed on his hand flashed toward the captain. “I am Tomas Harte, Paladin of Balance, once Lord of Harlong. I have served with Duke Aginor on several occasions, and know him as a friend. I would ask that you send a runner to inform him of my arrival.” He gestured toward the rest of the party to the green-cloaked officer. “We come with dark tidings, but it seems this city already has its own. Pray tell, Captain, what has happened to create this uneasy state.”

			The man looked at one of his subordinates who gave a surprised shrug before sending a runner. “Perhaps you have not heard, my Lord Paladin, but word has reached the Western Realm that Highspur has fallen.”

			A hollow, sucking feeling pulled Tallen’s heart deep into his chest, leaving an empty space where it had been beating. He shook his head, certain he had heard the captain’s words wrong. Hoping it was so. He looked to Dorias, but only saw a reflection of what must be his own stunned stare. A cool hand slipped into his, and he felt Maddi next to him, but even her presence did not penetrate his numbed senses.

			Tomas’ voice remained its usual baritone. “These tidings are confirmed, Captain? A messenger from the fortress has brought this news?”

			“Indeed.” The captain fiddled with a tassel on his sword. “A Silverback…er, excuse me sir, a Bluecloak messenger set by Highspur’s commanders to watch during the final days of the fortress. The man witnessed the gates fall from a distance. He rode his horse to death getting to the Free Cities, and nearly killed another getting here yesterday.”

			“Were there any survivors?” Dorias asked the question Tallen could not force out of his mouth.

			The captain bowed his head. “None as yet, though hope remains.”

			“Jaerd?” Tallen whispered. Maddi squeezed his hand.

			The captain shook his head. “If you mean Wolfsgate Captain Jaerd Westar, I wish I knew. He was a friend of mine. I assume you are the brother he often mentioned. You have his look.” He peered at the group once again then gave a nod to his lieutenant. “We will not wait for the runner. Come. I will take you to the citadel myself.”

			Their procession up the last slope of Malador’s Stone passed in a blur. Tallen’s only thoughts were of his brother, save a few for his other friends who had ridden westward. Images of them lying dead on cold stone battlements raced through his mind, only to be followed by thoughts of vicious fangs and bloody, curved swords. He shook his head but could not completely rid himself of the dreadful pictures in his brain.

			Duke Aginor awaited them on the front terrace, a small cluster of his generals and barons nearby. “Lord Tomas, my friend, you have come to visit at a dark hour.” He pointed at Dorias. “Knowing your history and the company you keep, I doubt that is pure coincidence.”

			Tomas bowed his head. “Duke Aginor. We come from Daynon, and have only now received the news. When we left the capital, word of the siege had just arrived.” A knot of worry formed on the paladin’s pale face. “How has this happened?”

			The duke shook his head. “No one knows yet. The one messenger arrived yesterday evening, and he still rests in my infirmary. His words were only of the gate crashing open, and a horde of orcs that followed. He did not remain to see more before he hastened this way.”

			Tomas and Dorias looked at each other, the concern etched deeply upon their brow. Gwelan Whitehand, silent since their arrival in Gavanor, remained at the rear behind a trembling Tanya and Ami. The mysterious man only surveyed their surroundings, but something deep down in Tallen felt his disquiet.

			“So there could be survivors not yet arrived.” The wizard rubbed his charcoal goatee. “They could be wandering in the Wastes or the wilderness near the Free Cities.” He shifted the belt on his leather vest. “We need to get out there and find out.”

			A fierce frown crossed Aginor’s face. “That is what we will do, Ravenhawke.” Though the anger appeared pointed at the wizard, Tallen noticed the duke eyeing the noble with a ruby and onyx clustered pendant. “I will have five thousand cavalry in the field at dawn tomorrow. You are all welcome to join us when we ride.”

			Before the duke started to turn, Maddi spoke up from near Tallen’s shoulder. “Your Grace, if you’ll remember me from last summer. The earl took me with him. You promised to secure my home for me.”

			Aginor paused. “Ah yes, Miss Conaleon. I remember you and your companion well. You took my best captain, and Earl Boris kept him. Your home is as you left it, I assure you.” A quizzical expression ran across his face. “I believe I have heard further rumor of you since you left our city. Rumors of a woman called ‘Lifegiver’.” He waved at a captain in brown-trimmed blue. “I have heard of this hospital idea of yours, and I want you to build one for me here in Gavanor.”

			Now Tallen sensed the same shock from Maddi she must have sensed in him a moment ago. He put his arm around her.

			“Well now,” he murmured to her, “Looks like there are a few stories you haven’t told me yet.”
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			“The best soldier is the one defending his home.” – Lord Marshal Geovan Starsis, 278 A.R.

			 

			Jaerd blew warm air into his fist, trying to drive the cold from his fingers. A long train of cumbersome wagons crawled through the snow, stacked with every imaginable household or shopkeeper’s item. Children and elders huddled in the wagons along with the flotsam. Despite the differences in their faces, they all wore the same look of fear. A few men with mismatched armor and rusty swords rode between the carts, some of which held grain and other foodstuffs. Not nearly enough.

			Dawne brought her horse up beside him, the reins disappearing into the folds of her cloak. A few fat snowflakes rested on her shoulders, and more drifted from the leaden sky. The brownberry dye had begun to fade from her tresses, and a few strands of burnished gold hung from her cowl.

			“Did you eat well this morning?” Jaerd examined her pale complexion. “You must eat enough when on the move in this weather.”

			She scrunched her face and stuck out her tongue. “I had oatmeal and dried berries. It was hot enough.”

			Jaerd looked beyond her to the town of Kirath sitting on its hill. A day and a night and we’ve only covered a few miles. We’ll never beat the horde at this pace.

			“We have to dump some of this baggage,” he whispered half to himself.

			Dawne shook her head sadly. “Most of these people feel like baggage.”

			“We are doing our best,” Jaerd growled at her. “These folk deserve respect for having the courage to move.” He swung his finger toward the mayor’s keep in the distance, and its four beehive granaries. “Plenty were stubborn enough fools to stay.”

			Pulling her cloak higher on her shoulders, Dawne rubbed her reddened nose. “You’re right. This cold has me in a grumpy mood.”

			Jaerd patted her back. “Me too, sis.”

			They watched the slow moving train for another hour before the thunder of hooves tore from the tree line. Captain Mandibor charged up on his destrier, concern on his face. Earl Boris, Magus Britt, and Lord Gael followed close behind, their own steeds churning up the snow. Brawny followed on their heels, his tongue lolling out and his breath blasting steam. Pushing his horse forward, Jaerd rode out to meet them.

			“This is as far as you’ve gotten?” Mandibor shouted, his face red from the cold.

			Jaerd looked back over his shoulder at the last few stragglers carrying their lives on their backs. A young dwarf pushed a wheelbarrow with several children in it, both dwarf and human. “At least the end of the line has passed down from the hills. It should move faster from here.” He squinted at the Kirathi captain. “You are the one who allowed them to bring so many of their belongings. It’s all this junk that slows us down.”

			Boris pushed his black charger to the front. “We must increase the speed of this train. A large force of orcs moves not three leagues from here. I believe Kirath is their target, but if their scouts get wind of this train they will no doubt strike us first, exposed as we are.”

			Shifting in his saddle, Jaerd rubbed Shar’leen’s hilt. “How many in their advance units? We only have about five hundred militia.” He looked at the rearguard of farmers and shopkeepers gripping their weapons. “And they are not seasoned, to say the least.”

			Captain Mandibor pointed at about a hundred mounted men who looked far more dangerous. “I have my Range Riders, and every other member of our militia has trained weekly since I took control of the city watch.”

			Gael ignored the comments and spoke in a matter of fact tone. “They rove the countryside in companies and battalions. The largest I saw counted about five hundred, though most were smaller.” He kept his eye on the eastern horizon. “That’s usually how orcs move, spread out, each unit on its own, feeding off the land. That way they don’t need as many centralized supplies.” He shifted his dancing horse as if he wished to head back out into the wilderness. “I have no doubt that these orcs are in better communication than most.”

			Jaerd thought of the deep cellars under Highspur. “And better supplied.”

			The elf lord shook his head. “It seems they brought little of Highspur’s stores. I found no sign of pack trains or wagons of any sort. Just warriors with what they can carry.”

			Earl Boris scratched his mustache. “That’s why they aim for Kirath. The winter stores there could feed that horde all the way to Gavanor.” He spat. “Damn that mayor for his foolishness. We could have had most of that grain loaded out and the rest burned to ash before the orcs arrived.”

			A rumble of hooves sounded, and Jaerd looked to see Khalem Shadar riding back along the wagon train. The Hadonese quartermaster had taken it upon himself to manage the supplies for the fleeing civilians. Even his almond complexion carried a hint of pink from the cold.

			“My Lords,” he called. “Scouts report the people of Yames already on the move. Our lead wagons head directly for Novon.” He cleared his throat. “If we are able to maintain this speed we can be there in three days.”

			Boris shook his head, and Jaerd knew why. “We could never keep hidden from orc scouts that long. They could wipe us out, then continue on to Kirath to feast on the mayor’s grain.”

			Magus Britt hefted his dog-headed staff. “Then we have to slow them down, at least long enough to let the civilians escape.”

			Earl Boris bobbed his head in agreement and looked to Captain Mandibor. “Gather your troops, Captain. We must draw the enemy away from those in our care.” He loosened his sword. “The key to fighting orcs is to stick together and keep organized. No headlong charges into their lines or you will get swarmed. This is key to our success.”

			The captain nonchalantly saluted and reined his horse around. At his signal, several riders charged out from the elite company. The rest of the militia began to filter into the clearing, returned from scouting expeditions or called in from guarding the train. Within an hour, over five hundred mounted men of varied skill and equipment gathered around their commander. Eventually even Tilli rode her pony over to join them, her face full of concern for the train rumbling away in the distance.

			“She’s been watching over the children,” Dawne whispered, “especially that pack of orphans. I should go see how she is doing.”

			Jaerd watched his sister greet Tilli. The dwarf gave Dawne a broad smile.

			With the battalion formed up at last, Boris and Mandibor took the lead.

			They have some sense of order, but it’s no Bluecloak cavalry battalion. Jaerd edged his horse closer to Dawne, who had refused to stay behind with the train. I’d rather keep an eye on her myself, anyway.

			They rode out for a few miles. Little moved, save a hawk that circled far overhead. The sun took its height, and the snow began to melt. Jaerd tossed his worn blue cloak over one shoulder. As he urged his horse over a low rise, two riders broke from a distant tree line and made all speed for the column.

			“The enemy must be close,” Khalem Shadar whispered from the saddle of his stepper. “Those are our outriders.”

			Before he had finished the sentence, a squad of orc warriors jogged out of the woods behind the scouts. Another dozen emerged a few yards down along the trees.

			“Gather up and charge them!’ Captain Mandibor waved his rapier over his head. “We will run them down before they know how many we are.”

			Earl Boris spun to scowl at the young militia captain. “Wait, dammit! We don’t know how many they are. We need to move in formation!”

			The earl’s protests were too late, unheard by the mass of troops over the rumble of their advance. Dozens of the militiamen charged down the slope headlong, waving aged weapons over their heads and whooping their horses forward. The Range Riders formed a loose wedge, but the regulars gathered in small clumps, leaving wide spaces between. Before they clashed with the enemy, another hundred orc warriors stepped out from the woods. A half mile away, dozens more ran from cover, well beyond the edge of the militia line.

			Jaerd held the reins tight against his steed’s desire to charge with the others. “We’ll be outflanked before we even engage them.”

			Anger plain on his face, Earl Boris turned to the Battlemage. “Joz, you will have to compensate for the fool. Can you give that company something else to worry about?”

			Magus Britt saluted, then turned to Jaerd and Khalem. “Come with me and cover my rear.”

			Jaerd looked at Dawne. “Stay on your horse, stay behind the soldiers, and ride like the Flames eastward if their lines break.”

			She waved a hand in dismissal, her face less fearful than Jaerd would have thought. I guess she’s growing up, too. She’s seen enough of war.

			Turning to follow the Battlemage, Jaerd heard the crash of the militia cavalry slamming into the cluster of enemies. He watched them drive the orcs back into the woods, cutting down a few of their number. Maybe they’ll do it.

			His hopes crashed upon the rocks of reality, however, when one of the militia men flew out from the trees to tumble across the ground and land in a broken heap. A roar followed that shook the snow from bare branches. Even Magus Britt flinched at the sound, and several dozen men came fleeing out of the woods with looks of stark terror plastered to their faces. Not far behind them followed a hundred orcs and a huge troll that snapped sapling trees back as if it were pushing aside blades of tall grass.

			“Damn the fools to the Flames. Boris told him to wait!” The Battlemage looked at the distant company then back at the troll. He spat on the ground. “When all else fails, follow orders. Come on. We need to protect this flank. The militia will have to handle the troll.” The mage urged his horse to a gallop. “One blasted problem at a time.”

			They rode forward, but Jaerd could not help looking back to see the troll crash into the scattered militia line. Everywhere it went, the beast wrought destruction upon the heads of the few men and horses who dared to stand against it. So many were caught up in fleeing from the creature, they rode their mounts into each other, and were cut down by the orc warriors who darted among them like deadly bees. A few militia gathered in defensive clumps, but they had no coordination. Another platoon of orcs ran from the trees.

			“We’d better make this quick,” Jaerd called to the Battlemage. “Those men won’t last long against this.”

			Joslyn grumbled. “Just watch my back.”

			The Battlemage lifted his hand and a flash of lightning, still bright in the daylight, blasted into the squad of orcs. It threw several of them into the air in a shower of mud and snow. More than a dozen still stood, and they rushed forward in hopes of overwhelming the mage.

			Another bolt lashed out, leaving a green impression on Jaerd’s vision after it was gone. Four more orcs crumpled to the ground, their bodies smoking and licked by blue sparks. Joslyn lifted both hands and an arc of fire blasted out in a semi-circle in front of them, shaking the air with a concussion. Most of the remaining orcs collapsed screaming, desperate to put out flames that burned unnaturally hot. The rest ran back toward the forest, ignoring anything save their fear of the mage’s fire. He sent a few smaller bursts to follow them, one glancing off a fleeing orc’s shoulder. The warrior ran faster, even though a flame caught on his leather jerkin. Pain filled wails emerged from the remaining orcs scattered on the ground.

			“Nicely done, sir mage.” Khalem Shadar managed a courtly bow from his saddle. “I have seen few with such a relentless talent for Fire.”

			Joslyn Britt grumbled and rubbed his stubby fingers. He looked back one last time at the smoking carnage he had left in the snow, and then pulled his horse around. “Let’s see what we can do about that troll now.”

			Shifting his grip on Shar’leen, Jaerd turned his horse back toward the main battle. Where he had expected to see scattered militia barely holding, he saw a line of soldiers pushing the orcs back. Earl Boris, blue cloak fluttering, waved his silver sword high above the men’s heads, urging them onward.

			On their flank, Captain Mandibor rode at the head of his Range Riders. With a vicious battle cry, they charged the troll. The beast stumbled, a dozen arrows and a heavy lance planted in its side. Two more of Mandibor’s men got spears into the troll and it fell, the ground shaking when it struck. Invigorated soldiers rushed in to stab the creature until long after it had stopped moving.

			With the troll dead, the few dozen orcs who remained turned to flee toward the trees, their terror written in their faces and strides. Mandibor regrouped his cavalry and rushed after them, cutting down scattered warriors without mercy.

			Magus Britt lifted his fingers, and a dozens of tiny fireballs rained down on the orcs who neared the tree line. They screamed in agony as the magical fire burned through their armor, leather, and skin. One fell, the skin melting off his hand like wax running from a candle. Another stumbled forward and collapsed, one of his legs burned to a stump.

			Jaerd lifted his hand to his face as he fought back his gorge.

			“We can’t let them report back,” Joslyn said with a flat tone. “And orcs are useless as prisoners.”

			A grimace spread across Jaerd’s face while he watched the slaughter. No matter how often he saw battle, he still hated its violent gore. Mandibor’s horses trampled over burning, crawling orcs, while the militiamen moved among them on foot, killing off those who still breathed. A sour taste rose in the back of Jaerd’s throat.

			A cloaked form moving through a line of wounded militia drew Jaerd’s glazed stare from the butchery on the field.

			“Dawne!” He spurred his sorrel forward, leaving Joslyn and Khalem to follow behind.

			Jaerd leapt from the saddle once he closed on the makeshift infirmary. A long line of men lay moaning and bleeding, some still as stone. The one Talented healer among the militia, his face fixed in a tight, deadpan expression, spared his powers for only the worst cases. More mundane healers cared for the rest and provided comfort to those beyond help.

			Dawne knelt over one man who kicked his legs against the frozen earth in pain. She held a white strip of cloth against his bare chest, while a healer pulled a black arrow free from the man’s ribs. Blood spurted across her riding dress. A sharp, barking scream sounded from the man’s throat before he passed into unconsciousness. The healer tossed the arrow away, while Dawne wrapped the bandage around the wounded soldier’s body. Deep red soaked the white rag, and she pulled another from her bag, pressing firmly to staunch the wound. Red stains dotted her face.

			Jaerd dropped to his knees beside his sister, pulling another bandage from his own battle pouch. “Let me help.”

			A pale, withdrawn calm obscured Dawne’s face, but she gave him a firm nod. Down the line of men they worked, more than a few dead before they could be reached. Some thrashed and screamed in panic, while others grit their teeth and bared the pain. Most kept a sort of graveyard humor about it all.

			“Looks like I got out of planting for da’s farm this year,” one man younger than Tallen said between gritted teeth as Jaerd wrapped his right arm, severed above the elbow. The healer had only been able to close the wound. “Ah, who am I kiddin’. He’ll probably just tie a hoe to the stump, and make me do it one handed.”

			Jaerd did not reply, but he heard Dawne sniff. She stood and moved to the next man, who held a bloody rag to his head. Jaerd continued wrapping, his mind focused on the job.

			“Do you care for the lives of all the men who serve you?” Jaerd heard Earl Boris bark at Mandibor through his concentration. The two approached each other across the battlefield. “Or do you just care for the glory of your Range Riders. If you had held the line with us, far fewer of these militiamen would be laying here.”

			“How dare you, sir?” the roguish watch captain shouted back. “I give everything for my men.”

			Tying the bandage in place, Jaerd let the soldier lay back down on his cloak.

			“You were given orders, Captain!” Earl Boris stalked toward the Kirathi, his face nearly as red as the blood on the man Jaerd covered with a spare blanket. “You charged into battle before the lines were set. Dozens died that might have been saved if you had shown more prudence and judgment.”

			“You dare to order me!” Mandibor swung from his saddle and whipped out his rapier. “This is not your country, sir.”

			Jaerd gave the wounded soldier he nursed a questioning smile to ask if he the bandage was secure, and the young man nodded back.

			“My country or not, I will not allow you to waste lives.” Earl Boris clenched Greyiron, which would snap Mandibor’s rapier with only a light swing. “Your carelessness killed far more men than needed die today.”

			Leaving the wounded man to rest, Jaerd rose to his feet.

			Mandibor drew back as if to gut thrust Boris. “I’ll have your liver on my blade!”

			“Enough!” Jaerd shouted, thrusting his own body between the two men. “These wounded need aid, not pride and recrimination.” He pushed Mandibor back into the arms of one of his own lieutenants, and then turned to rest his hand on Boris’ shoulder. “Discipline can be handed out later. Right now we need bandages.”

			The earl’s face might have been carved from granite, save a rogue hair from his mustache that fluttered in the cold breeze. He stared at Jaerd, unreadable. The icy glare shifted to Mandibor, then back.

			“Good point, Captain Westar.” He lightly pulled Jaerd’s hand from his chest. “If you please…” Boris turned and stalked back to his horse. He pulled a medical kit from one of his saddlebags and tossed it over. “You seem to have a knack for it.” Boris looked at Dawne where she worked on a struggling soldier. “You both do.”

			Jaerd jogged back over to the wounded, his heart still pounding from the confrontation. It soon passed, however, while he worked, aiding the healers and his sister in their task. They worked to save the lives they could, everyone in a hurry to move before more orcs could appear. Many of the injured had to be borne from the field.

			“Take the wounded on ahead to the wagon train with horses and stretchers,” Earl Boris told a militia sergeant as Jaerd walked up, wiping his hands on a dirty towel. “Ah, Captain Westar.” Boris placed one hand on Jaerd’s shoulder. “Thank you for your wisdom and calm earlier. It is good officers like you that help good commanders stay focused. Perhaps I let the heat of battle get the better of me in my judgment of Mandibor.”

			“Thank you, sir.” Jaerd lowered his head. “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds.”

			“You did.” The earl patted his shoulder. “And let’s not make a habit of it.”

			Jaerd drew his brow down in concern. “We will have a hard time in another pitched fight like this. We will need more strategy if we meet another group this large.”

			Boris looked at where Mandibor led his Range Riders in a screening action along the prairie. From the glower that shadowed the earl’s face, Jaerd feared he had reopened the recent wound. “If his men are good enough, and if he can follow orders for once, we could use a feint and fade to draw the orcs toward Kirath and away from the refugees.”

			Nodding, Jaerd followed the Riders as they moved in a tight, well-organized line. “We could give the mayor another try. His guards would be a welcome addition to our force.”

			Earl Boris shook his head slowly, his countenance never leaving Mandibor and his men. “We can return much faster without the train. I doubt Mayor Kodi will be of much use to anyone, but perhaps we can convince enough of his guards…”
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			A solitary arrow clattered against the cobblestones, skidding to a halt just a few yards from where Jaerd had ducked behind a salt-filled barrel.

			“Blast it, Wardson! It’s me, Mandibor!”

			The guards around the mayor’s keep only replied with another arrow that stuck in the seat of an abandoned wagon.

			The brash captain cupped his hands around his mouth. “It’s true what these men said about orcs in the wilds! We fought them ourselves!”

			No arrow flew this time, but Jaerd could see the movement of burnished armor over the gate.

			“Go blast yourself, Mandibor, you jumped up knave,” came an echoed reply from the mayor’s captain. “Run off to the Gannonites for help, you craven. We’ll protect what’s ours.”

			Captain Mandibor cursed, and Boris clenched his jaw.

			“If the orcs get those granaries, they could bring their entire force here,” Khalem Shadar whispered to Jaerd. “A hundred thousand of them would ravage the Free Cities before any of us might return with aid.”

			Looking up at the beehive domes of the granaries, Jaerd saw them in a darker shadow – now a target to be destroyed, rather than an asset to be protected. “We can’t let them have it.”

			A sudden commotion broke out along the top of the gate. Metal flashed in the dying sunlight, and clanging crunches sounded up the long street. A few men broke from a postern door. One took an arrow from above and fell, while three more ran for where Jaerd crouched near Khalem. Two soldiers leaped from a tower down the wall. Jaerd heard the snap of one’s leg as he came down hard. The other ran toward the city, never looking back at his companion, who the guards finished off with a volley of arrows.

			“By the Waters,” Jaerd whispered, rising with the spare bow he had grabbed from a fallen militiaman. He turned his voice to a shout. “Cover them! They’re trying to join us.” He launched a steel-tipped arrow toward the gate, desperate to slip one through the parapet. “Fire and Flames, they’re killing their own men!”

			One of the three Kirathi guards fleeing towards them took an arrow in the shoulder. He stumbled five good steps before another caught him in the neck. The lead man lost his helmet in the mad dash, while the second shook off a wooden shield. More arrows fell toward them, but a flick of Magus Britt’s hand threw a dozen flashes of light that dissolved the quarrels in midair.

			Jaerd, Khalem, and Mandibor led a few of the Range Riders in a dash forward. They launched arrows in a return barrage that slowed the attack on the escaping men. When they passed behind the line, Jaerd urged his fellows back, shooting more arrows as they retreated. The entire group slipped into cover, gathering behind a cluster of buildings just beyond their enemies’ range.

			“Welcome, Corporal,” Captain Mandibor sneered, casting aside the bow and placing a hand on his rapier. “Are you sent to spy among us, or are you simply cowards?”

			Earl Boris held up a calming hand. “That’s enough, Captain. These men fled when their own sanity overruled their commander’s madness.” He turned to the gasping newcomers. “Easy, lads. I am Earl Boris Mourne. If you come in peace, we welcome you among us.”

			“Aye, Milord.” The corporal got through his heavy breaths. “Thank you, sir.” He looked back over his shoulder. “Everything’s gone mad over there, sir. The mayor and the officers…they know the minute they give up their position as masters of the grain…the minute they are stuck amongst the rabble, they’ll be torn to pieces.”

			The other soldier grimaced. “They’d rather face a pack of orcs than their own people.”

			Joslyn Britt barked a harsh laugh. “There’s more than a pack coming, boys. Best get those shiny swords sharpened.”

			His face screwed up in disgust, the corporal grunted. “Most o’ the other men…they’re more scared of the officers than anything. They turned on the few of us who refused to stay.”

			Fighting back his rage, Jared glanced back at the two pinpricked bodies lying dead outside the wall. Pools of blood, dark in the low glare of sunset, spread in square runnels between the cobblestones.

			“How many would stand against us if we charged them?” Mandibor asked, his brow knitted in impatience.

			“At least a hundred, sir,” the shocked corporal replied. “And they’ve heated pots and stacked stones.”

			One black eyebrow lifted, Earl Boris looked to his Battlemage. “Joz?”

			Magus Britt sighed. “It’s been a long day, Boris.” He looked toward the keep and granaries. “If we could get close enough, I might be able to get them burning. But to get all four…that would take some time…time I don’t think we can make.”

			The anger on the earl’s face was not for his friend. “Then I don’t see how we can do it. We are far too few to assault them – we’d be cut down. And I don’t see any way of giving you the cover you need.”

			Magus Joslyn Britt sucked a tooth. “And we don’t have the time for me to rest and gather my reserves. If I had an hour or two, I could get at least one of them going from this distance.”

			Boris’ steely gaze caught fire when he looked toward the setting sun. “We do not have that time. We need to be on to Novon and Gavanor.”

			Frustration plain on his face and in his voice, Mandibor gripped the hilt of his sword. “Then there is nothing we can do?”

			Lord Gael faced the Kirathi captain. “There is nothing we can do.”

			The earl looked one last time at the granaries, the light in his eyes fading with the last of the sun. “Then let’s go. We have a lot more to worry about now.”

			Jaerd stood for a moment, staring at the gate full of metal-clad idiots. “Damn fools!” He cupped his hands to his mouth. “I hope they gut you before you die!”

			A few minutes later, Jaerd sat in his horse’s saddle on the ridgeline where most of Mandibor’s Range Riders had waited. He lifted his father’s old spyglass, tracing the edge of the trees on the far side of Kirath.

			“There,” he called when he saw the first few orcs step into the cleared fields surrounding the city. Bands of hundreds followed the first few platoons. Soon, thousands of orcs trotted toward the city in closely organized companies. Jaerd lowered the spyglass once he saw fires spring up among the wood buildings.

			“Captain Westar,” he heard Boris shout. “The city is lost. There is nothing to be done save move on to save the next one. Come, let us be off.”

			As he spurred his horse after the others, Jaerd heard shouts of orcish joy followed closely by screams of pain and death from those who had not heeded their warnings.

			“Serves them right,” Mandibor grumbled.

			Jaerd questioned his earlier conviction at the sight of so many men dying. Does it when their leaders made them stay?
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			“Since Lifetrees can no longer bloom upon the mainland, no longer then can we.” – Leolan Lastking upon the arrival of elves at Valen

			 

			Prince Adaan Calais ran his fingers along the alabaster smoothness of the lifewood railing. It curved upward along the white staircase, grown from the same seed as all of Fartower. The stairs looked polished as new porcelain, but his boots still gained traction as he climbed out onto the roof. A fresh blast of sea air, warm even in winter, greeted his nose with the salty tang he had loved as a child, near a thousand years ago.

			“My tower,” he whispered to the lifewood parapet, his hands stroking the warmer-than-natural edge.

			Adaan turned south, toward the nearby emerald island set in a sapphire sea. The waves of the Clarion Ocean swept against the golden beaches of Valen in low breakers. Beyond, forested hills rose against the sky to hide A’Valen, last Lifetree of his people.

			The rocky outcrop on which Fartower stood met harsher waters not quite a mile out from the much larger isle, but its black granite boulders held firm against the rough seas. That’s why I chose this place…the only place able to grow lifewood away from Valen since the Cataclysm. The only Lifetree not to go mad. The Woodsingers lost a good deal of love for their prince that day, but I proved them wrong.

			His thoughts drowned out the pounding of the surf, and he hung his head. If only they would have let me try upon the mainland! But they will never again allow me to have one of A’valen’s seeds.

			Adaan sighed and turned away to watch the northern skies. She will not be late. She has never been late in a millennium.

			For a few moments he watched the azure emptiness, his sharp vision finding nothing save the specks of distant birds. Then a different speck appeared above the horizon, leagues farther away than the swooping seagulls. A wry grin curled his lip at the foolish hope that his sister might once be late. The speck grew, larger than any bird at such a distance. Widening and flattening, a cobalt shape sparkled when it moved. Sarravix is such a beautiful creature in flight.

			The dragon at last came down from the sky, sweeping brilliant wings with amethyst ridges through the air in graceful patterns. The creature’s violet eyes matched those of his sister, who clung more to her own elegance than to Sarravix’s neck. The dragon’s lower claws extended, large enough to grasp Adaan’s favorite horse by the chest. She fluttered her wings more swiftly and reached out to grab Fartower’s parapet. The wings lifted once more and then folded along her shoulders. She leaned forward on one dagger-like claw and padded knuckle. Once the dragon had a firm grip on Fartower, the woman on her back slid down. Adaan could not help his smile when Sarravix leaned in to touch her forehead to his sister’s. The woman’s fair-haired beauty and loving smile were matched by the regal, yet soft demeanor of the dragon. Then she turned her amaranthine gaze upon Adaan.

			“Varana, my sister, welcome home…or at least to the edge of it.” He offered a graceful bow before reaching out with a loving hand. “It has been too long since we have seen each other.”

			Varana’s expression shifted in a flash to a frown almost as dark as her gaze for Sarravix had been bright. “Our father’s hidden trove has been found. Knowledge of the Dragonsouls is once again in human hands.”

			Adaan lowered his hand. So she is in that mood.

			“Dear sister, the Dragonsouls are trapped beyond even a foolish human’s reach.” He glimpsed up at Sarravix, who listened to their words with extreme intensity. “That is why father never destroyed those scrolls. He knew they were useless.”

			His sister deepened the furrows in her brow. “Not true. He knew they might be needed one day if the Dragonsouls returned.”

			Now it was Adaan’s turn to frown. “Before he died, our father told me that the trap he and Gan created would last a hundred millennia. I believe it has only been one.”

			Varana waved a delicate hand at Adaan. “Something he told to a young elf to calm his fears. I know of the magic they used, though I do not fully understand it. It is not eternal.”

			A brief sadness passing through his heart, Adaan sighed. “Nothing is.”

			She stared at him with a face so much like the one he always saw in the mirror. “Your mother said much the same thing when father died.”

			He met her squarely. “And you said it when she died.”

			The woman’s scowl softened. “You and Gael had more time with your mother than I had with mine. She never saw the shores of Valen, never left Lond before its Fall.”

			Offering a smile, Adaan reached his hand out again, and she took it, her grasp warmer than he expected. “We all have lost so much, but you have lost the most, dear sister. Will you not stay among us for a while?”

			Varana’s face fell into sadness. “Valen was never my home. I feel more comfortable at my Academy with my students.” She turned to the western horizon. “I was born in Amgedon’s shade, but that turned to a black shadow long ago.”

			He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, something he had not done in decades. “You were the last one to be born there.”

			Varana sighed. “And you were the first born to Valen. Our father knew our people had to reproduce quickly if we were to survive.” She stiffened her lip. “I do not blame your mother, as I once thought I did. I was a young woman with too much rage.” A short laugh broke her melancholy look. “I am certainly that no longer.”

			Adaan let the moment hang there in the sky above the sea, arm around his prodigal sister and warmth in their grasp. In that moment, they were neither great nor small, just siblings. The cobalt dragon looming above him stood still as the lifewood tower, while the waves crashed below.

			Far too soon for him, Varana stepped away. “The Dragonsouls, Adaan, that is why I came.” She focused on the ocean spread before them. “Something moves in the Dreamrealm, or so the only Dreamer I know has claimed.”

			“You have spoken with the Ravenhawke? And you did not kill him?”

			A strange smile edged along her lips. “He is a different man than when last you saw him. His pain and trials have humbled him.”

			“Humble is no word to be used for the Ravenhawke. He is the human who read father’s scrolls?”

			Uncertainty written on her face, his sister nodded. “I still have them. I only let him read them. As did Tomas Harte, the paladin.”

			Placing his hands upon the parapet so he stood watching the waters next to Varana, he dared a small shrug. “To be honest, there are few better humans to know. Those scrolls only touch the surface of what father did…of what the Dragonsoul Gan did. I read them before father hid them with that Viridian Stone. They do not tell how to free a Dragonsoul. Who says anyone might even accomplish it?”

			A slurring voice, nearly as deep as the ocean waves, resounded from above. It thrummed in a powerful bass, but still held a clear feminine edge. “I say they might accomplish it.” Sarravix shifted her weight, but the hard lifewood of Fartower held strong. “We dragons knew these spirits – these Dragonsouls…” The distaste rang clearly in her swelling voice. “…long before even your kind. How they drew my elder siblings into your wars I will never understand.” She twisted her head violently, as if shaking her webbed crest free of the thought. “We have a sense of them, and they are not gone from this world. Many of the lesser of my kind have been drawn to it already, as have some of the greater. The threat we face is real.”

			Adaan bowed his head before the dragon, and Varana stepped toward him. “News has come of the siege of Highspur, by numbers too great to believe. Rumor has come of its fall.”

			A stab of true fear ripped through Adaan’s heart, and his breath began to quicken. “Gael still serves there, though I have called for him to return home for years.”

			A cool expression masking her face, Varana ran one finger along the twisted railing. “I fear the rumors may be true. The Ravenhawke warned of a darkness in the Dreamrealm, a darkness he did not recognize. Sarri describes much the same thing.” She reached up to stroke the dragon’s membranous wing. “Her kind senses the Dreamrealm in a way that is different from the Dreamer mages.”

			Adaan rolled his father’s ring around his finger. The thick gold set with a giant moonstone glowed in the sunlight. “You think it is this darkness which drives the orc hordes?”

			“I have no doubt that it drives them.” Varana’s face clouded with thought. “However, even a million orcs in a mob could not threaten our lands in the long term. It is not them I truly fear.” She looked up at him, her eyes ablaze with intensity. “The Dragonsouls’ influence spreads farther than just those they directly touch. The chaos that comes with Galdreth is insidious. It creeps into the cracks of ordered societies and breaks them open.” She shook her head gravely. “The orcs are just the first challenge to befall us. Who knows where next Chaos will rear its ugly head.”

			The weight of her words hung heavy on Adaan’s heart. “Father would have known what to do.” He twisted the ring again. “He always had a plan.”

			Varana laughed. “It wasn’t always a good one. The Cataclysm was never part of his plan, yet the consequences were there for all to see. We are still dealing with them.”

			“The Red Death was his plan, and Hadon is no longer the threat to us it once was.” Adaan put a hand on her shoulder. “As was bringing the Navigator and his people back to Tarmor. Gannon will help us stand against the storm.”

			Varana pursed her lips in doubt. “We shall see.”
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			The Temple itself seeks only the freedom of all races to tune themselves to the Balance. We offer a hope for justice, peace, and salvation. No state, no knightly order, no guild of mages or merchants can hope to do this. Only the Temple. – High Elder Banon Gastahl, 266 A. R.

			 

			“I hope you will accept my offer, Miss Conaleon.” Duke Aginor’s voice remained firm despite the three glasses of bourbon Maddi had witnessed him consume since entering his study. “The thirty-thousand marks is just a down payment. Plus, I have already received a vast quantity of dwarf-cut stone – a gift from the dwarf king. He was very thankful of our help after the dragon attack last spring.”

			“Your gift is very kind, Your Grace.” Even though she hated the gesture, Maddi pulled off an elegant curtsey, her leather pants notwithstanding. “Especially since it is a gift to your people.”

			The duke shook his head. “It was your idea, my dear. I heard of your plan for one in Daynon through a peer.” He cleared his throat. “I want a hospital in Gavanor, and I want you to direct its construction. There is a place near Statuary Park that I have already ordered cleared. The stone is being delivered there directly from the docks.”

			Maddi bowed her head, afraid her discomfort showed through her poise. “Thank you, Your Grace, but I had been considering going westward with my friends. Ami takes good care of Tanya, and they are very comfortable in my old house.” She winced. Her heart was torn between leaving Tanya and abandoning Tallen and the others. She looked over at the young wizard who pulled at her heart, sitting nearby on one of the duke’s chairs. He gave her a knowing smile. The Wastes are no place for a girl like Tanya. Truth be told, they are no place for anyone, not even him.

			“Those not trained in the ways of war do not belong in the Wastes.” The duke waved his glass in the air. “I do not think it wise for you to join our force. We have plenty of healers with more experience in battle medicine than you. Besides, when the wounded and refugees come wandering eastward, Gavanor will need to be prepared.”

			“Your Grace, I—”

			The duke lifted a firm hand to silence her. “I am a man used to getting his way, Miss Conaleon.” He reached into a drawer and tossed a bag heavy with gold coins onto the table. “I much prefer the carrot to the stick.” He lifted a significant finger. “Please do not make me use the stick.”

			“He’s right, Maddi.” Tallen’s downcast gaze could not meet hers.

			She knew he did not agree. The nobles and that wizard have his head turned around. He’s too young to stand up to them, too uncertain of himself. At last he met her gaze, and a streak of pain crossed his face. He did not look away. The Ravenhawke and the paladin sat next to Tallen, their faces unreadable. Someday he will be strong enough…with my help. The others are more practiced at lying than he is. They know I should be going, too. Not as much as Tallen does, but they must need the duke more than they need me. She looked at Aginor, already filling another glass. And he only wants to put his name on this hospital.

			Maddi wanted to clench her fists, to let the rage building up in her chest burst forth in a tirade about tyrants and their whims. She wanted to grab Tallen, drag him from the city, and run a thousand miles away, just the two of them alone, away from the causes and trials of the greater world. She looked at Tallen again, the pain and love etched clearly on his face. He would never do it, no matter how much he wanted to. He’s a damned hero.

			She sighed. “As you wish, Your Grace. But I know nothing of architecture, only healing.”

			The duke scratched his balding head. “I have a company of Royal Engineers stationed here who would love nothing better than the challenge.” He waved one hand as if shooing away the issue. “They have not had a good project to tackle in far too long. Captain Ranier is their commander and quite the stonemason. He will greet you on the grounds tomorrow following the departure of our force.”

			As Maddi left the study, her heart bounced between joy at remaining with Tanya and despair at being separated from Tallen again. His warm hand clasped hers, and she gripped it back, though she watched the stairs pass under her feet. A dozen angry things passed through her mind, but at the thought of his hurt expression made her throw each one away.

			“I’m sorry,” he whispered, his fingers twined with hers. “I want you with…us…more than anything, but I want you to be safe, too.”

			“I can take care of myself,” she snapped, a flare of anger brushing her temples. “I seem to remember taking care of you a few times as well.”

			Tallen stammered, his eyes swiveling toward Dorias.

			The torchlight showing wrinkles on his face, the wizard pulled on his goatee as they descended the stairwell of the citadel tower. “Maddi, believe me when I say this has much more to do with the duke wanting you to build his hospital than whether or not you would be safe…” He folded his hands behind his back. “…or dare I say necessary on our westward journey.”

			“We all three insisted you come with us,” Tomas added, “but the duke stood firm.” The paladin shrugged. “And this is his Realm.”

			Their words made sense to Maddi, but it made no difference to the anger in her heart. She looked again at Tallen, whose pale face held a sorrowful droop. I have to remember where to focus my anger, and right now, the duke will get it. I can’t be mad at Tallen.

			Maddi squeezed his hand. “I understand. I will build the flaming thing, and then I’m coming after you.” She bumped his shoulder with hers. “I have no doubt you’ll need saving before long.”

			A faint smile crept into his wan expression. “No doubt.”
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			The long line of horses stamped against the cold, hard ground. A light snow had fallen overnight, and twenty thousand hooves shuffled clear a wide path in front of the Bearsgate. Maddi pulled her hood closer against the wind, as did Tanya and Ami behind her. From deep in her cowl, she looked up at Tallen, who sat in Stew’s saddle, his shoulders hunched and his head low. He looks so much more proud when he rides straight. At least he’s making it clear how much he will miss me. As if he didn’t last night…

			A smile pulled at one corner of her mouth, despite her somber mood.

			“Keep the muster going, my son.” Duke Aginor spoke from his thick destrier. Doran Varlan listened to his father, not far from where Maddi stood. “The king is on his way. You are to greet him as I would, then remain to hold Gavanor. I will send dispatches as often as possible.”

			His son nodded, a nervous fidget in his stance. The duke signaled to an officer, and a call went down the column of green-cloaked men, spotted with companies in red, black, and midnight blue. The formation lurched forward, the clatter of armor and horse echoing off the wide city wall. Their banners took wind, those of the duke and the barons at the front. Over all of them hung the silver dragon on Gannonite blue.

			Tallen followed Tomas, Dorias, and Gwelan toward the head of the column. But at the last moment, he spurred over toward Maddi, and held out his hand one last time. She grabbed it, able to feel his warmth even through her soft doeskin and his hard riding gloves.

			“I…I will miss you,” he whispered, his voice and face tight.

			“Of course you will,” she said with a sniff. He grinned, but more words hung at the back of her throat. She forced them out. “I will join you as soon as I can.”

			He shook his head. “Only if we are still in the Free Cities. Please don’t come out into the Wastes alone. I will contact you before we leave.” His face filled with fear. “Please, Maddi. Tomas and Dorias would not do it alone.”

			She scoffed. “I’m not stupid.”

			A flash of relief eased his expression, and he squeezed her hand one last time before reining Stew back toward the line of cavalry. “I will write you as soon as I can slip a letter in with the messengers.”

			She let his hand go. Her heart shattered and fell into her stomach. She swept the pieces behind the mask of calm on her face. “Goodbye, Tallen.”

			He waved at her, and then spurred his horse to join the others. Merl swung out of the sky, fluttered past her, then landed on Tallen’s shoulder to warble in his ear.

			Maddi stood there watching until she could no longer pick the tall apprentice wizard from the mass of cavalry. She sighed, burying her sadness deep down. The sorrow fought back, threatening tears, but she forced them away when Tanya reached up to take her hand.

			“I’ll miss him too, Maddi,” the little girl whispered. “But I’m glad you’re staying here with me.”

			Sniffing, Maddi gave her a smile. “Me too, Tanya.”

			Ami took the girl’s other hand, her white hair shining in the morning sun. “Come along, Tanya. It’s time for your lessons. Maddi has a lot of work to do today.”

			Ami thinks I’m doing the right thing. Why am I the only one who doesn’t?

			She said a quiet goodbye and watched the other two disappear into the press of people reentering the city. Long faces abounded. Most of them are women, just like me, I guess…saying goodbye to a man they don’t know for certain they will see again. Maddi watched the children, many with tears streaming down their faces in dirty streaks. At least I don’t have to worry about that.

			A deep voice with a Southern Realm accent called from behind her. “Miss Conaleon?”

			Maddi turned to see a Bluecloak officer, a brown fringe along his cloak’s edge.

			The man bowed his head. “I am Captain Ranier of the Royal Engineers. I know I was to meet you at the building site, and forgive me if I am too forward, but I recognize you from the duke’s description.” He gave her a scroll bound with the ducal seal. “You’ll find a few last requests from His Grace, as well as a letter of credit from the Emerald Bank. They will finance the project from the duke’s treasury.” Ranier gestured toward the gate where Maddi no longer saw Tanya or Ami. “If I may escort you to Statuary Park, we can get some initial surveying complete.”

			“Thank you, Captain.” She took his politely offered arm and followed, her mind still wandering through a maze of thoughts concerning Tallen and Tanya. “And please, call me Maddi.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the officer replied.
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			Maddi stared at the parchment plans spread on the block table. Her finger tapped at the cold wood while she thought. Captain Ranier stood at her shoulder. His face looked carved of the same stone he seemed so adept at plying.

			“We should go ahead and add the extra four yards.” She felt the certainty congeal in her mind as she said it. “That will mean at least twelve more beds. The Aspects know we could use them.”

			Ranier pursed his lips. “Then should I extend the kitchen and mess the same distance? The storage could be useful.”

			Maddi sighed and squeezed her throbbing temples. The last week had been busy enough to keep her mind off thoughts of Tallen – mostly. “Go ahead. I think we can afford it. We have plenty of stone.”

			The captain passed his hand over the papers on the table. “There are a few other things to be decided.”

			Noticing the sun dip behind the western wall, Maddi shook her throbbing head. “No, Captain. The day is through. Send the men home. We will start fresh in the morning.”

			“Very well.” He looked at three men stalking up the hill at the edge of Statuary Park. “Though it looks as if our day is not yet finished.”

			The men dressed in robes of black and white, while the oldest wore a pendant of the Balance sigil hung on a long silver chain. He stomped right up to Maddi and offered a curt bow. His attendants made no such inclination of their heads. Instead, they glared at her as if she carried dead rats.

			“Miss…Conaleon is it?” The priest’s voice creaked with age. “I am Prior Edwyn. I am in charge of the Priory of the Temple in the Western Realm.” He gestured toward the twin curved steeples rising from the city. “I had heard rumor of your Mission before your arrival in Gavanor. The duke’s decision to have you build this…hospital…was made without my council.” He offered a thin, obsequious smile. “I can only hope that you might consider hearing the Temple’s advice.”

			Captain Ranier stepped up to Maddi’s shoulder. “Welcome, Prior. It is an honor to have you visit our building site. Many of our workers would happily receive your blessing of protection.” He pointed toward the buildings rising about them. “Please take care, as this is not the safest of places to wander unawares.”

			The prior lifted one gray, wiry eyebrow. “The Balance guides me, Captain. What guides you?”

			Removing his brown stocking cap, Ranier rubbed his head. “I’m from Threeforts, and my family still honors the Waters.”

			Prior Edywn scoffed. “Paganism is still deemed as the error of innocents.” He squinted at Maddi, his eyes yellowed with age. “And you Miss…you were the one called Lifegiver in Daynon, yes? Another pagan title. You are from the Free Cities, Dern if I’m not mistaken. I assume you do not follow the Balance either?”

			Maddi paused. She looked behind the prior at the two men with him. Both had a callused right hand and the carriage of fighters, not priests. The prior himself looked to be what he claimed. But he’s not here just to talk religion.

			She cleared her throat. “I follow many paths, Prior, none too strictly.”

			The priest pursed his lips. A white speck of spittle hung at one corner. “No doubt. Then perhaps you would consider my desire to have a new Temple of Balance built here on the hospital grounds – a place for the sick and suffering to seek spiritual healing and guidance, as well as physical.”

			Pulling a sheet of paper from the bottom of the stack, she held it up for the prior to see. “We have plans for a chapel. I designed it to be similar to the one on the grounds of the Doctor’s College where I learned healing. It will be dedicated to all five Aspects and to the Balance as well.”

			Prior Edwyn gave the plans a cursory glance. “That is not exactly what I had in mind, my child.” He shifted the black and white twist of rope around his thin belly. “We are aware that the duke granted significant monies toward the building of this structure. The duke is an adherent of the Balance. I am certain he would want a more…respectful portion of the funds to go toward a temple dedicated solely to the Balance.”

			Maddi feigned an ignorant frown. “His Grace gave me no such instructions.” She looked to Ranier. “Did he tell you?”

			His eyes never leaving the prior, the captain of engineers shook his head. “No. His Grace did not. And the instructions he did give were very explicit. The Lady Doctor is to direct this project.”

			A glare of righteous anger flashed from the prior at Ranier. “I have no doubt that I am more in tune than you with His Grace’s spiritual opinions, not to mention those of his people.” He calmed his face, but the two men behind him maintained icy glares. “Miss Conaleon. I appeal to you as one who obviously cares for the people. Will you not consider my request?”

			She scanned the site and the few people who had stopped to listen to their conversation. Maddi gave another look at the chapel plans. “We are almost to the limit of our budget, Prior Edwyn. If I were to invest any more in the building of a temple, especially a grand one, I would have to reduce the number of beds in the sick rooms. I don’t want that.” She lifted a finger in sudden thought. “However, if the Temple could provide additional funding itself…”

			The prior gasped in indignation and placed hands on his hips. “The Temple does not have such large sums at its disposal.”

			“You’d never think it from the collections I’ve seen on feastdays,” Ranier whispered in her ear.

			Maddi forced the smile away from her lips. “Then I guess we have to go with the more affordable choice.” She let the grin touch her mouth. “Thank you, though, Prior Edwyn, for your very worthy advice. Now, if you don’t mind, we have a great deal of work to do for the people of Gavanor, and precious little time in which to do it.”

			The prior scowled, but when Ranier turned back to shouting directions at his men, a look of determined resignation crossed his face. “Very well, Miss Conaleon.” He shook a veiny fist. “You will regret not making a friend here today.”

			As he spun to leave, his acolytes gave her matching sneers before following the prior back the way he had come.

			Maddi pinched the bridge of her nose. “My headache has only gotten worse, Captain. I think I’ll be going home for the day.”

			“I don’t blame you.” Ranier gestured at the main sick house where the foundation had seemed to spring up out of the ground over the last few days. “We’ve only got a few more stones to lay, and we’ll be done anyway. You should get some rest.”

			“If only,” she whispered as the stalked from the site. Her long journey home remained filled with angry retorts she had not used with the Prior, including more than one where she punched his crooked, pencil-thin nose. She took deep breaths to calm herself before she opened the door to her little house in Gavanor, now far more full than she had ever imagined it would be when she bought it.

			Once inside, angry thoughts started to filter away.

			“Maddi! You’re home!” Tanya trotted into the room with a sandwich on a plate. “I made you something to eat. You always come home so hungry. You need to eat right or you’ll not be healthy.”

			Offering the girl a smile, Maddi took the plate. The slices of bread were cut a little rough, but the chicken and cheese was still warm. A few slices of pickled green tomato stuck out from the edge of the bread.

			“It looks delicious, Tanya.” She sat down at the table and offered Ami a weak smile where she knelt by the fire. “Thank you…both of you.”

			Maddi looked at the sandwich, and though it was one of her favorites, it held no more appeal to her appetite than a stack of parchment. Even the simple pleasures of home, the love of a child and the comfort of a good friend, could not push away the dragonflies still flitting about in her stomach from the confrontation with the prior. Eventually, the expectant look on Tanya’s face forced her to take a dry bite. Maddi smiled, though her heart wanted to cry or commit murder, she was not certain which.
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			Most maps show the Andon River’s source branch as the border of Gannon. The various steadings of the Free Cities begin on its western bank. However, this is mostly considered a formal border, as trade, migration, and commerce are open between Gannon and the several Cities. Various treaties of mutual protection have been signed between them and the Kingdom of Gannon in the years 88, 122, 229, 330 and 358 A.R. Open war has never occurred between them in over four centuries of contact between the Free Cities and the heirs of the Navigator. – “History of Gannon, Appendix C” by Elyn Bravano

			 

			Tallen shifted his feet. His hips ached from another day in the saddle, and his stomach threatened to growl. A mix of pipe and wood smoke clouded the tent with an acrid haze, but the warmth inside the duke’s pavilion melted away some of the numbness from the day’s ride. He paid minimal attention to the council, as his voice would undoubtedly remain silent. Plus, thoughts of Maddi left behind in Gavanor forced themselves to the front of his mind. I miss her already, and this is only my second day away.

			“We should head directly for Kirath,” Baron Whitehall offered, his hand spreading over the map lain out on a table. “We have over five thousand well-provisioned heavy cavalry. If the orcs come at us…” He made a fist and struck the map south of Kirath. “…we will smash them on the prairie!”

			Another baron who wore a pendant of onyx and ruby, shook his head of close-cropped black hair. “We should secure Novon and wait for reinforcement. There could be a hundred thousand orc berserkers out there waiting for us. If they took Highspur, they must be organized.” He shook his head again. “No, no. We should move with care.”

			An old man with rheumy eyes rubbed a silk kerchief across his bulbous red nose. The sapphire crescent and silver stars about his neck hung limp against his thin chest. “My brother would not have abandoned his post. He was Lord Marshal of the kingdom. He would not have abandoned his post.”

			Standing behind him, a younger copy of the man placed his hand on the old baron’s shoulder. “What my father means to say is that if Highspur has fallen, there are likely to be few, if any, survivors.” He cleared his throat and eyed the other nobles in the room. “But House Magdon will support Your Grace, no matter the decision.”

			The duke ran a hand along his balding pate. Tallen held his breath while waiting for him to speak. Tomas and Dorias stood like statues of ancient heroes, marble rooted to the ground beneath the stuffy tent. The nobles shuffled their feet, while old Baron Magdon coughed into a wadded kerchief. A drop of sweat began to run down Tallen’s back. He almost longed for the cold winds that had buffeted the army all day.

			“We will err on the side of hope,” the duke murmured at last. He then shifted his tone to one more confident. “We will cross the Andon and ride for Kirath. If there are any survivors, that is where they will flee. If the orcs have crossed the Wastes, Kirath is the first place where they can find supplies.” He rubbed his chin, shadowed by a day’s growth. “We will keep double scouts out in the field so we are not caught unawares by overwhelming numbers.” He grabbed a tumbler from a side table and poured from a carafe of bourbon. He downed it with a single gulp. “The king musters an army in the east, and each of our houses gathers more soldiers at Gavanor. We must reconnoiter the enemy before Arathan arrives. He will demand that we have information.”

			Tallen heard Dorias sigh with relief. The same feeling coursed through him.

			Quick to move forward, Tomas tapped the flimsy camp table with a clenched fist, rattling the mugs scattered there. “We must show strength.”

			The baron in onyx and ruby stood, the silver staff of his family office clutched in one hand. “The Darillas will march, Your Grace, though I do not feel this is the wisest move.”

			Baron Whitehall sniffed. “Lucky for us, Maylar, your wisdom is overruled by honor and courage.”

			Darilla sneered. “’Twas honor and courage that ruled at Highspur.”

			Duke Aginor held up his refilled glass of bourbon. “Enough. The decision is made. We must go forth to ready our men.” He placed one hand on Baron Maylar Darilla’s elbow. “Your wisdom is not unheard.”

			Baron Darilla ducked his head, but the frown did not leave his face as he left the tent. The other nobles followed, most with deeper bows for their liege. Tomas and Dorias lingered, while Tallen stood behind his friends.

			“You have chosen well, Your Grace.” Dorias bowed his head. “We cannot afford to wait for Arathan. We have already waited too long.”

			The duke stared at the wizard for a moment. “Your disrespect for His Majesty notwithstanding, Ravenhawke, do not feel that because your counsel has won today that it will do so tomorrow.”

			Tallen followed the heroes in their swift bow and exit. He heard the clink of glass before the flap fell behind him.
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			Tallen drew a long breath in through his nose, feeling the air fill his lungs. He exhaled, his mind distant as he wandered through a mist of Psoul magic. It spread out from the small tent in which he sat, legs crossed on a Hadonese rug. Tomas and Dorias both sat nearby, but he only knew them as vague impressions of themselves, ghostly patterns in his mind’s eye.

			“I am with you as well,” the paladin called to him, his voice distant and hollow to Tallen’s ears. “What you sense now is very similar to my ability to detect the psahn in other life forms around me.”

			Dorias’ voice hovered no closer. “I’m fairly certain Tallen can reach much farther than I can. Let’s see if he can surpass even you. Go ahead Tallen.” His voice dropped almost beyond perception. “Stretch your power as far as you can.”

			Pushing out with Psoul magic, Tallen soon discovered other patterns surrounding the tent. First came the soldiers, officers, and nobles of the Western Realm camped around them, their patterns bright with intelligence and will. The human forms sharpened, and soon he felt larger patterns not quite as luminous. A solid, comfortable feel radiated from them.

			“The horses,” he whispered.

			“Yes,” Dorias called from across a chasm of power. “Other animals will appear to you as well. Some Dreamers can sense trees and bushes, though I have never felt the life force of a tree, save once, and that was a very special tree.”

			His power extended for almost a half a mile before Tallen no longer felt humans or their companion creatures within the camp. Out in the patchwork fields surrounding the Free Cities, only a rare human appeared to his senses, most having the sense to seek the protection of fortified walls at the rumor of armies roving throughout the countryside.

			Here and there, a herd of deer moved, or a pack of wolves hunted. Tallen felt their skittish fear and feral cunning. Behind the camp, to the east, he sensed the headwaters of the Andon River, teeming with life both in the water and along the banks. Tallen reached out further, and he discovered a hamlet where a dozen people clustered together.

			“We should warn them to head for Novon,” Tallen mumbled almost to himself.

			Dorias’ voice sparked with curiosity. “Who?”

			“A group of villagers almost five miles from here.” Tomas’ voice somehow seemed closer than the wizard’s. “But to the south. Tallen, are you reaching out in a circle, touching every direction at once?”

			“Yes,” he replied. “I feel the Andon River behind us, and a lone wolf to our west. The hamlet is to our south, but I sense very little to the north.”

			Tallen thought he heard Dorias gasp. “You can sense five leagues in every direction at once?” Distantly, he felt the wizard touch his shoulder. “Try closing that in, Tallen. Reach out only to our west, toward the city of Kirath. It is about fifteen miles hence. If you can touch that city, you do challenge Tomas for distance.” Dorias removed his hand. “Then you can spin that extended perception in a circle about you in order to sweep the entire area.”

			Refocusing his energies, Tallen turned his perception strictly to the west in a much more narrow arc. With his senses focused, the images in his mind sharpened, resolving into recognizable shapes. The people had features and the animals substance. He felt fear and anxiety radiating from both. As he stretched, a sudden presence of anger caught at the edge of his strength. A great cluster of life writhed about in rage mixed with glee. Tallen felt Tomas’ senses arrive there not long after his.

			This time the paladin gasped. “Orcs have taken the city.” He paused. “I believe I sense refugees fleeing southward, but some of the people remain in Kirath. I can sense the slaughter...”

			Tallen could not tell one life from another. They spun about in a chaotic whirlpool of patterns. The emotions that rose from those patterns turned his stomach, and he withdrew with a shudder. As he did, a small band of people appeared, just a few miles closer than the city. He focused on them and drew his senses into a tight beam of Psoul magic.

			“Wait!” He held his breath. “I…I think that’s Jaerd!”

			He felt the presence of Tomas’ power alongside his own, searching the cluster of patterns.

			“It is!” Even the stoic paladin could not hide excitement in his voice. “Boris, Joslyn Britt, and several others are there as well.”

			Tallen leaped to his feet, Tomas not far behind. They hurried out of the tent, closely followed by Dorias. Tallen knew only the sense of his brother’s life pattern, hovering at the edge of his perception a few leagues away.

			“We have to get out there!” His heart pounded in his ears. A flutter of excitement and anxiety hovered in his throat. “We have to get to them!” Other officers and nobles peeked out from nearby tents or looked up from gazing into campfires. “I need to get Stew saddled.”

			Tomas called to a guard captain, and within minutes a company of lancers had mounted, ready to ride. Tallen sat in Stew’s saddle for what seemed an eternity while the soldiers prepared. Thoughts of riding out alone swirled in his head next to his sense of Jaerd and the others, when at last the soldier saluted to Tomas.

			Dorias leaned from his seat on Shade’s back. “Patience is the hardest lesson to learn for a powerful wizard. But we will not regret these men’s aid if a pack of orcs find us in the dark.” Merl squawked agreement from Dorias’ shoulder, and Gwelan Whitehand signaled from his saddle not far away.

			In the orange torchlight cast by the soldiers, Tallen picked out Duke Aginor speaking with Tomas. The duke sent several of his aides running. Tomas then waved at the captain, and the column set off. Tallen pushed Stew to the front, Dorias bringing Shade close behind.

			Tomas led the company in a direct line toward where Tallen still sensed his brother moving closer at a steady pace. As they neared, his Psoul magic discerned their horses and a large wolfhound moving among them. Brawny made it out, too.

			Tallen’s anxiety grew as the miles passed. Jaerd’s presence hovered in the distance, and it did not close as quickly as he desired. The black night turned to light gray before a pinkish hue pulled the sun over the eastern horizon. Once they closed to a few hundred yards, Tallen sensed his brother’s scattered thoughts through the haze of his Psoul magic, tense and full of apprehension.

			Tomas called for a halt along a slow flowing gully, and in moments, a ragged, tired band emerged from it. They led their horses, and a muddy hound led them.

			“Jaerd!” Tallen jumped from his saddle and charged forward, releasing his grip on the Psoul Aspect for the first time since sensing his brother.

			“Tallen.” Jaerd spread his face in a wide smile. “I should have known it would be you who found us.”

			Tallen threw his arms around his brother, both clapping each other on the back. A sense of relief washed away his exhaustion. Tears threatened to well up, but the warmth of his brother’s strong embrace calmed them. He stepped back, an unabashed grin spreading across his face. He turned to the others close by, each as unshaven and unkempt as Jaerd.

			“Earl Boris,” Tallen bowed his head, his knowledge of Boris’ parentage giving him a renewed respect for his old travelling companion. “It is good to see you safe.”

			Tomas reached out an eager hand. “Indeed it is, my friend.”

			Tallen heard a low huff and ducked his head toward the Bluecloak Battlemage. “Magus Britt. I have learned and done so much since you last taught me. I can’t wait to show you.” He looked at the others and gave Tilli a smile of greeting. When his scan passed over the cloaked young woman, his heart missed a beat and he gasped. “Dawne!”

			For a moment he could not unlock his stare from hers. The shock that ripped through his senses paralyzed him, and he could not catch his breath. She ducked her head meekly, even though a soft grin hid along her lips.

			“Hello, Tallen…surprise, I guess.”

			He searched for words, none coming to his mind. He stammered. The logic of how his sister stood there escaped him. His thoughts froze, and only a few words escaped his lips. “Mother is going to kill me.”

			Dorias cleared his throat. “Family greetings notwithstanding…” The wizard stepped toward Boris. “What happened at Highspur? What has happened to Kirath?”

			Boris shook his head, a dark cloud on his features despite the rising dawn. “Highspur has fallen. For all I know, we are her only survivors.” He looked warily over his shoulder. “Kirath is being sacked as we speak. We were able to get most of the civilians out. They are headed to Novon under the protection of a somewhat capable watch captain and his militia. We decided to head directly for Gannon to bring word of events.” Boris clenched his hands. “The orc horde has Kirath’s food stores now, packed granaries to feed them all the way to Gavanor.”

			Though most of the others stood in silent shock, Tomas Harte strove ahead. “How many?”

			“At least twenty thousand warriors at Kirath,” Boris stated flatly. “Ten times that many at Highspur.”

			The silence hung even heavier over the group.

			“We cannot handle that many with the army we brought from Gavanor.” Dorias’ concerned expression deepened as he spoke. “Especially if they dig in. And if the orcs create a base of supply, they can wreak havoc all over the Free Cities and the Western Realm.” He shook his head. “We cannot let them have it.” He tapped his shaven upper lip. “Granaries, you say… If I remember correctly, they are close together, stuck behind the mayor’s wall.” He scrutinized Magus Britt first, and then Tallen. “Perhaps I have an idea, but I will need both of you to help me.”

			Earl Boris narrowed his brow. “Will you require an escort? We need to get what men you have to Novon. That is where the refugees will gather. That is where we will have to stop them.”

			Dorias pointed toward Tomas Harte and Gwelan Whitehand. “I’ll need no more than usual, My Lord Earl.”

			Boris inclined his head. “Then I will go with these men to pass on our news to Duke Aginor.”

			The silent elf, a coal black patch over his eye, stepped forward. “I will continue on toward Valen. We must prepare for the coming storm.”

			The Hadoner followed suit. “As must I.” He looked at the elf. “Perhaps we can travel together as far as Daynon, where we both might take ship to our homelands.” Gael nodded in return.

			Tallen turned to look at his brother and sister. Mixed emotions of surprise and joy swam through his heart. He could not help the dumb smile that he knew spread across his face.

			Jaerd frowned at Dawne. “I will see that she gets to the Bardic College in Kerrigier. Then I will remain with Boris’ command.” He leaned in close to Tallen. “Whatever the wizard has planned, be careful. Things are…changing, Tallen. I don’t want events to consume you. I am committed to seeing you both safely through this war.”

			Dawne waved goodbye from horseback as the company of Gavanor soldiers headed back the way they had come. Tallen returned the gesture, his head aching to hold back tears of relief and startled joy. Jaerd grinned in his direction and pulled his horse closer to Dawne. Tallen sniffed against the cold and his emotions, pulling together his composure with a few deep breaths.

			“Come along,” Dorias called to him while the others mounted. “We will definitely need your strength if I’m going to pull this off.”
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			Kirath rested on a hill in the near distance, quite a few fires dotting its low skyline. A pale haze of greasy smoke hung low over several quarters. The rancid stench drifted to Tallen’s nose, where the party sat mounted on a ridgeline. Orcs swarmed through the city, while red and black banners marked with animal symbols flew over the mayor’s keep. The mid-morning sun showed a line of bodies nailed to the wooden slats of the granaries.

			“Before the end I assume Mayor Kodi finally believed the orcs were coming,” Magus Britt grumbled.

			Tomas Harte shook his head while still in his trance. “I am only sensing orcs in the city, though things are far too chaotic to tell for certain.”

			Shifting in Stew’s saddle, Tallen raised a tentative hand. “I could try.”

			Dorias shook his head in the negative. “I don’t want you to waste your power right now, Tallen. We are going to need all of it to do what I’m about to attempt.” He looked at Joslyn Britt. “If it weren’t for your exceptional skills in Fire, Magus, I doubt this would even be possible. It will take the combined strength of all three of us.” Merl cawed from the bare branch of a nearby oak tree. “All four of us…”

			Britt lifted a shaggy eyebrow. “And just what do you propose to do?”

			Swinging down from Shade’s saddle to land lightly on the ground, Dorias began to remove his riding gloves. “Eliminate those granaries from the orcs’ possession, and stop this advance army from wreaking any more havoc.”

			Tallen gawked at the distance between them and the granaries, wondering what they could possibly do. “How?”

			The wizard signaled for them to join him. “By destroying everything myself.” He looked to Tomas and Gwelan. “If you gentlemen would keep watch for me, we will be quite incapacitated for a few minutes.”

			Gwelan already had both of his swords bared. “Don’t worry, my friend. We know our jobs.”

			Dorias signaled both Tallen and Magus Britt to come closer. “I will need you to open your power to me. I am not strong in Fire, but the two of you are burning with it. I can use Psoul to direct the power from the three of us. My…connection with Merl will help me to focus.”

			Britt opened his mouth a crack, appearing on the edge of argument, but at last he relented, closed his eyes, and took on the peaceful expression of meditation.

			Tallen felt a stab of nervous excitement. “What do I do?”

			Dorias patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry lad, I’ve done this many times. All you need to do is place yourself on the edge of embracing your power. Don’t quite touch the Fire, but come to its very edge.” His raptor gaze focused on the distant city. “I will handle it from there.”

			Taking a deep breath, Tallen folded his hands, unable to avoid a dry swallow. He shut his eyelids and opened himself to his power, a move as natural to him these days as taking a drink of water. The five Aspects sang out, each with its own melody, crossing over each other like the chorus of a grand musical. Fire’s crispy tenor flared before him, and he hovered, ready to pull it in.

			He heard Dorias sigh. “Alright then. Here we go.”

			Tallen sensed the wizard touch Psoul, even through the choir of his own intense power. The silvery Aspect washed over him, and Tallen could feel Dorias’ comforting presence. A moment later, he sensed Magus Britt, gripped in the same web of Psoul magic. From a seeming great distance, he could feel Merl, a sparkling point of magic.

			“Brace yourselves.”

			The Fire leaped through Tallen, the entire burst channeled by a funnel of Dorias’ Psoul magic. His breath escaped him for a moment before he forced the air back into his lungs. He sensed Joslyn Britt’s Fire Aspect as well, nearly as raging a torrent as his own. The two great powers met, and then Tallen felt Merl’s presence as a sort of intersection point for the streams of power. Dorias added his own meager skill in Fire, then directed his pipeline of Psoul Aspect out toward the city.

			With the full strength of his power summoned, Tallen opened his eyes.

			A great spurt of flame erupted from the first granary. Three more burst from the rounded roofs of its neighbors, the fires spreading with ferocious speed. Huge chunks of burning wood and sprays of incinerating grain flew through the air, crashing into nearby buildings. Another blast ripped along the pinnacle of the Mayor’s former residence, tearing through the orcs who had claimed it as their own. More of them ran screaming, their clothes, armor, hair, and bodies aflame.

			Tallen forced himself to breathe as the Fire Aspect rushed through him. Dorias pulled further, and a great funnel of flame shot down the main street of Kirath, catching hundreds of feasting orcs in its path. The low wooden structures of the city kindled instantly, and the fires spread from roof to close-built roof.

			A tight sensation unfurled across Tallen’s forehead, as if his skin were being stretched over his skull. A lump caught in his throat, and he began to gasp for air. Still the Fire flowed through him and into the city.

			Cinders spread as the heat created its own wind. Side streets and warehouses caught afire. The rare trees scattered throughout the city began to blaze. The few wagons left behind, and those brought by the orc army, burst with flashes of orange and red. Near the center of the city, close to the conflagration of the old Mayor’s keep, a giant tornado of spinning flame formed, pulling in air from the fields and ridges surrounding Kirath.

			A cold breeze lifted Tallen’s cloak. He could not feel it except as an abstract thought. The world around him grew distant. His hands became those of a stranger. The ground, covered in scant white snow, swelled in his vision, and his view of the city faded to a hellish mix of gold, black, and scarlet. He realized he had fallen to one knee. Across the deluge of his flowing power, he felt Joslyn’s Fire cut off. The Battlemage collapsed to the ground.

			“Dorias!” Tomas Harte shouted from a vast distance. “It is done. You must let go!”

			The pull on Tallen’s Fire Aspect halted, and he dropped to his elbows. Sensation flooded back to him, and a warm trickle ran down his upper lip. A single crimson drop fell, splattering onto the snow dusted on prairie grass. He wiped the blood away, smearing it into his leather riding glove.

			Suddenly Tomas Harte stood beside him, helping him to his feet. His dazed thoughts began to clear as he felt the paladin’s healing power wash over his body.

			Dorias stepped closer, his own face less focused than usual. “I am sorry, lad. Here…” He handed Tallen the silver flask from his coat pocket. “This will help.”

			The long swig eased the tension in Tallen’s head and drove away some of the numbness. He passed it back, and Dorias took a good pull himself.

			“Thanks,” Tallen said when he caught his breath. “You still have to teach me that recipe.”

			The wizard offered the flask to Joslyn Britt, who stood a little unsteady. The Battlemage took the liquor with a grateful nod.

			Tallen watched the city burn in the distance. The flames had faded somewhat since Dorias withdrew their power. The faint screams of burning orcs floated on the invigorated wind, along with the fetid odor of burning flesh and leather. Only a few scattered stragglers ran westward from the holocaust of fiery death.

			The grave expression on Tomas Harte’s face matched his tone. “This was a black act here, today – a great destruction of life. I only hope it was necessary.”

			Gwelan Whitehand sheathed his curved swords and jumped lithely into his saddle. “It will be worth it when we don’t have twenty thousand orcs swarming down on our five thousand cavalry just a few miles from here.” He looked to the paladin. “While we might share your opinion on the taking of life…” He pointed toward the crumbling conflagration behind him. “…they do not.”

			The conflict showing plain on his face, Tomas mounted Fireheart. “True enough, but eventually someone has to break the cycle.”

			The paladin’s words echoed in Tallen’s ear as he mounted Stew. His shaky legs struggled to swing his body into the saddle. Joslyn Britt gave him a soft salute from the back of his sorrel mare before reining the horse around to follow Gwelan. The Battlemage doesn’t seem so intimidating now that I know the limits of his power. Now that I know better the limits of mine.
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			“I kneel before the Balance, and trust my life and that of my heirs to maintain it.” – King Aradrac the Pious at his coronation in 288 A.R., the first king crowned by a High Elder of the Temple of Balance

			 

			Maddi ran her finger along fresh cut stone. A fine, white dust gathered before the brisk winter wind carried it away.

			“I’m amazed it has progressed so fast,” Captain Ranier called through the scarf wrapped around his face. “Normally I would never take on such a project in the middle of winter, at least not as far north as Gavanor. But the soil is not frozen too hard, and the bedrock is near the surface this close to Malador’s Stone. Plus, with all the refugees, we have no shortage of affordable labor.” He waved at the central building, which already rose to near four times Maddi’s height. “Another day, and we’ll be putting the roof on.”

			She looked at the Bluecloak captain, the central fear of her recent thoughts bubbling to the surface. “I’ve heard the duke’s soldiers have secured Novon, and they will stay there until the king comes west with his army.” Trying not to sound too desperate, Maddi forced a casual tone. “Is that what you’ve heard, too?”

			Ranier gave her a half smile. “From the reports I’ve read, yes. Most of the advance force is holding at Novon. There are strong walls there, the strongest between here and Highspur.”

			Mention of the fallen fortress provided Maddi no reassurance. I hope Tallen and the others are alright. I’m going to kill him if he isn’t.

			Hundreds now scurried about the site, and Maddi helped Captain Ranier direct his men working on all four major buildings at once. In front of her rose the main sick house, three stories of beds for those in recuperation and nearly ready for its roof. The treatment building, where the sick would first arrive at the hospital and where the healers would do most of their work, was complete save for its interior. The mess and kitchens progressed nicely, if somewhat behind the rest of the project. The chapel, however, only had its foundation in place. A few men worked on its lowest steps, but Maddi had everyone else engaged elsewhere.

			“Only a few more weeks…” she whispered, almost to herself.

			Down where the hospital road met the one passing through Statuary Park, a commotion drew Maddi’s attention. A small crowd had gathered around a few figures in black and white. They stared at the eldest, who stood on an upturned crate, supported by several rough-featured acolytes.

			The momentary buoyancy of her heart sank. “Oh, no.”

			Ranier stalked toward the prior’s makeshift pulpit. “We’d better find out what he’s up to.”

			Maddi hesitated before jogging to catch up with the captain. A few workmen and a subordinate officer watched, but most remained intent on their construction work.

			The prior’s words carried on the wind, at first muddled by distance, but clearing as Maddi came closer. “…because it is the hope of these pagans to buy out our faith with their corrupt magic.” The prior waved his hands in the air. “Now, when we, the children of the Balance, should follow ever more closely the teachings of its Temple, the mistaken pagan ways should be stamped out, not revived!” The pitch and timbre of his voice lowered, from angry preacher to caring teacher. “We must remember, it is the magic of these sacrilegious Aspects that has led us to this dark pass. Mixing with the other races and using their foul powers.”

			Maddi watched the crowd swell, many of the faces rapt with attention.

			Prior Edwyn waved his white hand into the distance. “It has drawn the savage eye of the North, which has ever lusted for the magic of wizards and elves. We who are the children of the Balance must adhere to its lessons. We have swung too far to the ways of Chaos.” The prior shrugged his shoulders and reached out to the crowd in a pleading fashion. “What better personifies Chaos than the foul magics of the elves? What better typifies Chaos than the mixing of the races found in the Free Cities and at Highspur?”

			Maddi snorted, and one man at the back of the crowd gave her a sharp scowl. Ranier only watched the prior, the furrow in his brow deepening as the priest went on.

			“Highspur!” The prior lifted his hands above his head, as if pleading with the sky. The ferocity of his shout caused more people to stop and listen. “The place where we mixed with elves, dwarves and southrons has been destroyed – left a ruined, smoking hulk. The miscegenized garrison is dead, bodies desecrated in their final moments.” The priest built his voice again, waving his hands westward. “The Free Cities have lived uncounted, unclean centuries, elves, dwarves, and humans in the very same communities – breeding with each other. And now look what has happened to these pagans, these element worshipers. The enemy of all has come down from the north and laid them waste! The foulest, most evil of creatures, the orcs, have burned them out and slaughtered them.”

			Thoughts of Tallen’s brother at Highspur lifted the rage in Maddi’s heart. She clenched her fists, but let the priest continue.

			Edwyn waved his hands in a circular motion, his dirty fingernails encompassing the city around him. “And now these haggard wretches have come to us for help. We who follow the holy Balance and know the truth of its ways are now required to save them. We are told that we shall muster our armies and send off our brethren to die to protect their lands!”

			Maddi’s natural revulsion to the man’s speech could not produce the words to properly argue. Stuttering anger threatened to be her only response.

			Ranier, whose face had remained still as stone throughout, seemed to have no such problems. “Here now, Prior Edwyn, that will be enough of that kind of talk. Save it for Temple Day and your own priory.” He looked around to see a few soldiers in green and blue near the crowd. “These men know they fight for their homelands. If the Free Cities fall, we know where the orcs come next. Better to fight them there than here.”

			The prior puffed up his thin chest. Rage played along his tight lips, showing his brown teeth. “You, sir, are not of Gavanor. You come from the pagan deep south. You know nothing of the true faith, a faith in the Balance.” He waggled an admonishing finger at the crowd. “And it is up to us to work toward that Balance. It does not solely maintain itself. It is up to us, its children and its creation, through the guidance of the Temple, to drive it toward harmony and stability.”

			Maddi at last found words. “I grew up in Dern, Prior Edwyn, a small town not too far from here. Only a few thousand folk live there, maybe a couple hundred who could fight.” She gestured toward at the crowded city spread around them. “We know we would be easy pickings for any invaders if it weren’t for the might of Gavanor. A thousand orcs could burn that city to the ground in a few hours. From stories, it took quite a few more than that to burn Highspur, and no doubt they are now on their way.”

			A murmur ran through the gathered crowd. Ranier nodded encouragement, but that did little to still the quivering in her legs as everyone focused on her.

			Taking a deep breath first, Maddi gestured to the crowd. “How many of you have family who once lived in the Free Cities, or who still do? A mother from Yames. A cousin in Novon.” She pointed at one of the workmen who had stopped to listen. “Jarin, I know your dad is a Derner. You told me so yourself.”

			The mason knuckled his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Ha!” Prior Edwyn shouted, stomping one foot to draw the crowd’s attention. “Listen not to the words of that witch, people of faith.” He put one hand on the shoulder of an acolyte to boost himself upright over the crowd. “She is the pagan who dares to call herself Lifegiver in the east. Now…” He made a jesting face. “…we all know how taken to fashion and dalliance those back east can be…” A small chuckle rustled the gathering. “…but we of the Western Realm are more steadfast. We would never participate in such sacrilege. We have more respect for the role that the Temple of Balance has played in spreading true healing, both physical and spiritual, among the people.”

			A rumble of agreement coursed through the crowd. Some bobbed their heads, while others watched Maddi with more skepticism. Apprehension crawled up her spine, and a sudden urge to run almost overwhelmed her. She might have taken a half step back, had Captain Ranier’s solid form not stood behind her.

			“Here, now,” the Bluecloak engineer shouted. “That will be enough, Prior. This woman has worked her fingers flat to build a place to heal the people of this very city. She did heal hundreds and more in Daynon.” He thumbed toward a group of soldiers gathered near the edge of the crowd. “You will stop insulting this woman, and stop agitating the people of this city, or I will see you escorted back to your priory.”

			“Witness!” The prior swung his hand in the Captain’s direction. “Even the soldiers of the king threaten the priests of your Temple if we disagree with their warmongering, their … crusades for power.”

			“Enough!” The captain signaled the nearby soldiers. Both Bluecloaks and Gavanor watchmen in green closed in toward the prior. “Disparaging the king’s soldiers in time of war is against the law. We’ll have you arrested if you do not return to your priory, sir.”

			The crowd rustled. A few shouted out against the soldiers. One or two gave them support. A child began to cry, while a group of women scurried toward the city streets. The soldiers merged into a cluster, warily assessing the group of acolytes, each carrying a staff or cudgel.

			The prior’s eyes darted between his men and the soldiers. Maddi knew the acolytes were out-numbered, and the soldiers had far deadlier weapons. But does the prior?

			“Fellows, please, I feel no insult.” She held her hands out as she walked into the space the crowd had cleared between the soldiers and the prior’s men. “There is no need to come to blows, nor any need for arrests. This is to be a place of healing and peace. I do not want violence to mar its beginning.”

			Captain Ranier held his hand up and the soldiers stopped, their fingers brushing their weapons. The acolytes bristled and gathered closer to the prior. The old priest gripped the Balance sigil hanging on black and white beads from his skinny neck. The fraction of the crowd that had not fled with good sense stood rooted to the nearby ground.

			Between the two groups of armed men, Maddi held her breath. Time slowed and her heart beat a steady throb in her ears. The fear that had gripped her a few moments ago disappeared, and a numb silence settled on her emotions. She touched her Talent. A soft radiation of psahn emanated from her being, washing over the prior and his men, along with Ranier and his guards. Her own wish for calm flowed through her Talent, and the sharp expressions on the men’s faces eased. Fingers left hilts, and hands relaxed grips. At last Maddi breathed and let go of her Talent.

			The prior blinked. “This is not worth a fight, not now. The duke is gone from the city at the moment, but we shall see what happens when King Arathan arrives.” He gathered his robes about his thin frame and stepped down from the box. “His Majesty is a true adherent of the Balance.”

			With that, Prior Edwyn left, sweeping his acolytes about him.

			Maddi stood with her hands clasped at her side. None seemed to notice her touching her Talent. A sudden chill of both fear and excitement ripped through her. What did I just do?!

			The prior led his men away, along with a few members of the crowd most supportive of the Temple. Most of the remainder just melted into the city. Ranier dismissed the guards, though two pairs of Bluecloaks wandered blatantly through the grounds, commenting on all the amazing progress.

			“Thank you,” Maddi whispered to the captain.

			“No.” He lifted his brows in relief. “Thank you. I did not want to be the first Bluecloak to arrest a prior in two centuries. Besides, my wife is an adherent of the Balance, and I would have heard no end of it.” His thick, ruddy brows drew down again. “Still, those words verged on treason. I have to report this up my chain of command.”

			“Do what you must, Captain.” Maddi shaded her vision from the setting sun. “I am going home for the day. See that your men do, too.” She watched the Bluecloaks strolling through the site. “Except, perhaps, your security.”

			Maddi pulled her hood and cloak tight against the evening chill before moving into the crowded streets of Gavanor. Slipping her way along back avenues and through thick crowds, she soon lost any followers. Strange how the skills from my first life can help in what looks to be my second, but no one can know where Tanya lives.

			Down a small path between brownstone townhouses, a small gate led Maddi into her long untended garden. The roseworts and chickory she had planted last spring lay chocked by creepers and winter-dried dandelions. And I’ll have no time to care for it this spring either. Renna would be so disappointed.

			She unlocked the back door to their unobtrusive home. Within moments, Tanya came bursting from the kitchen into the rear storeroom, her hands waving a large piece of embossed parchment.

			“It’s for you, Maddi!” The girl pressed it into her hands. “Is it from Tallen? Ami doesn’t think so, but I do. He hasn’t written since he left. He always writes.”

			Maddi pursed her lips. “He only wrote that once, and he’s busy with the army no doubt.” She felt a pang in her heart. I hope.

			The letter was printed on fine linen, by a hand she knew was not Tallen’s. The emerald wax stamped with the insignia of a stone wall gave quick clue as from whence it had come. She broke the seal it with a heavy sigh.

			 

			Lady Maddrena Conaleon,

			 

			Your presence is requested at the Citadel of Gavanor on the third High Day of Winterwane to join House Varlan in welcoming His Majesty, King Arathan VII, and the grand army of the East. All of Gavanor shall be overjoyed.

			 

			His Lordship Doran Varlan

			 

			Tightness in her chest weakened her knees, forcing her to lean against a water barrel. I thought I’d escaped this kind of flaming thing!

			She looked up to see Ami, her sympathetic face framed by snow-white tresses.

			“I know you didn’t seek all of this,” Ami said, “but many of us have unexpected forces change our lives. I never wanted my Talent, and see where it led me?” She shook her head. “Living up to the unexpected…that’s what being an adult means.”

			“But what about…” Maddi looked at Tanya. “I worry I’m not here enough.”

			Ami shook her head. “I am. And I’m happy to do it. I love her as much as you do.” She shrugged her shoulders. “If you don’t do the big things to protect us from the greater threats in life, none of the little things will matter anyway.”

			Suddenly aware of Tanya listening to every word, Maddi calmly folded the letter and placed it in the satchel she carried. “Very well. If I have to play their game, then that’s what I’ll do. The king is arriving in two days—”

			“The king!” Tanya covered her mouth in excitement.

			“Yes.” Ami eyed the girl. “So you’d better behave. I hear he takes misbehaved children and puts them in his dungeon.”

			Tanya’s voice quivered with uncertainty. “He doesn’t.”

			“I’ve heard the same thing,” Maddi added. “I’d be a little nervous if I were you. You probably should never leave the house without Ami or me to watch over you.” She gave that a moment to sink in while Tanya screwed up her forehead in concerned thought. “Now, I need to clean up. Then we will have supper.”

			Leaving Tanya to argue with Ami over what they would eat, Maddi slipped into her private room. She tossed her satchel on the bed and collapsed beside it. Pulling out the invitation from the duke’s son, she saw the worn piece of folded parchment she always kept somewhere close by. She grabbed it, feeling the difference between its thin paper and the thick linen on which the invitation had been written. It reminded her of another she had burned weeks ago.

			Maddi carefully unfolded Tallen’s one note he had written her from the Isle of Wizards, and read it for the hundredth time.

			 

			Maddi,

			 

			I miss you. I’m sorry to start with something so simple, but that’s really all I can think of to say. I miss it when you smile. I miss it when you laugh. I miss it when you look at me like I’m an idiot, which you are probably doing right now. I miss that…

			I’m learning so much, and personal time is rare here. I don’t know how often I’ll be able to write. Boats do not dock as often as I hoped, and this captain only gave me a few hours to finish this note. I had already written it a dozen times, but each time I threw it away, so now I only have one chance to get it right.

			I hope you are learning as much or more about being a Doctor as I am about being a mage. Not only have both Dorias and Tomas taught me things, but so have a dozen other wizards here on the Isle. Varana herself teaches me almost every day. I cannot believe she is the same woman of legend. She feels like a normal person mostly. Yet at times, I can see the thousand-year-old elf sorceress. To be honest, she scares me.

			I’m running out of paper, and the captain said only one page. I hope you are happy, but not too happy without me around. I’m much happier when I’m around you.

			I…I want to spend much more time together.

			 

			Tallen

			 

			“I love you too,” she whispered, “even if you can’t say it yet.”
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			Only a small group of the duke’s family and closest retainers gathered at the peak of the citadel tower. Maddi sighed with relief when Captain Ranier stepped onto the balcony, a freshly pressed, brown-trimmed cloak on his shoulders. He offered her a tight smile, before greeting the lords.

			Maddi moved to the parapet, focused on a blur along the eastern horizon that obscured the sunrise. The murmur of noble whispering disappeared as a low rumble rose even to their expansive height. The rumble soared until Maddi felt it in her stomach.

			Across the Stonebourne Fork where it flowed past the city docks, a few tall banners peeked over the shoreline. Blue pennants spangled with silver dragons fluttered in long, serpentine arcs. Moments later several different ones lifted into view: a seahawk on turquoise and amethyst, a blue tulip on yellow. A cluster of crossed hammers and pale green bridges crested at the northern end, while a banner of three golden trees and another with a red horse appeared to the south. More and more flags came over the ridgeline, soon followed by the thousands upon thousands of men who carried them. Knights on horseback moved in battalions, while even greater numbers of infantrymen marched to a steady drumbeat carrying pikes, spears, and longswords.

			Maddi could not avoid a shocked gasp. “I’ve never seen so many,” she whispered behind her hand.

			“Few have.” Captain Ranier, finished with his noble visits, had found his way close by. “King Arathan has raised an army unlike any seen since, well since the beginnings of his reign. Some say it is larger than the one he led at the Battle of the Andon Delta, though Arathan is probably one of the few still alive from that time, so only he could say for certain.”

			Maddi nodded, paying only partial attention. Her focus remained on a small party who rode out from the ferry landing on the far side of the Stonebourne. A dozen horsemen in green and blue rode under the dragon banner and the stonewall pennant of Gavanor. Maddi sucked in a breath when she recognized what could only be Prior Edwyn among them, dressed in black and white robes. They crossed the few yards of floodplain to meet the van of the army, where several of the most common banners clustered together, including the Sigil of Balance.

			Squinting at the distance, Maddi saw that they exchanged formal greetings, including the duke’s son dismounting and bowing low before the king. Maddi picked Arathan out of the crowd, his white armor catching the few rays of clouded sun. He signaled to his commanders, and the army proceeded toward the ferry landings, where hundreds of boats had gathered.

			Captain Ranier laughed. “Perhaps now His Majesty will fund the bridge we’ve been calling for, though I doubt the duke really wants it.” He leaned toward Maddi to whisper. “Easier to control the price on a ferry.”

			Maddi looked at the army, which continued to line up in the distance, as far as she could see. “How long will it take to bring them all across?”

			“Probably two or three days. They will assemble to the north of the city where a staging area has been organized.”

			The king rode his horse onto the first boat, along with Doran Varlan and a few dozen other nobles. They left their bannermen waiting along the docks for another craft. Maddi scanned the far side. The prior remained along the shore, talking to a fat man in matching robes underneath the Sigil of Balance.

			“Damn,” she grumbled under her breath. “Now he’s here. All I need is the Lord Doctor.”

			Ranier tried to follow her line of vision. “What do you mean?”

			She shook her head. “I have a feeling like our work just had sentence passed.”

			The engineer frowned, concern deepening on his features. “I still don’t quite follow.”

			Maddi patted his thick shoulder. “Never mind, Captain.” She played at the strings on her dress. She needed to get her leathers on. “If you are up for it, I’ll see you at the hospital site in an hour.”

			Ranier placed his hand on her elbow to stop her before she moved away. “You have many friends, Maddi. I’m not without resources.”

			She gave him a weak smile. “I know, Captain. Thank you.”

			Not quite an hour later, more comfortable in her simple leathers, Maddi walked onto the hospital grounds. The workers at the site hoisted rafters and set floor joists, ignoring the arrival of a vast army outside the wall. She smiled at them. If they can get paid today, they will be here, not down with the gawkers.

			The workers all bowed to her with respect, their diverse backgrounds showing in their faces. The refugees had come from all over the west, including the mixed bag of the Free Cities. This surplus of multi-skilled labor resulted in the great speed with which Maddi’s vision had risen to reality. Yet it also brought the city to the edge of chaos, so many different people who did not know or trust each other crowded into one place.

			Maddi threw herself into the work, helping spread mortar with one group before assisting a crane crew in sliding a rafter into place. As the morning wore on, she noticed more soldiers walking along the streets in twos and threes. At first, they were mostly officers and nobles, but soon enlisted men began strolling in, their voices louder and more gruff, though their arms had been left in camp.

			Around midday she stopped for lunch with the engineers, Captain Ranier now in his working clothes as well. She enjoyed the barley porridge, once she had poured enough dark brown honey into it. The men also tore into a smoked ham, but meat did not appeal to Maddi as much as it once did. It always reminded her that the many bodies she had healed were little more than meat themselves.

			Afterward, Maddi looked over Ranier’s shoulder, watching him add the final touches to some of the interior plans. A commotion rose down at the worksite’s edge, drawing her gaze. A large group of armed men pushed their way through the thin line of folk watching the construction. Most of the men wore black polished armor with white tabards. A few priests in black and white robes strutted along with them, one being the prior, while another slowed the entire procession with his waddling gait.

			Most of the crowd made way, while quite a few bowed with deep respect for the High Elder of the Temple. When she noticed the sickening smile on the prior’s face, Maddi considered running as her best option. Instead, she strode to meet the party, a generous grin plastered to her mouth.

			“Prior Edwyn, it is so good to see you returned.” She bowed her head. “And I have never had the honor of meeting the man that can only be the High Elder. Thank you for blessing our site, sir.”

			The knights halted and the prior and his acolytes lined up beside them. High Elder Varon Hastrian waddled his way to the fore, dabbing his sweaty, balding pate with a silk kerchief.

			“Miss Conaleon,” he began. “I have heard your name before, though in Daynon it was affixed to some blasphemous moniker that I am certain you did not give to yourself.” The High Elder dabbed his head again as he puffed to catch his breath. “How the masses can be so ignorant and so innocent at the same time is one of the many conflicting facets of the Balance.”

			Edwyn stepped up to the elder’s shoulder. “Your Holiness, may we get to the point?”

			The High Elder shook a ruby-ringed finger at the prior. “So you may get to your revenge, Brother Edwyn? For shame.” He clucked his tongue as a teacher might do to an unruly child. “Vengeance is an act of Chaos, and not in tune with the Balance. This is not about your revenge. This is about the wishes of King Arathan.”

			Prior Edwyn bowed his head and backed up between his acolytes. His beady eyes shot daggers at Maddi from beneath wiry brows.

			“Now, back to the point at hand…”

			“And just what point may that be, High Elder?” Captain Ranier’s shadow crept over Maddi. “This hospital has been commissioned by Duke Aginor Varlan, through my battalion of Royal Engineers. Miss Conaleon is in charge of design, as stated specifically by the duke’s charter.” He shot the prior his own dark look. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, but I have copies of that charter in my satchel.”

			The elder pulled a scroll from a pouch along his twisted-cord belt. A ribbon of Gannon blue held it with a seal of silver wax stamped with a dragon. He handed it over to Captain Ranier, but he remained fixed on Maddi. “It is an order from King Arathan turning all hospitals and missions created by those under the auspices of the Doctor’s College, over to the control of the Temple of Balance. You will see that it is co-signed by Lord Doctor Tymin Marten. He agrees with His Majesty that it is the role of the Temple to provide healing to the people, while it is the role of those in the College to train new healers.” He waved stubby fingers through the air. “It is simple logic.”

			Forcing her frustration down, Maddi looked at Captain Ranier who peered at the paper with suspicion and fear. He shook his head.

			“The king signed it this morning,” the prior chanted, almost dancing with glee. “There is nothing to be done. I will take charge of this hospital tomorrow, and you, Captain will be working for me.” He squinted at Maddi and lowered his voice to a deadly tone. “You should not be here.”

			“Now, now, Edwyn.” The High Elder folded his hands. “No need to be spiteful. Miss Conaleon understands that she has other callings.” The elder shrugged in a grandfatherly fashion. “Perhaps returning to your home city of Dern would not be an unwise choice.”

			The prior’s words at last snapped into Maddi’s brain. “You said the king signed it this morning. When did the Lord Doctor sign it?”

			“Why, he signed it this morning as well, in my very presence.” The High Elder cocked his head. “I believe he is taking a tour of some local healing shops within the city as we speak. Do you wish to visit with your old teacher?”

			Maddi looked to Captain Ranier. “I have to go.” She ran before he could reply, pushing her legs as fast as she could. Leaping around and sometimes even over the people in the streets, Maddi dashed her way toward Bailey Square. Panicked steps took her on a more direct route than usual, though she still ducked down a couple of side streets to confuse her trail. Now is not the time to expose what I’ve kept hidden for weeks.

			The gate into her unkempt garden stood shut, clasped like she had left it that morning. The back door remained locked, and she opened it with haste. Inside, the storeroom was undisturbed, and the kitchen held the remains of a cheese sandwich on a green plate.

			“Tanya?”

			The girl came through the doorway from the front room, her red hair tossed in a wild mane. “Maddi! You’re home early.”

			“Where is Ami?”

			“Right here,” came the call from the side bedroom. Ami emerged, an expression of concern on her features. “Is something wrong?”

			Maddi gave her a curt nod. “He’s here. He came with the king’s army.”

			Ami’s eyes widened, but Tanya barked, “Who came with the king? Tallen?”

			“Hush, Tanya.” Ami put her arms around the girl’s shoulders. “What should we do? Does he know we are here?”

			Her heart pounding in her ears, Maddi glanced at the front door. “He knows I’m in the city. He could probably find out where I live.” She bit her lip, mind racing. “This house isn’t safe. You have to leave.”

			She ran into her bedroom and shoved a long dresser away from the wall. Underneath, she lifted up a loose flagstone and toppled it over backward. In a hollowed out niche rested an oak strongbox, banded in finely wrought steel. Maddi hefted it out and sat it before a wide-eyed Ami and Tanya.

			“I have been saving this for a long time.”

			Pulling the intricate key out from the hidden pocket in her belt, Maddi placed it in the lock and popped the strongbox open. Four bags of fat, Gannonnite marks sat in the bottom, while a smaller box rested on top. She opened it to reveal a glistening pile of multi-colored gemstones, a rainbow sparkling in the lamplight.

			Tanya giggled with excitement, while Ami gasped, her hand covering her mouth.

			“You must use it wisely and sparingly.” Ami offered her a shaky nod, and Maddi continued. “Get out of Gavanor. Find a quiet, out of the way town where you can buy a modest home. Tell the locals your husband died working for the duke, and you got a pension to raise your daughter.” Maddi’s voice almost broke, but she pulled her emotions into check. “Don’t flaunt it. I know you are wise enough to do that.” She put her arm around Tanya and clasped Ami’s hand. “When the war is over, seek me out here, or I will find you, but better I do not know where you go for now.”

			“Why are we leaving?” Tanya began to cry. “And why aren’t you going with us?”

			“You will be safer if I distract them and make them focus on me.” She looked at Ami. “I have to fight the larger battles, or none of us can live in peace. But I will have a much easier time knowing you are hidden safe back here.”

			A loud knock rattled the front door. Her hand reacting with instinct, Maddi pulled a knife. The knock sounded again, only a little softer. She hushed Ami and Tanya, who needed no urging to silence, and made her way into the front room. At the door, she peeked through the small, slatted window.

			The sight of Captain Ranier washed the icy fear from her chest. She opened the door.

			“Hurry,” she whispered fiercely. “Come in.”

			She closed the door behind him, giving another peek for any followers.

			Ranier wore workman’s clothes. “I was not followed, as you asked should I ever visit you.” He gave her a quizzical stare. “What is going on? I’ve surmised from previous conversation that you and the Lord Doctor do not get along, but do you really fear for your safety?”

			“Not mine, Captain.” Maddi pointed at Tanya and Ami. “My family’s. Lord Doctor Marten has tried to kill us all once before, believe it or not.”

			The Bluecloak engineer shook his head in disbelief. “A member of the High Council?”

			Ami snorted at the captain’s words.

			Ranier’s cocked his jaw in thought. “What scares me most is that I believe you, especially with what I witnessed today.” He folded his arms. “What can I do to help?”

			Maddi sighed and clutched the man’s arm. “Thank you. If you could get us a few horses, I would appreciate it if you got Ami and Tanya out of city. Only they should know where they are going, and I have provided for them.” She looked up at his granite face. “But if you could see them safely through one of the gates and past the army, I would be eternally in your debt.”

			Ranier smiled. “I don’t think I’ll lose my commission over it. I will return shortly.” He slipped out the door.

			Maddi and Ami scurried about the house, throwing together a few travelling bags. Less than half an hour passed before the knock returned. Ranier stood outside with three horses and a mule. Maddi slung the strongbox to the mule’s rigging and hung the satchels they had prepared.

			“I can get them to the village of Breydon.” Ranier swung up into one of the saddles. “From there they can go almost any direction but west.”

			“Thank you, Captain.” She clasped his hand, before turning to hug Ami. “You must remain quiet and unobtrusive…” She looked down at Tanya, who had streaks on her cheeks, but no longer sobbed. “…quiet as a mouse, you hear? Can you do that for me?”

			Her cheeks puffy and turning red, Tanya rubbed her eyes. “I can be quiet. I had to all the time when I lived with Mama, or Briscoe would get mean.”

			Maddi choked back the tears that threatened to push their way to the fore. “Very good. You are always very good.” She hugged Tanya, whose grasp about her waist seemed higher every day. “I hope you aren’t too much bigger when I see you again.” Kneeling down, she pulled the girl to her chest. “I will come as soon as I can, I promise.”

			“I know,” Tanya cried into her hair.

			Before the sun set, Maddi had her own horse and pack, and looked back down the River Road toward the wide wall of Gavanor. She had made certain the Temple guards had seen her ride out, though she could not find the prior, the High Elder, or the Lord Doctor. No tears came to her as she thought of Ami and Tanya, but a hollowness ached in her chest. She turned eastward, where Tallen and her other friends waited. Friends strong enough to take on the elder. And that flaming Tymin Marten.
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			When the Dwarves switched sides during the Dragon Wars, the People of Gan forged a sense of trust with them. The Elves, however, seemed to trust them even less, as though they felt if the Dwarves had betrayed one side, they might well betray the other. – “An Almanac of Dragon War Tales” by Julianos Sofra

			 

			Slar peered up at the narrow chimney of rock and the distant tower far above it. Six weeks and we still haven’t taken it. Maybe I should remove a few heads to make a point.

			The caves and tunnels of Highspur no longer smoked, and his masons had begun re-hanging the fallen gate. From Slar’s vantage on the roof of the bastion, now bearing a single black banner, the fortress had begun to look inhabitable again. Now it will be our great fortress, though the work at Dragonsclaw will be even more magnificent.

			Boots sounded on the steps leading out on the roof. “Warchief, the…emissaries…have arrived.”

			Slar turned to the messenger, a young orc not far past his first hunt. No calluses had formed on his weapon hand, and a nervousness hung about his face. “Bring them in, grunt.”

			The young orc saluted and jogged back down the steps. A few moments later he emerged again, three stocky forms wrapped in dark cloaks following behind. They moved out onto the roof and pulled back their hoods to reveal pink, roundish faces. Dwarves. They stood before Slar, sour expressions hidden behind thick beards. One carried a bound chest. He set it on the stone flags.

			“Greetings Warchief Slar of the united Orc clans,” one of the other two intoned. “We come as ambassadors of the Galdrian Cult. It was two of our members who gave their lives to allow you within this fortress.”

			Shadowy memories of his son’s last charge haunted Slar. He snarled. “Them and thousands of my kin.”

			The dwarf bowed again. “As you say, Warchief. Your people have suffered long, and it is fair time for their vengeance.”

			An unbidden scoff left Slar’s throat. “What have you come to offer us, dwarf?”

			A flash of bruised pride crossed the dwarf’s face. “Only our allegiance, and that of ten thousand of our brethren in key positions within the Dwarven army, the Rock, and its surrounding villages.”

			Slar rubbed his freshly shaven chin. “That could become useful when our armies move on the Rock. Do more of your people have sympathies that lie with Galdreth?”

			The dwarf nodded emphatically. “Oh, yes. Very few believe our dark Master had anything to do with the dragon raid of last year. Most don’t even believe we exist, much less great Galdreth.” He made a flaring sign with his palm and fingers, as did the other two dwarves. “But they know power and strength when they see it, and our dark Master has that aplenty. Once revealed, they will jump to follow Galdreth.”

			Pausing a moment to let the possibilities sift through his skull, Slar examined the dwarven ambassadors. The one who had carried the chest stood slightly taller than the others, while the one who spoke had more gray streaking through his beard. The last one had no beard.

			Slar put one hand on his scimitar hilt. “Very well, I shall take news of your allegiance to Galdreth upon my next communication with our Master. In the meantime, I will insist that one of you stay to serve as…councilor to me during the coming war.”

			The three dwarves looked at each other for a moment. Then the one who had not spoken stepped forward. “I will stay. I am Charani Millhouse, my Lord Warchief.”

			That is a female’s voice!

			Slar kept most of the surprise from his expression. He stood there a minute in the sunlight, letting the mountain breeze cool his head. “A woman, eh? My daughter trains to become a shaman. The world changes in many ways.” He folded his arms. “Then you shall stay and be my councilor, Charani Millhouse.”

			She bowed, and then signaled the other two dwarfs to leave. They slipped down the staircase with little more than a final dip of their heads.

			“So, Charani Millhouse, what do you propose I—”

			Another set of boots came charging up the stairs and out onto the roof. The breeze took on a greater chill. An involuntary shudder ran up Slar’s back. This time the messenger looked to be a veteran, with a scarred face and his clothes dirty from a long road.

			“Warchief.” He knelt before Slar, his head hung low and his shoulders shaking. “I bring dire news from the front.”

			The knot of pain deep in Slar’s gut flared back into his awareness. He scowled to cover a grimace. “What is it, warrior?”

			The messenger looked at the dwarf woman.

			“She is my newest councilor, and I will have her hear any bad news as well as the good.” The pain in his stomach forced his voice into anger. “Tell me!”

			The warrior fell forward, spreading himself prostrate with fear. “Yes, my Warchief. I obey.” He lifted his head slightly. “Our advance forces took Kirath with little resistance. They executed its mayor and took the food stores.”

			Slar ground his teeth. “What makes that news dire?”

			Lowering his head so that it touched the stone, the warrior hurried to get the words out. “It was later in the day when suddenly the entire city began to go up in flame. The granaries first, then those damn kindling houses. They burned like dry grass, and soon the fires consumed the entire city, including the food stores and almost fifteen thousand warriors.”

			The sky spun above him, and Slar nearly collapsed against the stone parapet. The pain in his gut tore at his insides, burning and threatening to make him vomit. The dwarf woman moved to aid him, but he held up a firm hand.

			“No!” he barked, harsher than he intended. “Their damn mages! They have cursed us with the Fires again!” He slammed a fist against the stone repeatedly until blood splattered across its unblemished surface. A sudden thought leapt to his mind. “Radgred? My son Sharrog? They were in the van. Have they survived?”

			The warrior remained in his prone position. “Your son still leads our army, great Warchief.”

			Momentary relief was broken by a slice of fear that shot through Slar’s heart, masking the burn in his stomach. “And Radgred?”

			Shifting so that he looked his Warchief dead on, the warrior spoke with immeasurable respect. “Radgred Boneshaker is no more. His ashes mix with thousands of his brothers, burned on a field of victory.”

			Though he stood in the open air, Slar felt as if the entire weight of Highspur Mountain had come crashing down on him. At first his breath would not come, and a dark, hollow feeling sucked at his chest. Then, his breathing quickened, and only his death grip on the parapet kept him steady. Radgred! You fought a hundred battles at my side. You fought a hundred more before I was ever born. How is it they killed you in our time of victory? What will I do without your strong arm?

			Slar lifted his head and belted out a shout of rage and pain that carried far over the Northlands. Orcs working far below looked upward. A flock of snow pigeons burst forth from hiding near the mountain’s shoulder. The messenger lay flat against the stone, while Charani stood in a corner with her head bowed.

			“We will burn them.” Slar seethed with a consuming rage that roiled through his head. “I swear by the Fires, by Galdreth, and by all that burns, I will watch them die screaming!” He roared as he ripped an unlit iron sconce from the wall and hurled it over the parapet. Ignoring the wrenching pain in his elbow, he turned to the warrior who had delivered the message. “Go! Take word that Sharrog and our remaining advance forces are to pull back to the Gallond River until we can reassess our battle plan. We will supply them from here.”

			The warrior scurried backward on his belly and down the stairs without a sound. The dwarf woman, however, sidled over toward Slar, her hands folded within the sleeves of her robe. Through his pounding rage and despair at news of Radgred’s death, he noticed that her face remained calm, almost beatific. She knelt beside him where he had slid down against the stone wall.

			“My Lord Warchief,” she whispered vehemently into his ear. “These things are the will of Galdreth. They are the expressions of our Master’s Chaos. Your companion died obeying that will. No one could ask for more from life.” The whites of her eyes glistened, and a manic grin showed sharp teeth. “Do not despair, for in becoming the instruments of Galdreth’s will, we become more a part of the growth and change created in Chaos. The strong shall survive it. The new world will be stronger, and those who perish in creating its will shall be remembered as martyrs.” Fervor and passion played back and forth across Charani’s face. “If we are all consumed by the Chaos, it will only be to our eternal blessing in the glory of Galdreth!”

			Slar’s rage took pause as he assessed the woman. It cooled into a sick worry that burned next to the knot in his gut. This one is mad. She would lead us all to our deaths. Perhaps that is all we are – madmen and martyrs.
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			A powerless mage is a dead mage. – Macrim the Blue

			 

			Tallen pushed open the door of the Iron Maiden, and a wave of sounds and smells washed over him. Sweet wine and spilled ale mixed with roasting meat and a slight hint of urine. A minstrel played a reedy flute, and dozens of military officers and mid-rank nobles shouted, laughed, and sang in time with the music.

			Or maybe not so in time, he thought to himself when he heard three men caterwauling who wore cloaks of midnight blue splashed with a crescent moon and stars.

			At a different table, two officers in red and black watched the men of House Magdon. One whispered to the other behind his mug, and the second returned a soft chuckle, his eyes darting back at the Magdon men.

			Tallen strode forward, wading his way through the crowd. If this were the Gryphon, I’d be ready for those men to start a fight. I suppose that shows what kind of times we live in, that there aren’t more brawls breaking out in a place like this. Everyone knows the real fight is coming.

			At a quiet table along one wall, Tomas, Dorias, and Gwelan all sat staring into their mugs, save Dorias whose head popped up the moment Tallen neared.

			“Ah, my friend. Please, come join us.” He waved to an empty chair and signaled a barmaid, who offered a cheery smile. “We have much to discuss. I hope you are feeling better since we…returned from Kirath.”

			Tallen nodded, though the head bob reawakened a small tinge of the pain that had battered all three of the mages’ heads for several days after Kirath. That first day, Tallen had not left his bed, though both Dorias and Joslyn had visited him. The Ravenhawke had brought plenty of his rejuvenating liquor. Since then, the headache had receded – for the most part.

			Tallen sat down at their corner table. “Most of my parts seem to be back in place.”

			Dorias smiled then turned back to Tomas, picking right up where their conversation must have let off. “It has been almost a week since Kirath. Boris may be content to scout the Wastes until the Waters dry, but we must be moving onward. With Gwelan’s help, we can slip through enemy lines.”

			“Ha!” the shaven-headed man replied as he curled a gold coin across the back of his knuckles.

			Tomas put his mug on the table, his face never rising. “We cannot. We must wait for Arathan.”

			Dorias almost spluttered his ale. “Why?”

			The paladin ran his finger along the mug’s rim. “Because there could be a quarter million orcs between us and Highspur, not to mention how many more might be north of the Dragonscales.” He looked up at Dorias. “Our original plan required that Highspur be available to us as a base. It required we use stealth with an unaware enemy.” He shook his head and went back to staring at his ale. “They will be swarming the countryside with scouts everywhere between here and the Norvus River.”

			Leaning toward Tomas, the wizard lowered his voice. “What if we went directly north through the Dragonscales?”

			Gwelan snorted even louder than before. He shook his head, and the mug of ale went to his lips.

			“Not possible,” Tomas answered, staring into his ale. “Even if it were just the four of us. The terrain is too harsh, and there are things that hunt in the Dragonscales that none of us would want to face.”

			Dorias sat back, and Tallen examined his crestfallen expression. He knows Tomas is right.

			Gwelan flipped the gold coin up and caught it before deftly slipping it into his pocket. He turned to Tallen. “So how go things with your brother and sister? Your reunion with them must be both a relief and a surprise.”

			The swift change of subject delayed Tallen’s response while he watched the paladin and wizard stare at the table. After a few seconds, he turned to Gwelan whose expression urged him to reply. “Jaerd has been extremely busy with Earl Boris and the army. He is at the command post most of every day. I think he’s even taken to sleeping there.” Tallen cleared his throat. “Dawne left yesterday for the Bardic College in Kerrigier. I still can’t believe she was at Highspur. She told me most of the story, and things were very dire there.”

			The strange sense of confusion he felt at discovering his sister among the fortress’ survivors still flashed in his mind. He had always stood up for his little sister, and now she had been well beyond his protection, without even his knowledge. It scares me more than I ever thought it would. At least Jaerd was there.

			He drew his thoughts back to the three men around the table. “Tilli went with her. I don’t think she means to be a bard too, but she promised to watch over Dawne. I think what happened at Highspur really affected her. She wants to get away from the war…at least for a while.”

			After a short sip of ale, Gwelan pursed his lips, his bitterness from more than the beer. “Who can blame her?”

			Dorias leaned back and folded arms across his chest. “We must do something. I cannot sit idly here in this city while forces move in the wilderness.” He drank deeply from his mug. “We must do something.”

			Tomas rose to his feet. “Then we shall. I will visit Boris, and I will see that we join the next group of scouts headed into the Wastes.” He drained his own mug. “We will see for ourselves how crowded with orcs they have become.”

			Gwelan sighed. “Well, so much for changing the subject.” He reached for his dual swords hanging over the back of a chair and gave them a loving caress. “Come on, girls. We’ve got work to do. ”

			A pretty waitress set a mug of sweet ale down in front of Tallen just as the others stood. He sighed, took one long swig that cooled his throat and warmed his stomach, then followed his friends out the door. The waitress gave him a sympathetic smile as he placed a silver penny in her hand.

			Outside a heavy pallor of black smoke hung over Novon. It flowed from the dozens of smithies that pumped out weapons of war day and night since their arrival, not to mention the hundreds, maybe thousands of additional campfires from both soldiers and refugees. The smoke stank, reeking of coke and over-charred meat. Tallen tried to wave it away with one hand, but only succeeded in stirring the stench farther up his nostrils.

			“Try growing up in Avaros.” Gwelan wrinkled his nose. “The smell of fish was the best part.”

			A few blocks down the street, the command headquarters rose against the skyline. Once a bank, and most recently a warehouse, the building now crawled with soldiers from dozens of different noble houses. Plenty of Bluecloaks marched in and out of the main entrance along with the household warriors.

			A familiar voice shouted from the second floor balcony. “Ah! Tomas!” Boris waved his hand from where he stood, surrounded by aides. “Please come in, all of you. I have a favor to ask.”

			Inside, the smell of sweat and pipe smoke replaced the stench of burning coal. Dozens of men moved about or wrote hurried dispatches. One moved markers shaped like horses, dragons, and armed knights about on a map of the Western Realm and Free Cities. A large crown sat near the city of Magdonton.

			Boris trotted down the stairs, Jaerd and Joslyn not far behind. Tallen’s brother gave him a familiar grin before standing at attention behind his commander.

			“It is fortunate you arrived when you did.” Boris clasped the paladin’s hand with a hearty shake. “It saved me sending a runner.” He scanned the group. “I need some volunteers.”

			A ripple of excitement shot up Tallen’s spine, colored by a nervous twinge in his abdomen. Boris’ face held a serious cast, despite his light words. Jaerd’s jaw looked ready to cut glass.

			“Anything we can do,” Tomas answered, his demeanor matching that of the others.

			Boris nodded as if he knew he had no need to ask. “My rangers have made it to the ruins of Kirath, and no orcs remain there. Yames was sacked and much of it burned, though we left little for them to take.” He led them over to the map spread on an oak table. A soldier adjusted the position of a knight from Kirath to the large river crossing the Wastes, and then stepped away. “We have scouted to the River Lond. The enemy has retreated across it, but we cannot tell in exactly what numbers.”

			Casting his eyes toward a Bluecloak ranger with two stars on his tunic, Boris lowered his voice. “Our scouts have had difficulty slipping past the orc sentries. I need someone that I know can get through their lines, and I am unavailable at the moment myself.” He examined Tomas, Dorias and Gwelan in turn. “I know the three of you have slipped in and out of some of the most heavily guarded places in the world. I need you now.”

			The earl turned his ice blue inspection on Tallen. “And I will need you to go, too.”

			Jaerd shifted his feet, but remained silent.

			“To be frank,” Boris continued, “you are the bait. If the enemy still seeks to capture you, as they did in Dadric, Gavanor, and on the Wizard’s Isle, your presence might force them into an action they are not prepared for.”

			Deep thoughts wrinkling his brow, Dorias reached up to scratch his goatee. “That was the essence of our original plan. It may be dangerous, but the three of us should be able protect him. Besides, his power may come in useful, especially if we come into contact with large numbers.”

			The idea of touching his power again, and especially letting Dorias tap into it, caused Tallen’s head to start pounding. He felt the Aspects, hovering just at the edge of his perception. He knew he could call on them if he needed, yet feared it might cause him to lose his meager lunch.

			“I’m in,” he stated, his tone far more confident than he felt.

			A slight smile of pride curled Jaerd’s lip, though the concern on his features did not disappear.

			“Good.” Boris tapped the table with one finger. “I had hoped as much. So did your brother.” He turned back to Tomas. “Cross the Lond if you can. Slip through enemy sentries. Find out how many of them lurk between the Lond and the Gallond. Mostly I want to know if they are bringing the entire host that took Highspur down on us any time soon.” The earl shook his head slowly. “If they all come at once, Gavanor is the only place we can stop them until Arathan arrives.”

			Tomas rubbed the hilt of his sword. “We will need a platoon to set us a base camp on our side of the Lond. We will also need a great deal of special provisions.”

			Boris pointed at Jaerd. “Anything you need, please see my new quartermaster.”

			“Come on, gentlemen.” Jaerd thumbed over his shoulder toward a back room. “I’ve got more beef jerky than you can wave your wand at.”

			After they filled their packs, Jaerd pulled Tallen aside. “I know the enemy may still hunt you, but from what I’ve heard of Kirath…” He frowned slightly. “…and from what little you’ve told me, I have no doubt it will take more than a few orcs to take you now. We know trolls are useless against you.” He smiled briefly, then put his hand on Tallen’s shoulder and stared downward as if searching for something to say written on the plank floor. At last, he raised his face and looked Tallen in the eye. “You’re a man and can take care of yourself. I’m proud of you…and Dad would be too.”

			An embarrassed warmth rising in his cheeks, Tallen reached out to clasp his brother’s arm. “Both those stars and that cloak would make him proud of you, too.” He grinned. “Now let go, before you kiss me in front of everybody.”
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			A brisk wind carried small shards of ice that cut against Tallen’s cheek. He huddled between Stew and Shade, feeling them press just as hard against him. He pulled his cloak closer around his body, shaking off its rim of muddy ice.

			Dorias squinted against the sleet as he crouched closer to Tallen. “Cast him in the Fires, the weather has been clear for weeks. Why did Boris have to send us out in this?” He scratched at the ice gathering in his salt-and-pepper goatee. “My Air is minimal, but you excel in it. Can you make us a dome to keep out the worst of this? I think I could give us some warmth if you did.”

			Tallen tapped at his temple. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

			Dismissing the comment with a wave, Dorias offered a shrug. “That is why I am the wizard and you are the apprentice.”

			The Air Aspect hung in his mind, light and willing. He pulled it in to his consciousness, forming it into a thick-walled dome. In a moment of inspiration, and remembering his battle with the mage in the Lord Doctor’s office, Tallen added a coating of Earth. He threw it out over the cluster of men and horses, and soon a relative quiet descended. The blowing winds and ice pounded against the outside of his dome of power, but Tallen held it with little struggle.

			“Quick, men,” Tomas called to the group of soldiers. “Let’s get some shelter up while we can.”

			The six Bluecloaks scrambled to erect a long, oiled-canvas tent among a few scraggly trees that broke the unrelenting emptiness of the plain. Tallen pushed his power outward to allow them room. Tomas and Gwelan tethered all the horses to a picket line strung around the tent between the twisted trunks. In only a few minutes, they gathered inside, where Dorias had carried a large stone. Tallen felt him reach out with Fire and heat the stone until it radiated warmth throughout the tent, now crowded with men.

			“You can let your shield go now,” Dorias called to him.

			He felt no strain on his ability. “I can hold it longer to give the horses shelter.”

			Dorias shook his head. “They will be fine. I don’t want you over-exerted if we run into trouble.”

			Tallen help up his hand. “I’m alright. I could hold this for as long as we need.”

			He felt the wizard pass an intricate web of Psoul Aspect over him. “I suppose you could. You regularly amaze me with your strength.” The wizard shifted his cloak. “I only hope it is enough.”

			The weather slackened as the night passed, the wind dying down around midnight. Tallen awoke to bare sunlight peeking through a gap in the canvas. Fitful sleep had left him bleary, but a good swig from Dorias’ flask helped his senses sharpen.

			Outside, a slick sheet of white covered the ground, but a rising sun already wetted its surface. Warm air blew up from the south. The horses had a light covering on their backs as well, but a few strokes with a brush left them clean. The soldiers moved to strike the tent, but Tomas held up his hand.

			“Nay, lads, this is where you’ll stay. This is as good a place for base camp as we will find.” He gestured to the trees and the little gully nearby. “You won’t find much more shelter between here and the Lond, which is only a couple of leagues to our west.”

			Tomas looked briefly at Dorias and Gwelan, but his face fixed on Tallen. “Now is when we must go onward alone.”

			An involuntary shudder of fear shook Tallen’s spine.

			“Don’t worry, lad,” Dorias whispered. “We won’t be leaving your side.” Merl cawed agreement from one of the tree branches bending under his weight.

			Gwelan tapped his arm. “In fact, I feel safer with you around, considering what I’ve seen you do…and considering where we are going.”

			Tallen swung into Stew’s saddle. It felt hard as ice and almost as cold. Looking out at the bleak landscape, the little hollow with its half dozen twisted pines felt like a garden. He turned and watched it disappear, while the platoon of Bluecloaks worked to make it secure. A pang of regret passed through his heart, but it disappeared when he looked back to his staunch-faced companions.

			The slope of the land grew steeper as they descended into the floodplain of the lower Lond. Gray-brown switchgrass remained the only vegetation, and Tallen had seen no animals for days. Seems like we’re the only ones dumb enough to come out here.

			By the time the sun reached its zenith, the faint sound of running water burbled up to his ear. Coming around a hillock, he saw the river valley open up. The Lond crawled its way through a heavily silted bed clogged with sandbars and ancient, whitened tree trunks.

			Tomas called a halt and slipped from his saddle. “Remain here among the cover of this lifewood debris. I’m going to take a look ahead.”

			After the paladin disappeared, Dorias stared at the flotsam. His eyes never left the tree trunks as he spoke. “A dozen true Lifetrees once grew in Lond, and their progeny became the very cities of the elves. Now only one tree still lives on Valen, and the elves say that they cannot get its seeds to take root on the mainland. They can never come home.”

			Gwelan spoke up, breaking his normal silence. “I have heard of the Woodsingers. Have you ever seen them grow lifewood?”

			The wizard shifted Shade’s reins between his hands. “Only once, and it was one of the most amazing things I have ever witnessed.”

			When the paladin returned, it was with a slight smile. “The river widens where I remember it, and the bars and detritus have almost created a natural bridge of sorts. With the horses’ help in the deep spots, we should be able to cross.”

			Tomas led them down to the water’s edge, where its black ripples touched the flat stones of the shore. Tallen shivered at the sight, and looked at the others with doubt. Stew followed Shade into the water with no reluctance, pulling him along with the reins.

			The deep water froze Tallen through to the bone. His first few steps caught his breath. It came in gasps until he was over his shoulders, clinging to Stew’s muscular neck. Suddenly, a wave jostled him, and he lost his grip on the horse’s water-slickened mane. Tallen threw out his hands as the current pulled him away, flailing about until at last his numbed hands felt the reins. When he pulled on them, Stew tugged back, and soon he had his arms around the horse’s neck once again.

			“Thanks, old buddy,” Tallen whispered between sucking breaths.

			Once out on the far bank, Stew shook his neck and mane, throwing water from him and the saddle for yards in every direction. Tallen stood shivering and watching his fingers turn blue until Dorias brought Shade up alongside him. The charcoal mare did not shake, but stood patiently dripping.

			“Here is a trick you will want to watch, lad.” Dorias held his hands out toward Shade. Tallen felt him embrace his power and draw upon Water with just a touch of Air. The wizard wove it around Shade until it fit her like a sweater, touching her wet fur, then withdrew the Water Aspect, leaving only a faint skeleton of Air behind. When he released the web, a cascade of water splashed to the ground, and the horse stood dry as if it she had never touched the river.

			The wizard then repeated the process on himself. “Go ahead. Try it on Stew.”

			Tallen reached through his mind for Water, threading it with a hint of Air. He spread it into a web around Stew, who had begun to lick the water from his forelegs. He carefully followed Dorias’ example, which he felt the wizard repeating on Tomas, Gwelan, and their steeds in the back of his mind. Squeezing the web tight around his horse, Tallen could almost feel Stew’s wet skin under his soaked hair. He effused it with the Water Aspect, drawing the natural water away. The tiny threads of Air replaced it, leaving Stew suddenly licking dry fur, and a deeper puddle in the mud.

			When Tallen let go his power, the smile of pride in his success flashed from his face as fast as the wind could whip up his wet cloak. While wrapped in his magic, he had not noticed the cold on his wet skin. Releasing it returned his senses to the forefront of his mind. He almost collapsed with the force of his shudder.

			“Here, lad, let me do it for you.” Dorias spread the web over Tallen, and in a few seconds warmth returned to his bones. “You are so powerful I sometimes forget how much more you need to learn.”

			With the whole party dry once again, they mounted and rode onward into the bleak Wastes. Dorias shared his flask around, and before long Tallen felt normal again. He patted Stew’s neck, remembering how the horse had saved him in the river.

			“An extra scoop of oats for you tonight. Luckily Dorias and I sealed those in Air before we entered the river, so they are nice and dry.” He squinted at the wizard when a thought crossed his mind. “Why didn’t we do that for ourselves?”

			“Think about it,” Dorias replied as he checked Shade’s saddle straps. “Ever try swimming stuck inside a bubble? The refinement is possible, and I’ve known Air mages who could do it. However, it took a great deal of concentration, and my trick is much easier in the end.”

			Tomas waved his hand. “We must lower our voices, friends. Sound carries quickly through these gullies.”

			The thought of orc assassins dashing through rain-carved waterways silenced Tallen’s line of questioning. He curled up inside his cloak and watched the gray terrain pass, regularly casing out his net of Psoul to search the surroundings for life.

			They lit no fire in camp that night, Dorias instead teaching Tallen his trick of using Fire on a large rock to make it radiate heat. Tallen even added the twist of tying off the flow of Fire, like with his bulb of light.

			Dorias smiled with obvious pride. “Well done, Tallen. That way it should remain warm throughout the night, and I won’t have to keep waking to reheat it. Joslyn Britt probably could do that, but I don’t have the strength in Fire to knot it off like you did.”

			Despite the stone’s heat, frost rimmed Tallen’s blanket when he woke the next morning. The sky had just begun to distinguish itself from the horizon, and Tomas already moved among the horses. Tallen swiftly traded his blanket for his cloak. He held his hands over the stone, drawing in the last of its warmth. From what he could tell, his knot of power would only last a few more minutes.

			As they rode out, Tallen sat in Stew’s saddle, reaching with his mist of Psoul magic. He searched for any signs of orcs or other life. Nothing but grass and rock.

			Tallen released his power. Tomas still sat in a trance, his face knit in concentration. A slight breeze stirred the paladin’s hair, but nothing else about him moved. Tallen looked to Dorias, who searched the sky.

			“Has Merl found anything either?”

			The wizard shook his head. “No. He has flown almost to the Bloodwood, and the Wastes are empty. From Boris’ reports, I expected at least a few scouts out here.” He rubbed his goatee. “Where could they be?”

			For almost a week they crawled their way across the gray-brown plain, careful to avoid any potential enemy patrols. Merl ranged in one direction every day, while Tallen, Tomas, and Dorias each used their sensory powers. Tomas, being the most skilled and having the greatest range, kept his senses focused through most of the day. It slowed their travel, but it ensured they would not be caught unawares. It was all to no avail, however, as nothing wandered the Wastes save them.

			After setting camp, Tomas returned from wandering the network of gullies that trickled westward toward the Gallond. He collapsed to his rump near the chunk of granite Tallen had warmed for their camp. Exhaustion played across his normally implacable expression.

			“We are running low on stores,” Gwelan said softly across the stone. “Especially for the horses, since they cannot stomach much of this grass. More than a few bites, and they will start to go colic on us. Luckily, they seem to know it too.”

			“We do not have far to go,” Tomas said. “Tomorrow we will reach the Gallond, and that is as far as I am willing to take us.” He glanced over his shoulder to the west. “I have a feeling that we’ll find what we are looking for there.”

			Thumbs hooked behind his leather belt, Dorias watched where the paladin had indicated. “Merl is of much the same opinion. He is certain there is movement on the far side of the river, but he dared not get much closer for fear of hidden archers.” The wizard reached up to stroke the raven’s beak. “Even he cannot outrun an orc arrow.”

			Merl warbled his agreement.

			The next morning Tallen woke exceptionally early, yet he still did not wake before the others. Though they’ve never had to wake me. I’m keeping up – mostly.

			Tomas led them a few miles down into the twisting gullies, which eventually all flowed together down toward the Gallond. Merl flew close to the party, and Dorias heeded the sky all day.

			With the sun mounted high above them, the wizard suddenly lifted one hand. “Stop!” He stood there, arm outstretched. In a few short seconds, a black dot shot down from the leaden sky. Merl swooped in, braking with his wings at the last moment before clutching Dorias’ arm with his ebony talons.

			“Easy, my friend,” Dorias cooed, stroking the raven’s feathers. “All is right now.”

			Merl clacked his beak and hooted. “Orcs! Orcs!”

			“Encamped along the far riverbank,” Dorias added for his friend. “Thousands upon thousands.”

			Tomas immediately closed his eyes, and Tallen could feel his energy reach out toward the river. He followed the paladin’s lead, stretching the Psoul magic out to his limit.

			Beyond the bare life of the switchgrass, past the few scraggly pine trees along the riverbank, over the wormy, shell-encrusted forms of life able to exist within the rivers of the Wastes, Tallen sensed the great mass of rage-filled psahn that was the orc horde.

			“By the Waters,” he whispered. “That’s more than there were at Kirath. It feels like a whole city of them!”

			Tomas’ voice carried through Tallen’s trance. “There are the numbers Boris has been looking for. They fortify the far side of the Gallond.” His voice carried a warning note. “That is where they will wait for our armies.”

			The strain of reaching such a distance began to sap at Tallen’s strength. He released the Psoul Aspect. Tomas still stretched out his power, and Dorias scratched his goatee.

			Gwelan, on the other hand, wore a small smile. “This is why I like scouting with paladins and wizards. You never actually have to get close enough to see the enemy.”

			The sheer numbers Tallen had sensed, and the strong undercurrent of anger running through them, sent a stab of fear into his heart. An involuntary shudder rippled up his spine. “I think I’ve seen enough, that’s for certain.”

			Dorias turned Shade back up the gully. “Come, Tomas. With that many so close, one or two scouts could slip through your net. And with such a force, there are bound to be some form of scouts. We should be headed back for the base camp.” He looked at the sun, which had already begun to sink. “We can move faster on our way back, but it will still take a few days.”

			A hesitant frown haunting his face, Tomas reined Fireheart around. He spurred his horse forward and took the lead back up the waterway.

			About an hour later, they wandered through a washout where several gullies met in a sandy, ice crusted pile of pebbles. A meandering flow of water trickled down its center. Tomas raised his hand, bringing the others to a stop. “Something is out there.”

			Immediately embracing his power, Tallen threw out his mist of Psoul, spreading it in every direction. Only the bare psahn of grass broke his net of magic. “I don’t sense anything with my power.”

			“Nor do I,” Tomas answered. “But my other senses are tingling. Something…someone…is out there watching us.”

			Tallen’s heart froze, and his eyes darted about the landscape, searching for whatever had Tomas spooked. “How could something, or someone, hide from our powers?”

			Dorias threw his arm up, and Merl launched into the air, winging for an arrow-safe altitude. “There are ways, if they have a strong enough shaman with them.” Tallen sensed him embrace his power. “We must be ready.”

			Tomas dismounted and took several steps forward before looking back at Dorias. “Stay here with Tallen and the horses.” He waved toward Gwelan and indicated a gully toward his right. The rogue drew his weapons and slipped up the eroded watercourse.

			Tallen and Dorias stayed put, each holding the reins of one of the other men’s horses. The cold seeped into his boots, and frost gathered at the edge of his hood. Water flowed down the gully, barely enough to be called a stream. Tallen kept his mist of Psoul magic spread out about them, straining his mind to search it for any ripple of life. He could feel Dorias do the same. The silence of the Wastes, broken only by the tiniest trickle of water, hung over them like a foreboding shadow. Tallen reinforced his magic, knowing that it only sapped at his strength even faster. He knew even his power had limits.

			“Wait,” Dorias whispered. “I believe Merl has found something. Let’s—”

			The wizard’s words broke off when a concussion popped in Tallen’s mind, almost knocking him from his feet. The jolt dazed him for a moment, and he shook his head to clear his thoughts. When he began to regain his senses, he realized that he could no longer feel his power. A blanket of numbness hid it from him and cut off the flow of Psoul magic. His mist faded, and a terrible sense of isolation swarmed over him.

			“The Aspects!” Dorias blurted. “They are hidden from me!”

			Realizing he could not find them either drove Tallen to a near panic. He battered at the wet blanket that had snuffed out the fire of his power. No matter how he pressed, he could not reach through. Tallen felt a sense of panic begin to overwhelm him. Unable to find the Aspects, he was exposed, without any ability to defend himself. This is worse than the Viridian Stone! It is as if I had never discovered my power in the first place!

			A harsh voice barked from around the corner of the gully. “Now! The vessel is here!”

			An orc trotted into view carrying a wide black battle-axe. He stood nearly as tall as Tallen and twice as wide. Fierce, swirling tattoos covered his face, like great, curled tusks. A sadistic grin lifted one corner of his lip to display a sharp fang jutting up from his jaw. Five more warriors stepped up behind him, each gripping a vicious weapon of their own. Two more orcs, robed and wearing hoods made from the face of a boar, stood close by. The younger shaman held out his hands while the elder watched him. Tallen could sense the magic surrounding the orc, but the blast to his mind still obscured his own power. He’s the one who did it!

			Tallen pulled the dagger from his belt, and the lead orc laughed a hearty bellow.

			“Young fool.” He flipped a familiar looking smooth stone in his hand. “For your sake and mine, please do not force me to break you in half.” The orc looked to his warriors. “Take them both quickly, while the others have their swordsmen busy.”

			Tallen looked to Dorias, who held up his hand as if ready to strike with his magic. “I will burn you orcs where you stand if you come near us.”

			The warriors paused, but the big captain laughed again. “If you could, you would have done so already, mage.” He spat on the ground. “Take them, ‘Slayers.”

			“Run, Tallen!” Dorias shoved him back down the waterway toward the river then threw himself at the warriors.

			Tallen took several steps before looking over his shoulder to see the wizard attack the surprised orcs with nothing but a dagger and a fist. A quick boot flashed out to meet one orc in the chin, and Tallen added it to Dorias’ list of weapons.

			“Run you fool!” The wizard jumped back, barely avoiding the tip of a mace. “Find Tomas!”

			Tallen ran. His boots splashed the muddy water into his eyes, but he plunged onward, heedless of anything but where he threw his feet. An invisible whistle flew past his head, almost grazing his cheek. It crashed into the wall of the gully, throwing black muck in all directions. The splatter buffeted him, yet still he kept his feet, forcing them to charge ahead. Another minor branch of water met the stream. Tallen dashed up it, the shoulder-high walls of eroded soil giving him cover from a second blast of Earth.

			Shouts of rage followed him up the new gully, and the sounds of pursuit echoed from the earthen walls. He pushed himself harder, gasping for breath and struggling against the mud and uneven ground. Another fork opened, and he took it, then another. The walls were not as tall where the water barely trickled, so he hunched over, fearing another attack.

			At one point, hearing no sounds behind him, he chanced a peek over the lip of mud and switchgrass. No orcs moved out on the open plain, though he caught a glimpse of Stew dashing eastward, his reins flapping behind him. Where are the other horses?

			The thought vanished from his mind as he heard more splashing behind him. With a sudden flash of inspiration, he jumped up onto the open ground and charged through the grass a few yards to another twisted gully, this one deeper and more narrow than the last. He jumped down inside it, and then proceeded to run back downstream, hoping to circle behind his attackers.

			A boulder twice his size protruded from the mud, and the stream of water flowed around it. Tallen ducked in behind the stone, gasping for breath and a moment of clear thought. In that second of respite, a tiny glow hummed at the back of his mind. A sense of his power called from beyond the stunned numbness, like the warmth of a fireplace in the next room.

			Tallen jumped up and ran again. He stayed down in the gullies flowing toward the river. He kept low and as quiet as the muddy water would allow, wending his way back toward the Gallond. His mind continued to stretch toward that faint hint of his power, but it felt like reaching with a hand that had fallen asleep.

			A flicker of sensation touched the back of his mind. Something called him, ringing in his head. A slow warmth burned against his chest, and a white glow shone from behind his bleached wool shirt. Reaching in to grab the leather thong, he pulled out the ancient medallion Dorias had given him – the pendant of twisted wire from Leolan Calais’ hidden chest.

			Each branch of different metal warmed his hand, but not uncomfortably. The diamond set in its center glowed with an internal light, white and beaming. As his concentration drew in on the diamond, his mind found its way through the blanket of numbness to brush against the surface of his power. The Psoul Aspect whispered to him, edging its way forward, begging to be used.

			Clasping the medallion in his hand, Tallen surged up over the edge of his hiding place. Psoul poured into his conscious mind, and he flung it forward to find the others surrounding him. He could not reach as far as normal, but in the barren lifescape of the Wastes, they were the only sources of life force to find. Pushing his legs to their limit, he bounded back toward them.

			As he neared, and his grip on Psoul through the medallion strengthened, Tallen sensed more detail from the gully where the orcs had attacked. Relief surged through him when he found Dorias moving through the gullies as well, the orcs close on his heels. A twinge of emotion pierced his heart when he realized that Shade and Fireheart retreated with him, though Stew and Gwelan’s horse were nowhere to be found. The flashing zip of life that was Merl flew among the attackers with blinding speed.

			The orcs resolved, each with a blazing psahn of their own. They circled the man and horses. Tallen sensed one of Fireheart’s steel-shod hooves flashing out to smack an orc to the ground. He also felt a deep wound in the stallion’s side, leaking his hot blood onto the ground.

			An involuntary snarl left Tallen’s lips when he found two orcs much closer, the two who had rushed after him. Two twists of Psoul magic and their life forces snuffed out; just like the mage he had killed at the Doctor’s College. Tallen charged onward, forgetting them like swatted flies. One orc had separated Dorias, and another reached back with a weapon Tallen could not quite sense through his magic. He twisted the Psoul Aspect again, and in tandem, the attackers dissipated from his perception.

			A powerful leap brought Tallen over a narrow gully. Four orcs jumped up from the grass and charged him. He had not seen them in his limited Psoul sense, but now they popped into it. He flung one hand at them, sending out four whips of his power, and they dropped into crumpled heaps.

			A fierce whinny rose from just ahead. A black mane flared above the grass tops. Tallen charged forward. The patterns of psahn in his mind resolved, until he sensed each individual orc. Two lay dying, while the leader gathered the rest for a charge at the powerless wizard and enraged horses. Shade had placed herself between Dorias and a faltering Fireheart. The wound in the horse’s side leaked psahn as certainly as it leaked blood.

			Tallen stretched his power, his reserve of the Psoul Aspect waning with use. The medallion felt burning hot in his hand, but he clutched it despite the pain. The light from the diamond spread an orange glow across the back of his hand. He drew on it again, searching with his mind for the diamond and its portal to power. A few more drops splashed into his pool of magic, and he cast it out, pinching the life from the three orcs closest to him. He collapsed to his knees along the gully’s ridge, heaving for breath.

			Blood ran along Dorias’ face, and Fireheart barely remained standing. Shade backed up toward her master, away from the corpses of three dead orcs. Their leader stared at them with a startled expression, the huge axe wavering. His yellow fangs leaped out from behind a ghastly snarl.

			The shamans had disappeared, and when Tallen stretched out a web of Psoul magic to find them, his reserves drained. The medallion went ice cold, and the light of the diamond died away. A crushing weight of exhaustion washed over him, and he collapsed forward on his elbows.

			“Tallen!” Dorias ignored the blood that ran into his eyes. “What did you do?”

			The orc captain charged, his axe swooping toward Shade. The mare ran, unable to face the warrior’s charge. Dorias threw himself between them, more dexterous than Tallen expected. The orc swung and Dorias’ dagger shattered against the blow. A fierce kick caught the wizard in the chest, throwing him half a dozen yards, where he crashed hard against the ground.

			Tallen could see only a few feeble movements in Dorias’ hands, and he screamed in impotent rage. No power came to his call.

			The orc captain spat at the wizard. “Be honored, Mage. I’ll hang your guts on my war banner.” He lifted his axe and stomped toward Tallen’s teacher and friend.

			“No!” Tallen cried, throwing himself over the edge of the washout. His weakened arms and shaky legs gave him no support, and he tumbled through cold mud and sand. It caught in his mouth, and he splashed through a crust of ice into biting water. Any strength left in his body sapped out of him, and he lay there as the orc closed in on Dorias. Tallen lifted a feeble hand.

			A figure leaped from the far side of the washout, flashing a pair of curved swords. The orc captain turned like a startled fox, catching the blades with his axe and heaving the man over the top of his head. When he came to a rolling stop, Tallen realized it was Gwelan, who only had eyes for the orc.

			The two closed again, Gwelan’s blades flashing out in a flurry of perfectly timed motions. The orc captain caught them with his axe and a heavy iron gauntlet. A fist punched between the swords and ripped along Gwelan’s face, cutting a vicious slash along his jaw. Underneath the punch, one of the swords thrust, opening a hole in the orc captain’s abdomen. He kicked Gwelan away. The rogue tumbled and came back up on his feet, sword points held low. The orc held his guts in with one hand while sweeping the air with his axe. Gwelan closed, circling slowly, waiting for the orc to bleed out.

			A slow smile built on Tallen’s face as the redness spread through the orc’s fingers. The giant warrior’s movements slowed, and the victory that rose in Tallen’s chest swelled near joy at the sight of the orc staggering.

			Knowledge of his precarious fate flashed in the orc captain’s startled expression. He bashed at Gwelan in desperate swipes. Tallen noticed a slight grin on the rogue’s face, but when Gwelan took a moment to examine him and Dorias, the grin washed away, replaced by fear and concern. The man rushed forward, slashing to his left and drawing the orc’s parry. Gwelan shifted in a striking leap, changing his direction. The axe went wide and two steel teeth bit into the orc’s side and neck. Deep red blood spurted into the air in a swift beat. The swords withdrew and the orc collapsed on his chest, splashing black water into the air.

			With a final twitch of his hand, the captain lay still in the crimson-brown mud.

			Pushing himself with every last ounce of strength, somehow Tallen found his feet again. He tumbled forward the few yards to where Dorias lay. Gwelan beat him there. So did Merl, swooping down from the sky to land next to the wizard’s head, one wing hanging slightly askew. His light squawks barely rose to Tallen’s ears. Shade trotted closer, her nostrils flaring.

			The wizard’s chest did not move, and he stared at the sky. Gwelan collapsed at his side and pressed against his chest. A gasp rose from Dorias’ lungs, and he blinked. He began to cough, scrambling to sit up with Gwelan’s help. The wizard shook his bloody head and gave Tallen a thankful nod, before pulling out his silver flask. Merl hopped on a stone, but Shade stamped nervously.

			“Fireheart,” Dorias whispered.

			Tallen turned toward the roan stallion. His steel-shod hooves were stained with almost as much blood as his gaping side. The great steed had finally gone to his knees and lain down, but his head still lifted to look toward the others.

			A sudden pounding of wet steps broke the peaceful trickle of water. Tomas charged up along one neck of the washout’s tributaries. The paladin’s sword remained in its sheath, because both arms churned the air. Tallen had never seen a man run so fast, one step seeming to create a splash before the previous one was finished. He slid to a sudden halt, taking a last few careful paces to kneel down next to the stallion.

			“Dearest Balance,” he mumbled, “if I can be no aid to my friends, at least let me be of aid to my horse.”

			Despite the numbness in his senses and the emptiness of the medallion, Tallen felt the paladin take hold of Fireheart’s fading psahn. Tomas poured his own strength into it. Throwing his gauntlets aside, he pushed the horse’s wound together, using both his fingers and his power to tuck the animal’s innards into their proper places. The wound closed slowly, the muscle and skin knitting together over the hole in Fireheart’s abdomen. Sweat broke on Tomas’ brow in spite of the cold, and grimness set in his features. Chords of muscle stood out on his neck.

			The wound shut, covered at last by scant fur and a wide, pinkish scar. Fireheart reared his head, but Tomas cradled it to rest. Dorias hobbled to his feet, while Gwelan handed him a clean kerchief for his head. Shade trotted over by Fireheart, the whites of her eyes still showing. She sniffed him, her hot breath blowing steam across the stallion’s rump. Fireheart moved as if to rise, but Tomas eased him back down again.

			“We should set a camp here.” He looked back at Tallen and Dorias. “Both of you can barely stand.” He tried to find his own feet. “Apparently, neither can I.” He heaved his body upright. “It is only momentary. I will regain my strength in a short time. It took a great deal to close Fireheart’s wound.” He looked to the rogue. “Gwelan, we cannot chance a fire, if you could—”

			Dorias held up his hand with the flask while the other pressed a crimsoned cloth to his head. “The attack is fading, either by time or distance from its caster. I can manage some heat, if you can find me a hard enough stone.”

			Tallen reached for the flask while Gwelan searched for a stone. “You can barely touch enough Fire to do that when you are well. Give me a sip, and I think I can do it.”

			Dorias laughed as he handed over the liquor. “Boy, you can hardly stand.” He hobbled over to the chunk of worn granite Gwelan and Tomas had shifted closer to Fireheart. “There is a way to do it with Earth.”

			Tallen felt the wizard use the Earth Aspect, but he could not sense its exact weave. The stone began to radiate warmth, and Dorias breathed heavy by the time Tomas raised his hand. Both Tallen and the wizard collapsed along the edge of the washout.

			The shadows, already lengthened, faded into the darkness of night. The four men, two horses, and a raven huddled close to the stone, Tallen and Dorias forcing what little power they could find into giving it heat.

			“I should never have brought you out here,” Dorias whispered around midnight, when everyone knew that no one was asleep. “I am a damned fool for thinking I could guarantee your safety. Thank the Waters Gwelan came back when he did.”

			“It was Merl who found me.” Gwelan shifted against Shade’s shoulder. “It looks like all the humans got outmatched by our animal friends.” He stretched his neck. “I wonder what happened to my horse.”

			Tallen shifted his cloak. “And mine.”

			A plodding splash sounded not far up the gully, and everyone leapt to their feet. A few seconds later, an old palfrey wandered into the washout.

			Tallen could not help but throw his arms around the beast’s warm neck. “You are lucky I’m just glad you brought back my blanket,” he whispered in the old horse’s ear. “Or I’d make that stew I once promised.”


	

			[image: ]

			 

			The Woodsingers tried to warn the mages. They knew the spell might save us from the Cataclysm, but it would kill Lond’s Lifetrees in doing so. Would that it had killed them all. – Leolan “Lastking” Calais in a letter to Aravath the Navigator

			 

			Darve Northtower spat a gobbet of greenish phlegm into the sharp blades of brown-gray switchgrass, right at the line where it ended. Beyond, only black and charcoal stones spread before him in a wide, descending valley. Pits of foul ooze speckled the dead landscape, a fetid stench and haze rising from their surfaces. A few bluish lichens grew on the very tops of the tallest boulders, clinging for some type of sustenance. Otherwise, nothing lived in the Haunted Vale.

			“We’ll never make it across.” Silios Vonstrass shifted in the saddle he never left these days, unless it was to change horses. “Something kills everything out there, and the horses won’t set hoof beyond the grass line.”

			Looking up at the human, Darve wrinkled his nose at the seeping yellow sore on his neck. The Bluecloak ranger was one of the few of his kind left among the Highspur survivors. There would be even less if we hadn’t found the herd.

			He stroked the shoulder of the steed on which Silios sat. “To think how much I once hated these beasts. We would not have lived had we not found them and their herders after Highspur.”

			A heaving cough broke from Silios’ chest, wet and hollow. Darve waited for Silios to catch his breath. It took several gasps before he continued. “But no…no number of horses will get us through this black valley alive.”

			A hollow nervousness growing in his heart, Darve turned to walk back to their makeshift camp. The steady beat of waves rolling in from the Lone Sea pounded against the wide sandy beach. About a hundred dwarves, elves, and humans, and about five times as many horses, huddled between the ocean and the vale.

			“Orc spears to our north and east, endless sea to the west, and death to our south.” He looked up at Silios, whose horse plodded alongside. “Which choice sounds best to you?”

			The ranger pulled his ragged Fadecloak closer about his shoulders. “I’d pick the sea if only we had a boat.” He searched the barren landscape. “Or at least a tree to build one.”

			Two figures broke from the main camp to meet them on their trek back. Ian Forstra still wore his healer’s cloak, blue trimmed in dirty yellow. Ravenna stood taller than most humans, her pointed ears peeking through a tight bun of white hair.

			“We cannot stay here much longer,” the healer said, his tired eyes matching the tone in his voice. A yellow sore seeped pus on his left hand. “The effects of the Haunted Vale will begin killing us off within the next day or two.”

			“Even my folk are beginning to feel the effects of this…” The elf leader frowned at her words. “…this valley. The horses, too.”

			Darve looked at the black desolation to their south. He could almost sense the poison radiating from it. Compared to the empty field of dead stone and stagnant pools, the switchgrass of the Wastes looked a paradise.

			Silios Vonstrass edged his steed forward. “We should head east along the Vale, where we can try to cross the Lond. If we meet any orc patrols, we charge through them.” He folded his arms. “I’d rather die fighting than sit here and wait for death to creep up on us.”

			Doctor Forstra shook his head. “That won’t do. We have to get away from this Vale. That means back north.”

			Shaking his head, Darve spat into the grass again. “We won’t get five leagues without being swarmed by orcs. Besides, it’s the wrong direction entirely.”

			Silios’ horse stamped with the same frustration on his master’s face. “Then do you plan to build us boats from stones, Master Dwarf?”

			Shifting his weight on his aching knees, Darve snatched a blade of grass. “I have no idea what to do, Captain.” He looked at Ravenna. “How wide is the Haunted Vale?”

			Darve had never seen the look of fear so clear on an elven face before. Ravenna cleared her throat. “The Vale of Amgedon was known to be about two and a half leagues. The mouth of the Lond is almost a mile of that.”

			“None of us humans will survive crossing it.” Doctor Forstra kept his voice flat. “Some of the elves might, but they will be sick for weeks afterward.”

			Chewing on the grass left an astringent taste in Darve’s mouth. He kept chewing, the bitterness of the grass driving away some of the sourness of his thoughts. He watched the waves of the Lone Sea roll against the white sugar-sand beach. Standing there, the sound of the surf and wind in his ears, Darve felt a moment of peace, something he had not known since his nephew betrayed Highspur. And it was Bran, not Brax! What happened with those boys? Why have I so failed my family, friends, and allies?

			He cleared his throat to stop the threatened tears. “I don’t know…”

			The others stood silent, each studying their own distant nothing. A hollow pit reopened in Darve’s heart, one he had scraped a bare cover over since leading a desperate charge through the orc horde at the end of Highspur’s fall. I cannot fail these last few the way I failed those we left behind.

			The maw in his heart did not close, and his senses collapsed into it. It threatened to swallow his conscious mind and drop him down into a pit of madness. He clung to the edge, staring at the sea, hoping it might find a way to wash his soul clean.

			A figure rode up from the beach where it met the edge of the wasteland. A blue cloak trimmed in red fluttered out behind the rider. The horse thundered up right to where Darve stood, its hot breath blasting against his forehead.

			“Forgive me, My Lords.” Magus Delan Stanton pulled back on his stomping mount. His voice carried above the breeze in the most excited tone Darve had heard in weeks. “I think I’ve found a way through. The sea – it seems to have cleansed the land near the beach of most of this poison that pervades the Vale.” He gestured back the way he had come. “A thousand years of pounding surf has changed the landscape. The upper layers of poisonous earth are mostly washed away.”

			Ravenna looked at him with skepticism, while Silios scowled. Doctor Forstra gestured for Magus Stanton to lead him. “Show me. Let me examine it with my Talent.”

			Darve and the others followed, slowed by his aching knees. I have to find a smaller horse. I guess that is one sick advantage of lacking feed for them. They are all getting smaller. Makes for less to eat when they die, though.

			Where the foamy water rolled up onto flattened sand, Doctor Forstra splashed out alongside Stanton. He closed his eyes and reached out with his hands. Darve stared intently at the human, his face stretched thin with exhaustion. He willed the doctor to find a way through – a way out, just like he and Marrax had found in their final mad charge. May you rest well, old friend. Thank you for your sacrifice.

			Excitement flashed across Forstra’s face. He stood and ran back to the others, heedless of the sea water sloshing from his boots. “He’s right! It’s cleaner than the grasslands.” He waved one hand at the coastline as he neared. “If we keep as close to the water as possible, even wade in it, we should be safe.”

			Ravenna allowed a moment of hope to appear on her features before replacing it with concern. “But we will need to cross the mouth of the Lond River. The humans, some of the dwarves, and many of the horses are weak already.”

			Silios shifted his Fadecloak more squarely onto his shoulders. “I grew up in Avaros, at the mouth of the Voyar. I cannot tell you how many gold marks my uncle spends every year to dredge the estuary so that it is deep enough for ships to pass.” He edged his horse forward as if he were ready to start the journey now. “I can scout sand bars and shallow passages. If we tie the sickest men to the strongest horses and keep the herd together, we just might be able to do it.”

			The elf put her fists on her hips. “Then the sooner we begin the better. It is almost five leagues before we reach the grassland again.” She looked at the black vale stretching inward from the sea. “And rumor tells of dark things still at the heart of the Vale.” A visible shudder went up her back. “But the grass should be much better beyond.”

			Forcing any doubt from his tone, Darve looked at the others. “Then we will try it.”

			The sun wore toward midmorning as the hundred dwarves, humans, and elves gathered their three hundred horses. Darve spat from his modified saddle, annoyed at the time it had taken. Silios and Magus Stanton took the lead, closely followed by Forstra and Ravenna. Darve hung back with the bulk of the remaining soldiers, all their gazes hollow and haunted regardless of their race.

			Following the line of the beach offered little difficulty. The horses and the soldiers seemed to enjoy the spray and water. To their right, the blue stretched into infinity. To their left, black stone scattered across a dead landscape, broken only by a few charred stumps of ancient, forgotten trees. Most of the procession kept their focus to the right, avoiding the steadily worsening destruction.

			For many, breathing became more difficult. A sore broke open to ooze yellowish pus from Darve’s hand. He wrapped it with the cleanest cloth in his saddlebag, the ache of it sinking down to his bones. One human soldier fell from his steed and had to be tied to his mount. Still the company moved onward.

			Miles passed, and far sooner than he feared, Darve glared down at the mouth of the River Lond, wide and slow, and choked with sandbars and islets. Grass grew on some – the same gray-brown switchgrass that gradually reclaimed the Wastes. A few even held stunted, oddly shaped trees.

			A few yards ahead, Silios Vonstrass pushed his steed into the flow of the first neck of the river and splashed across to the first sandbar.

			“So far, so good,” Darve whispered to his horse.

			For almost a mile they passed from islet to islet, twice entering water deep enough that the horses were forced to swim, and only once having to turn back at Silios’ prompting. In a deep spot a horse lost its footing and fell, taking two more with it out to sea, but as they approached the far bank, Darve counted no men lost.

			“Yet, you old fool,” he grumbled to himself. “Don’t count your diamonds before they are mined.”

			Silios Vonstrass led the first few riders and horses up a slope toward the top of the far bank, when a low, hollow howl echoed up from deeper within the Vale. It crawled up Darve’s spine and nearly set his teeth to chattering. Most men froze, even those pushing onto solid ground. A few horses bolted upriver through the shallows.

			The howl sounded again. This time it felt louder and closer, and it settled in Darve’s bowels. “Move!” He waved his reins in the air and urged his mount forward. “Whatever it is, we will be better facing it on solid ground!”

			The group surged up the far bank. In the scramble, many of the horses tripped and slid in the mud. One with a weakened human strapped to his back went under, coming back up with no rider. Darve searched the water, but the sick Bluecloak never surfaced.

			Building up to a deafening roar that emanated from what seemed to be the heart of the Haunted Vale, the howl spread across the mouth of the Lond in visible ripples along the water’s surface. Elves covered their pointed ears, while the stronger humans urged their steeds to greater speed.

			Darve watched two horses that had broken from the pack and headed upstream. They neared an ancient twisted tree trunk, blackened by time and the destruction during the Cataclysm. Against the wind and against all of Darve’s logical senses, the dead tree reached out its tortured branches to snag one of the mares. With a sudden, violent wrenching of bone and sinew, the tree ripped the horse in two, cutting off its gurgling scream of fear. Another branch lashed out to pierce the second mare, skewering it like a haunch on a spit. Blood fountained outward, and the tree’s roots shifted toward the liquid, draining the crimson pool as quickly as the horse’s emptying veins could fill it.

			With a deep breath, Darve pulled his ancient family sword from its sheath. Many of his fellow dwarves followed suit. The surviving Bluecloaks redoubled their efforts to get the herd up out of the river, but that task seemed impossible, as the smell of fresh blood on the air had driven many of the animals near to madness. Ravenna and her fellow elves could only stare at the tree, jaws hung open, aghast at what they saw. Vinda, a young woman with yellow hair and great skill in battle, vomited from her saddle into the frothy water below. Darve fought to avoid joining her.

			“Keep moving!” he shouted. “Up onto the bank!”

			The tree cast aside the drained horse corpses, leaving them to bob along like empty sacks in the current, and unfurled its roots from the islet where it stood. They stretched forward and stabbed down into the muddy water. The blackened trunk edged forward, as its newly rooted feet dragged it into the current toward the nearest cluster of men.

			Shouts of fear sounded from behind Darve. He turned back to see a half dozen smaller trees uproot themselves and begin to crawl toward their rear. One lagging horse tripped, and the shambling trees lurched forward, swarming on the fallen beast. They tore it apart, splattering blood across their gray branches. The blood disappeared, sucked up by their desiccated bark.

			“Ravenna!” Darve pushed his horse over to the elf leader, who could not pull her eyes from the wading, thrashing trees. “You must move! Get your folk up on the banks. We are almost there. We have to make a run for the southern grass!”

			Ravenna looked at him, the fear on her face masked by confusion, as if she did not recognize him. Then the fear returned. Despite the horror in her expression, she turned her head to call at her fellow elves. “We cannot face these abominations of Amgedon, but we must survive to bring back word of them.” She spurred her horse at the bank, which most of the herd had already surmounted. “Come on!”

			The other elves reined their horses around with her, pushing them up the muddy incline. Darve came last, dwarf warriors guarding his rear. Why do they still care at all for my life? I brought the betrayers into our midst. I brought on the death of Highspur.

			His horse slipped during the climb, and a sinking twinge of fear pulled at Darve’s heart. But the animal found its footing and made it to the top. The black landscape matched the far side of the river, and the men and the horses milled about along the edge.

			“Move, you idiots!” Darve waved his sword over his head. “Head for the ocean and run south until you find grass!”

			Following his own advice, Darve spurred his horse toward the sound of surf in the distance, where the outflow of the river no longer drove off the waves. The lifeless estuary there gave way to sandy beach again.

			The howl roared over the edge of the riverbank. Horses screamed and already pale men drained further of their color. They charged as one for the water’s edge, most heedless of those who fell behind. Darve urged them on as best he could, but on a glimpse backward he saw roots grasping at the top of the bank, and long, blackened branches waving in the air. They snapped forward to spear a dwarf through the chest and pull him away, his limbs flailing like a shaken doll.

			To Darve’s left, several more broken trees crawled toward them, wading through the stony earth like it was a shallow sea. The distance between the trees and his men closed far too rapidly. He gave more spur to his horse.

			“Fly!” he shouted. “Fly for the shore!”

			The lead riders splashed into the waves, Silios’ Fadecloak fluttering among them. They did not stop, but churned their way down the beach. Darve pushed after them, urging the riders around him to follow.

			One of Ravenna’s elves jerked on his horse’s reins. The animal reared, throwing its rider to the ground before rushing to follow the others. The elf stood up quietly and brushed himself off, a cold, emotionless expression on his face. He turned and strolled toward the onrushing dead trees as if he had chosen to take a walk in a park.

			“They are the children of Amgedon,” he said in a loud, clear voice. “They are the descendants of the first Lifetree. We must embrace them.”

			“Vaelon, no!” Ravenna turned her horse. The animal danced in a mad circle, rolling its eyes and trying to flee. She did not lose her seat, but struggled to hold the steed. “Come back!”

			Vaelon walked right up to one of the moving hulks and reached out as if to touch its blackened trunk. Long before he neared it, the monster skewered him through his belly. Vaelon made no sound. A beatific smile spread across his lips and he spread his arms to embrace the creature.

			Another of the trees grabbed Vaelon and they tore him in half, spraying blood across their seeping bark. The crimson spots drained away, and two more trees joined in the frenzy, fighting over the corpse like starving wolves.

			“Ravenna!” Darve reached out to grab her elbow. “Come on.”

			The woman turned with him and gave her struggling steed his bit. The horses broke for the waterline, where now most of the others worked their way south along the coast at as full a speed as they could manage.

			When the horse’s hooves hit surf, Darve allowed himself a look back. The trees followed still, but at a greater distance. Two more horses had fallen and slowed the abominations’ progress as they stopped to lap up the blood.

			He did not allow their horses to slow, but urged them on to greater speed. The animals had begun to tire, and several without riders started to flag. Looking back, Darve saw the trees swarm toward the limping horses, and he felt a pang of sorrow for the animals who had given so much to save them.

			The first roots touched the salt water. The trees shrank back, their branches quivering. The great howl sounded in the distance, full of rage and frustration. The animated trunks surged forward again, only to flinch at the sea, making a horrible squealing sound. They flailed their limbs, some of which snapped off in their violent thrashing.

			Darve let himself breathe again and threw a relieved look at Ravenna. She only returned a face full of sorrow.

			After a mile he allowed the horses to slow, and soon they caught up with the rest of the herd. In a cluster they continued along the beach, everyone exhausted and near to dropping. One or two horses did, and their riders put them out of their misery. Those soldiers who could still walk gave their mounts respite. Those who could not clung to the strongest animals left.

			Occasionally, the haunting howl sounded in the growing distance. One long, mournful shriek eventually ended as a greenish haze appeared on the horizon just a mile or so ahead.

			“Great Earth,” Darve whispered. “I never thought that switchgrass would look like paradise.”
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			“Magic is our blessing and our curse.” – Caladrius Dreamwalker

			 

			Tallen wondered if their Bluecloak escorts had removed their fingers from their weapons since he and the others had arrived back at base camp. Day and night, through their ride back to Novon and in tightly guarded camps, the soldiers kept a close eye on both him and the horizon. Dorias did not need to bark at them so, but I know he feels guilty for bringing me out here.

			He looked over at his friend where he sat in Shade’s saddle. Merl rode on the wizard’s shoulder, silent. Dorias’ face hovered between a downcast frown and an angry, pinched stare at the horizon. When Tallen caught his gaze, the wizard shook his head.

			“At least I was wise enough to give you that medallion.” He lifted the hood of his cloak to ward off a chill blast of wind that fluttered Merl’s feathers. “Even though I was a fool to think I could protect you out here.”

			Shrugging his shoulders, Tallen lifted one hand toward his friend. “Come now. I wanted to come out here. We all made it back alive. We beat the enemy who came after us.” He smiled. “We won.”

			Dorias drew down his brow. “That is fool’s belief. We could easily have not survived.” He waggled his finger and Merl took flight on a gust. “You are far too important to expose to the unknown. If the enemy had taken you…” He held his tongue and studied the Bluecloaks.

			Tallen jerked Stew’s reins around hard enough that the horse snorted. Heat rose in his temples, and he could not guard his words. “Then how am I ever to learn a bloody thing? I can’t learn all I need to know hiding on an island or behind some city walls. It is the whole reason I came out here. Someday no one will be there to come in and save me, and I’ve got to learn how to get myself out. How often have you put yourself in danger for a greater cause?” He jerked Stew forward and spurred him to the front of the line. “Quit trying to coddle me!”

			“I’m not trying to coddle you,” Dorias shouted back, giving Shade a rare spur to follow. “I’m trying to protect you from an enemy that will consume you! One that will take your power and turn it against us!”

			Tallen pulled on the reins so hard Stew almost sat down. The last several weeks had been intense, full of a rollercoaster of emotions – his love for Maddi, his fear of the enemy hunting him, their ambush out on the wastes. Since the skittering had wounded him, he had not had a chance to take a breath, save a few days on the riverboat. Even those had been full of training and a few stolen hours with Maddi. He threw his hands in the air.

			“Then why don’t you just kill me out here and get it over with!” Tallen jumped out of the saddle and strode out into the normal prairie grass surrounding Novon, tapping himself on the chest. “Just end it here. You don’t think I haven’t thought of it!” He kicked a tuft of thick clover. “Do you think I like the idea of my mind being consumed by some ancient, hell-bent spirit? Do you think I want my body to become some dark overlord of the entire land? Kill my whole family?” Tallen collapsed to his knees. The pain of threatened tears stretched across his brow. “I’m scared to death of it…but I have no choice but to face it.”

			The pinched scowl on Dorias’ face gradually melted into a sympathetic grimace. “I’m sorry, my friend. I know what it is like to feel powerless to guide your own destiny. I know your case is special.” He shook his head in distaste. “And I know that others have considered what you mention. But if we let ourselves become like our enemy, we lose the soul of that which we are trying to protect.”

			“It is also why we choose to keep your secret safe.” Tomas Harte scanned the Bluecloak squad. “We are men of honor and we fight evil. We do not become it.”

			A full chorus of agreement sounded from the Bluecloaks, though most seemed confused about why.

			Dorias hopped down and walked over to place his hand tentatively on Tallen’s shoulder. “We will help you face it, together.” Tomas nodded in agreement. “But we can do so from a safer venue than out alone in the Wastes.”

			A darker cast hovered over Tomas’ face. “No less safe a venue than the entire Gannonite army once Arathan arrives.” The paladin pointed at his plated chest. “I bear as much responsibility as you, my friend. I should have known better than for us to venture out with you alone.”

			Dorias offered a hand. Tallen took it, stood up, and then jumped into Stew’s saddle. Silence hovered over the group as they crossed the last few miles. Novon brooded on its rise, though to Tallen the walls seemed a little less stout than before. The wind carried most of the forge smoke away eastward, but he could still smell the fires.

			Gwelan rejoined the group with a pair of rangers in Fadecloaks, who escorted them the rest of the way back. They rode straight through the gates and into the organized chaos that were the streets of Novon, not stopping until they reached the headquarters Earl Boris and Duke Aginor had commandeered. A groom led Stew away, but not before Tallen gave the old nag a good rub behind the ears. He also noticed that Tomas seemed reluctant to let the grooms lead Fireheart away.

			Inside the headquarters, an invigorated bustle filled the open space. Tallen followed Tomas and Dorias as they walked right up to the table with spread maps and miniature statues. Brawny lay by the largest fireplace, but he jumped up when Tallen entered. The wolfhound came over and did not stop nuzzling Tallen’s hand until he gave the dog’s ear a good scratch.

			Boris and Aginor stood together behind the strategy table, while Joslyn Britt and Jaerd hovered close by. Tallen’s brother tossed him a quick wink. Some of the other nobles had gathered about, nervous expressions on their faces.

			“The king has arrived in Gavanor.” Boris looked at each of them in turn, lingering slightly on Tallen. “He has a quarter million men.”

			Tallen gasped, and Tomas shook his head.

			“About damn time,” the wizard muttered while tapping his bare upper lip. “Too bad seven thousand had to die at Highspur first.”

			Boris sliced one hand through the air. It struck the table on one of the maps, jostling the figurines. “We do not know for certain if they are all dead. If they are, they shall be avenged.”

			Duke Aginor placed one hand on Boris’ shoulder.

			“King Arathan will march west with additional troops from Gavanor tomorrow.” Boris folded his cloak behind him. “We have less than a week to prepare for their arrival.” He looked at Jaerd. “I want our entire force mounted and ready when His Majesty arrives. They will not be stopping in Novon. Our orders are to join the host as rearguard.”

			Aginor stretched his neck. “Seems a bit of a slight to your honor, my Lord.”

			Boris shook his head, fixed on the maps. “Any place in Arathan’s army is an honor.”

			The gravity of the moment pushing him, Tallen chimed in. “What can we do?”

			The earl looked up at him. “You should rest, for you will all be joining the host when it leaves, but first you are going to tell me everything you found in the Wastes.” He examined Tallen’s bruised face further then looked at Tomas and Dorias in turn. “I imagine it is quite a story.”

			Dorias tossed the smooth stone they had found on the dead orc leader’s body onto the map. It landed smack in the center of the Wastes. “Your plan worked, but we almost paid everything for it. I far underestimated the strengths of the enemy. We defeated an orc party meant to kill us and take Tallen. They almost did. Other than that, nothing moves on this side of the Gallond River.”

			Earl Boris peered at the stone, while Magus Britt picked it up, a sour expression on his face.

			“What kind of orc party?” Jaerd’s eyes drifted back and forth between Tomas and Dorias, eventually settling on Tallen. “You took care of them?”

			“Many of them are dead,” Tomas answered, “including their leader. A few escaped us, but our fight was…difficult.”

			“Come,” Boris signaled for the duke to join them. “We shall go back into my study and you will tell me everything.”
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			Torches brightened the dark city streets when Tallen at last wandered out of the headquarters building. His three friends walked beside him, their faces reflecting the exhaustion he felt in his bones.

			Jaerd waved goodbye at the door and gave Tallen a wink. “When you get to your room, you can thank me.”

			Too tired to ask questions, Tallen wondered what his brother had meant. The four trudged back to the Iron Maiden, making their way easily through the late night streets. Smoke still hung over the city, obscuring the crescent moon, and the pounding of hammer on anvil rang on into the night.

			Gwelan seemed to have more energy in his steps than Tomas or Dorias, who had displayed a morose humor since hearing news of the king’s army. Tallen had noticed a rare impatience about Tomas during Boris’ debrief of their scouting. Even Boris seemed unusually on edge, and Magus Britt hardly said a word. Perhaps Highspur changed them both. He looked at the dirt and scars on his hands. Or maybe it is just me who has changed.

			The cross-hatched windows of the inn let out a cheery glow, and the sound of reedy western music filtered into the street. A couple of off-duty soldiers stood nearby with flagons, enjoying the night air with their ale. They gave Tomas a short salute with their cups and turned back to their raucous conversation.

			The room spun with soldiers and drink. Local maidens and prostitutes found welcoming laps, while a few twirled in time to the music.

			“The men know that the sitting and waiting is almost over,” Dorias called to him over the noise. “They celebrate the knowledge that the battle is coming at last.”

			Tomas pursed his lips. “It is almost a relief. The uncertainty of waiting drives men to do foolish things.”

			Gwelan nudged Tallen’s shoulder, a cynical grin on his lips. “Basically they are now free to drink and rut themselves into a stupor one last time before they march off to face their death.”

			Tallen rubbed his empty stomach. “Right now all I want is a big bowl of stew, a loaf of bread, and a bed.” He waved at the chef in the kitchen behind the bar. “Reis will send us something.”

			The beef and vegetable stew only lasted long enough to be mopped up by the end nub of his loaf of bread. Tallen sipped at a cool ale, but the idea of drinking any more made his head throb.

			Tomas finished his meal as quickly as Tallen. “I must go check on Fireheart. His wound is mostly healed, but I will take no chances.” He bowed to the others. “Rest well tonight, my friends. You all deserve it.”

			Dorias grabbed the paladin’s wrist. His dark eyes carried a pained squint. “You deserve good rest too, old friend, even if it’s in the stall next to him.”

			Nodding, Tomas turned to leave the inn. Tallen knew the man must feel exhausted, but appeared nowhere in his carriage.

			His head spinning from exhaustion and stomach full at last, Tallen rose from his own seat. “I guess that means I get my own room tonight. See the two of you in the morning.”

			A playfulness to his tone, Dorias pointed upstairs. “I will be watching over you closely…” He lowered the brow and gave Tallen a wink. “…but not too closely.”

			Tallen furrowed his brow, wondering what the wizard meant. But his exhaustion won over, and he gestured to Gwelan before turning and slipping up the stairs. The door to the room he shared with Tomas clicked open with his key. In the darkness, he sensed movement along his side of the room and immediately embraced his power. He threw a ball of magical light into the darkness, and grabbed a large chunk of Earth to hurl.

			Maddi blinked at him from his bed, a coy smile flashing her white teeth. “Hi, handsome. Is that light so you can better examine me?”

			The Aspects disappearing from his grasp, Tallen rushed forward to wrap his arms around her and pull her down onto the heavy quilt. Their lips met, first cool and probing, then warm and inviting. He felt the familiar arch of her back and lifted one hand to cradle her neck. That hand then slipped backward through her silky, coal-black hair.

			He leaned back suddenly, her lips chasing his. “Wait. What are you doing here? Did you finish the hospital already?”

			She titled her head back to look at his face and hands. “What did they let happen to you?” Her voice held a hint of fear along with her usual concern. “Here…”

			Tallen felt the familiar echo of Maddi using her Talent. “Tomas already healed me.”

			“Tomas is a hack,” she said flatly. “One hell of a swordsman, but his healing technique leaves much to be desired.”

			The warm tingle of her life force washed over him, like a creeping foam that wrapped around his body. He could feel her psahn melding with his for a moment, and then a great rush as the aches, pains, and scars of his weeks in the wilderness faded away.

			As if it were a natural reaction, Tallen touched the Psoul Aspect, intertwining it in intricate patterns with Maddi’s outstretched psahn. A surprised smile spread across her face, and he felt his own reaction match hers.

			Waves of warmth pulsated through his body, and for a bare moment he saw a wiry little girl wrap her arms around a tall man’s leg. The man smiled at her, a gaze full of love and warmth that played at an echo of memory in Tallen’s mind. He then encircled the girl with his arm, and the misty forms drifted away.

			He let go his power, and both of them gasped.

			“I saw a little boy hugging a man in a bright, white apron.” Maddi reached out to adjust the tunic on his shoulders. “Was that you and…and your father?”

			“I don’t know,” Tallen replied, sniffing. “I saw a girl hugging a tall man.”

			Tears flowed from Maddi’s eyes, but she did not sob. “It was…amazing. What happened? ”

			Tallen shook his head. “I don’t know exactly. It felt a little like when I used to visit the Dreamrealm, before I found out Galdreth could find me there.” He took up her hand. “But it was far more wonderful.”

			Maddi smiled, her exquisite lips catching the dim light. “It was.” She squeezed his hand. “But we should not do it again until we know it is not dangerous to you, especially if it is part of this Dreamrealm.”

			Sadness washed through his heart, but the fear that crept along its edge let him know she was right.

			“Don’t worry,” she said with a laugh and a push onto the bed. “We still have the old fashioned way to…entwine.”
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			Captain Jaerd Westar shifted his sore shoulder underneath the twenty pounds of chainmail slung over his back. His Gannon-blue cloak, strapped across his chest for battle, pulled a little tightly where the stab wound still caught in his muscle.

			Maddi laughed. “It’s what you deserve for getting in a bar fight.”

			Straightening his arm, Jaerd eyed her on the other side of Tallen and grumbled under his breath to his horse. “Like I told you after you healed me, I was breaking up the bar fight.”

			The horse seemed not to hear as he stamped the gradually thawing ground. Spring scented the edge of the breeze coming out of the west. The sun holds a good dollop of it, too. He pulled at his collar where the two silver stars poked at his neck. I hope we get on the road soon. This waiting is going to kill us.

			Tallen edged his old palfrey closer. “How soon will they be getting here?”

			Hiding a frown of uncertainty, Jaerd gestured with his reins at the horizon. “He’s the king. He gets here when he gets here.” He examined the horse Tallen called Stew. “You’re still riding that thing? I thought he was old when dad got him for a steal. They’re a smooth ride…” Jaerd snickered. “…for a lady.”

			His little brother lifted his nose in the air. “Or a fine gentleman.” He twirled one finger. “Or a powerful wizard.”

			Jaerd laughed out loud, catching a quick glare from Magus Britt a dozen paces away. He cleared his throat. “Will he be able to carry you and that ego of yours all the way across the Wastes?”

			Tallen patted the horse’s withers. “He already did once.”

			“Fair enough.” Lowering his head in surrender, Jaerd turned back to look at the forces spreading around him.

			The five thousand Gavanoran cavalry under Duke Aginor stood in solid ranks along his right to the east. Another eight thousand soldiers in gray gathered to his left, the entirety of the Free City guard. About three quarters had no mounts. They all look like new recruits, with their crooked ranks and horrified faces. He looked for their captain and his men in black. And it looks like Mandibor is now a General…Waters save us all.

			A different sort of soldier waited in perfectly mounted ranks on the other side of the main road. The Bluecloak vanguard had arrived last night under the command of General Shale Darax. Fifteen thousand heavy cavalry; the elite of the king’s army. And each as hard as any man at Highspur. ‘Twould be an honor to serve with them.

			Jaerd assessed the small group around him. Magus Britt watched everything with suspicion, looking for someone to snap at, while Brawny sat next to the front hooves of the Battlemage’s horse. Earl Boris held his jaw locked and his countenance fixed on the eastern road. Even if we are the rearguard, it’s honor enough just to serve under him.

			Tallen’s mix of friends clustered close by, the wizard, the paladin, and the rogue.

			And the healer…

			While they traveled, Maddi scoured the countryside when her eyes were not fixed on Tallen, and she was always a step ahead of him. Jaerd smiled, happy for his brother’s newfound love.

			A long, low horn called out from the patchwork of farms and forest to their east, followed by the hollow rumble Jaerd recognized as the pounding of thousands of feet and hooves. The Bluecloak vanguard snapped into even tighter attention, while Boris cracked his knuckles. Jaerd’s horse stamped and flicked its tail.

			A wedge of men in Fadecloaks rode out of the trees, followed by about a hundred Bluecloak knights, horse and man in full plate. Behind the knights came a mix of bannermen, each carrying the standard of one of the great houses of Gannon. The gold ship on pale blue of House Lindon was met step for step by the bannerman of House Belcester, with his seahawk on aqua and amethyst. The lords of the Snowbourne marched next, the crossed gray hammers on green of House Darax in formation with the green bridge on a brown field of House Vault, and the sable pine tree of House Norglenn. Other banners followed, some Jaerd recognized, some he did not.

			“I don’t see the Temple sigil,” Maddi whispered to Tallen, but loud enough Jaerd heard.

			“One message reported that the High Elder remains in Gavanor,” he told her. “I imagine the idea of journeying into the Wastes exasperated His Fatness.”

			Maddi’s sigh remained brief, before the wary look returned . “Hopefully the Lord Doctor was smart enough to do so himself.”

			The paladin fingered his silvery blade. “I assure you, Maddi. Tymin Marten will not harm anyone in my care.” He winked at her. “And you are in my care.”

			A dozen brass horns blared a wild flourish, and a circle of horsemen, each hoisting the rampant dragon of Gannon, trotted over the crest in the road. In their center, upon a pristine white stallion, rode King Arathan VII, slumped in his saddle, the Opal Crown tilted drunkenly to one side. As they approached, Jaerd saw the king had not shaved in days, and a fine white grizzle had gathered on his cheeks and chin. At Boris’ lead, the entire group bowed low in their saddles.

			The king nodded to Duke Aginor, who had ridden from his own command to greet his liege. “Aginor. Your son welcomed us warmly in your stead. I am glad to see my Western Warden guards his Realm well.” He gestured to the passing army. “I would that you take most of your cavalry and join my own. Leave one thousand for the Earl of Mourne to replace those he took with him to Highspur and lost.”

			Boris looked ready to chew limestone, while the duke bowed from his saddle. He and the western Barons rode off to gather the greater part of their forces to join the passing army.

			The king straightened a little before he addressed Earl Boris. “So you lose my fortress, and then gather me a paltry band of half-breed Free Citiers to help retake it.”

			Offense rising in the back of his throat like sour bile, Jaerd bristled at the comment, but Boris lowered his head even further.

			“I offer only what I can, Your Majesty. As my letters to you reported, Highspur was overwhelmed by superior forces and ultimate treachery.” He indicated some of the shorter Free City soldiers. “Though to paint an entire race with the actions of a few cultish madmen would be a terrible mistake.”

			The king folded his skinny arms. “I have corresponded with the Whelp King, Berik, and he intends to cleanse this Galadrian Cult from the Dwarven homeland. Therefore, the Dwarves of the Rock are too busy to join us in this endeavor.” The king unfolded his arms to wring his hands. “They promise more aid soon, but better we do this without them. It is the curse of our strength that we humans must bear the burden of freedom.”

			Boris looked up at King Arathan. “Many of the orc host died upon the walls of Highspur, and many more died when Kirath…burned.” The earl shifted in his saddle. “But if they have reinforced, we should expect near a quarter million of them to await us at the Gallond, where they seem to have drawn a line.”

			Arathan waved one hand. “Yes. This was all in your report.” He shifted his crown into a more stately position. “You are to lead the soldiers of the west and these ragtag Free City men as our rear guard. Your friends…” The king lifted a finger toward Tomas and Dorias. “…can remain with you. Glad they should be that we meet them again outside our realm, for their banishment still stands.” The king moved to urge his horse forward, yet hesitated and looked back. “Magus Britt, you will report to the Battlemage ranks at once. Your skills will be greatly needed in the coming battle.”

			The king smirked as he rode away to rejoin his bannermen and the Bluecloak knights. The vanguard on the far side of the road swept into the lead, clearing a path before their king. Joslyn Britt followed Arathan, a concerned flash of his eyes at Boris before he left. The earl only returned it in silence. Brawny hopped up with a similar look at Boris, and then trotted after the Battlemage, his nose searching the air.

			Jaerd watched King Arathan ride away, a sudden awareness dawning in his mind. That man despises his son! Why?

			A great procession of nobility passed by, carrying all the colors he had seen before and more. More Bluecloaks came, followed by thousands more men in the varied house colors of all the Eastern, Western, and even Southern Realms. Jaerd watched them all with scant attention, his thoughts focused on his commanding officer. He as much as admitted being Arathan’s bastard at Highspur, but the king treats him with disdain. Perhaps the king does blame him for Highspur, but I saw this in Daynon before. Jaerd squinted at Dorias, who pretended to watch the ranks go by as much as he did. The wizard will know more. I’ll have Tallen squeeze him for information.

			It took hours for the army to pass, line upon line of spearmen, swordsmen, and archers. The larger houses marched with more organization, while the lesser houses, some in groups no bigger than a dozen, shuffled along in a rough approximation of keeping time. A good deal of these men are no more seasoned than the Free City recruits. A growing fear snuck into the back of his mind. The orcs at Highspur were out for blood. They’ll eat some of these men alive.

			Another battalion of Bluecloaks trotted by, serving as outriders for the entire host. Thank the Waters for them… He shifted the cloak on his shoulders. …us I guess. They’ll keep this motley lot pasted together with sheer guts and fortitude.

			As the ranks continued to march by and the sun lifted to noon, Jaerd’s fears about experience dwindled, overcome by confidence in their numbers. “I’ve never seen so many swords,” he murmured as a battalion of infantrymen from House Bahalan of Forksmeet trudged by.

			“Then you know I haven’t,” Tallen added, his voice sounding relieved to have the silence broken by something other than marching and its accompanying orders.

			Dorias sat in his saddle with arms folded, reins hooked around the saddle horn, while his black mare stomped one hoof. “I’d doubt anyone in that army, save Arathan, has. Maybe not even him.” He looked to Tomas. “What is your count?”

			“Two hundred and twelve thousand with eighty-seven thousand on horse.”

			Gwelan passed a coin across the back of his hand. “Add at least another thousand mounted as outriders.”

			“With our force and more to come…” Tallen gestured at the still moving line of men. “…we should have them outnumbered. Right, Jaerd?”

			Giving his brother a reassuring pat to mask his disquiet, Jaerd forced his sense of unease back into the recesses of his mind. “No doubt, especially with what you pulled off at Kirath.”

			Tallen only nodded.

			The sun was well past noon when several thousand over-stuffed supply wagons trundled by. Earl Boris lifted his hand and their rearguard force followed at the back of the line. The Free City soldiers formed up and began to march behind the wagons.

			Tallen leaned close, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Why is the rearguard such a dishonor?”

			Jaerd chuckled. “Just give it a little while, especially with an army this big.”

			Within an hour, Tallen began to retch. Jaerd laughed again. “Ninety thousand horses leave a mess behind them, don’t they? And don’t think that every man here can wait until break for a piss either.”

			Maddi pinched her nose. “Someone is unhealthy, is all I have to say.”

			The breeze picked up as the day waned, and though it brought colder air, it carried away most of the stench. Jaerd shifted in his saddle, the ache of the first day just starting to creep into his hips, when a long, repeated horn blast sounded from miles ahead.

			“The call to halt.” Boris lifted his hand, and his own bugler echoed the front horns.

			At Boris’ signal the entire rearguard shifted to the north side of the road. The cold wind continued through the night, but there were still enough trees in the lands surrounding Novon for the army to build huge fires. They cooked herd animals brought on the hoof, as well as what little game was foolish enough to travel near the host’s outriders. The smell of roasting meat almost drove away the stench of unwashed men and horses.

			Jaerd sniffed. Almost…

			The second day passed little differently from the first, except for the waiting and pomp. The third day saw no change at all. The army moved more slowly than Boris’ detachment last autumn, but Jaerd knew that logistical complications multiplied faster than the number of men in an army. Cavalry horses only added to those problems, especially since fighting mounts could only scrub at the bare grass in the Wastes.

			Jaerd counted himself lucky if their end of the column got moving before midmorning, though he knew the vanguard marched before dawn. Almost five leagues of men, wagon, and horse take a while to get going. And if we’re lucky, we’ll camp close to where the front end camped last night.

			Their progress, however, was not intolerable. The spring rains had not arrived with strength enough to turn the ground to mud, yet winter had passed enough for their water supplies to avoid freezing. Halfway through the fourth day, the green prairie grasses and trees gradually disappeared, replaced by the gray-brown switchgrass of the Wastes. Jaerd’s horse soon lost almost all desire to graze whenever they slowed.

			With a thud of hooves, a messenger in blue with silver trim on his cloak rode up and handed Earl Boris a folded parchment. He pulled his horse into step with their unit and waited. Boris looked at the note, blinked, shrugged, and then pushed his black stallion closer to Maddi.

			“Here,” he said, his voice flat. “It’s from the king…for you.”

			Holding in a sputter of surprise, Jaerd studied at his brother’s girlfriend. Her pretty face coursed with anxiety, though he normally expected little emotion on her visage. He pressed his horse nearer.

			After clearing her throat, Maddi took the letter, popped the blue wax seal, and read the note. Her eyes flitted over the page, allowing no more emotion to gather on her features, while Tallen edged closer, close, yet not quite looking over her shoulder.

			She handed him the parchment. “Damn. This has to be Marten’s work.”

			Tallen scanned the note and looked at Maddi. “But neither of us sensed him in the army as it went by.”

			Maddi sighed. “There were far too many people to be certain.” She gestured at the others. “Let them read it.”

			The note passed through Boris’ hands before it came to Jaerd. It was addressed to Lady Doctor Maddrena Conaleon.

			His Majesty, King Arathan VII, Lord High Commander of this Host, does hereby request the presence of the honored Lady Doctor within his Royal van. His Majesty desires the healing he received on Midwinter night to aid against the rigors of the road.

			Her friend, the Magus Tallen Westar, is both requested and required to join her at their most immediate convenience. Their escort will await.

			Dread creeping into his heart, Jaerd handed the letter back. “You have to go. And we can’t go with you.”

			Tallen shook his head. “It’s a trap by the Lord Doctor to get us there alone, away from your help. He could have us arrested or even murdered.”

			Fireheart stamped as Tomas folded his arms. “I do not think so. If he wanted you dead it would have been done already.” He pursed his bearded lips at Dorias. “There could be a multitude of forces at work here.”

			The Ravenhawke’s face took on his familiar raptor gaze, his eyes flashing at the messenger. He kept his voice low. “Your secret could easily have gotten out from the guards we took with us to scout the Gallond.” He ran one hand through the silver wings in his hair. “Promises to my paladin friend notwithstanding, any man might tell his king about such dire information. Certainly one soldier in our escort has been dutiful enough to report your outburst up his chain of command. The king will have heard of how you are…wanted by our enemy.”

			Tallen sighed. “I’m sorry.”

			Dorias patted the young man on the shoulder. “Anyone in your place might lose their composure for a moment. You kept it together out there when we needed you. That’s what counts. I doubt I’d be alive today.” His frown deepened. “Though we must talk more about the dangers of the way you used Psoul.”

			Letting out his held breath, Jaerd leaned forward in his saddle. He squinted at Tallen and gave his brother a hard stare. “What exactly happened out there that you haven’t told me?”

			The messenger cleared his throat. “If the Lady Doctor and Magus wish, additional baggage may be brought to the front. A new tent and furnishings will be provided by His Majesty.”

			Jaerd examined the two silver stars on the man’s tunic. Captain’s stars – that’s a pretty high rank for a run’n’fetch, and he’s in a hurry. The handle of the man’s sword showed wear. He’s a fighter. That’s pretty rare for a messenger, too.

			Tallen and Maddi looked at each other, then at Boris.

			“You will not want to keep His Majesty waiting,” Boris told them. “We can send messages back and forth.”

			Tallen lifted one hand at Jaerd. “I’ll send something tonight to let you know what happens.”

			A knot of worry built up in Jaerd’s stomach. Every time he had left Tallen’s side, greater dangers had found his brother further down the road. But his orders bound him, more so than most of the others present. His heart sank as he lifted his hand in an informal salute. “Best of luck, brother.”

			Jaerd watched them ride off with the messenger, pulling out his father’s old spyglass at the end to catch a final glimpse.

			Cawing as he perched, the raven swooped down from the sky to alight on Dorias’ shoulder. The wizard reached up to stroke the bird’s feathers. Dorias kept examining where Tallen and Maddi had disappeared beyond the soldiers ahead, even though an unfocused glaze covered them. “They will be lucky to make the front of the line before nightfall.” He whispered to the raven then tossed him back into the sky. The bird winged toward the front of the long column. “Merl will watch out for them.”

			“What good can your pet bird do?” Jaerd grumbled.

			“You might be surprised,” Gwelan Whitehand spoke up from a few horses away. “That bird has saved each of our lives more than once. Your brother’s included, if I’m not mistaken.”

			Dorias pointed a blank stare toward the front of the army. “I can watch them, at least, through Merl’s eyes. And should anything become…complicated…” The wizard dropped his voice. “I can project a portion of my power through him. Not much, but perhaps enough to grant them aid should someone endanger them.”

			Frustration playing with anger inside him, Jared gripped his saddle horn until it creaked. It would have to be enough. For now. We will see what happens when the battle comes.

			“And if Marten harms either of them,” he whispered under his breath. “I’ll kill him myself.”
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			“Behold, a king who shall give us our great peace at last. May he rule in wisdom for decades to come.” – High Elder Donas Miedrul at the formal coronation of Arathan VII, 424 A.R.

			 

			“At least we’re not riding in horse crap anymore,” Maddi said to Tallen as she clung to her horse’s reins. She had never quite taken to riding, especially at high speeds. It jostled her about and set her stomach to fluttering. “I mean, that’s one good thing about walking into the dragon’s den, right?”

			Tallen only shook his head. “I’d take the horse shit if it only meant we were still with Jaerd and the others.”

			Maddi gave Tallen a soft smile. “At least we have each other.”

			He reached out his hand and clasped hers, though they could only grasp fingers for a moment as they rode for the front of the line, close behind the messenger’s flying cloak.

			For hours, they trotted past lines of men, horses, and supply wagons. Most of the soldiers kept good ranks, but in a few places they stretched out with several dozen yards between groups of men.

			“Straighten those lines and close up those gaps!” their escort shouted out at several lesser officers.

			As they neared the front, the professionalism of the Bluecloaks and the standing armies of the eastern nobles showed in the sharp formations and rhythmic steps. A few units had drummers who kept time for the ranks.

			Most of the soldiers’ faces remained neutral, their focus on putting one foot in front of the other. However, many of them, especially those in the lesser trained companies, exuded a pervasive sense of fear. Maddi opened herself to her Talent and reached out to see their psahnii. It almost held a hint of sickness, results of weeks of marching and eating travel rations. Sleeping outside every night at the end of winter doesn’t help.

			“Do you sense him?” Tallen asked. “I cannot find his pattern.”

			Maddi shook her head. “Who…oh…” She looked back at the marching soldiers, her concerns rising as she examined them from afar. “I was sensing them. Not all are healthy. That will not aid us in a fight.”

			“Ah,” Tallen replied, a quizzical look on his face. “I could feel you tapping into your Talent. It is so strange, yet so similar to Psoul. I cannot explain it.” He looked behind them. “Perhaps this is what Tomas and Dorias are always on about.”

			The deep horn that signaled the end of the day’s march sounded close by. The same call then echoed down the line. Maddi spied a dizzying patch of colors on a ridgeline up ahead. The king’s blue and silver banner hung limp in the absence of a stiff breeze. Figures scrambled to set up dozens of tents, each in the colors of the noble house residing within. Cast against the gray-brown sea of switchgrass, it almost took on a carnival look, like when the circuses had come to Dern when she was young. Though none of them had such dangerous animals.

			The Bluecloak messenger led them straight to the largest tent.

			“Blue silk with silver dragons embroidered on it,” she snorted. “Who would have guessed? Your people are not very original.”

			Shaking his head, Tallen dismounted with her. “We have a thing for order. Everything in its place. Everything clearly marked.” He shrugged. “It’s handy for a cook.”

			Maddi pinched his side and he squirmed. “That leads to predictability and boredom,” she said.

			He grabbed her wrist and held it firm so she could not pinch him again. “Yes. Well, we are about to meet the king of order, so a little predictability and boredom might just be what’s called for.”

			Maddi gave him a smile and relented in her attack. “Yes, Milord.” She gave him an overdone curtsy. “As Milord wishes.”

			The messenger cleared his throat. “If you would please, His Majesty will be waiting.”

			Tallen turned, almost as if he were a soldier at attention.

			Maddi drew a deep breath as thoughts of Lord Doctor Marten washed away any fun she was having at Tallen’s expense. Her giddy nerves bundled into a pit of fear in her stomach. She swallowed and followed Tallen inside.

			Grim knights stood at the entrance to the tent and opened the flap. Inside, Maddi’s vision adjusted to the magical glowglobes. Their light revealed lush carpets and wide divans. A potted fichus tree stood in one corner. Half a dozen Bluecloaks gathered close around a map-strewn table, each with three stars on his tunic and two with red trim on their cloaks.

			The old man Maddi recognized as the Lord Magister sat on a small chair in one corner, his flowing white beard stark against his multihued robe. Tallen and he exchanged a long look that ended with Tallen bowing his head in respect. The man returned the gesture.

			Wizards…

			A screen of ebony partitioned off half the tent, set with jade and lapis in the design of fish leaping from a forest pool. That thing is worth half the city of Dern…in its prime!

			Three more Bluecloaks emerged from behind the screen, escorting a pale old man in a white tabard. One of the escorts had the yellow trim of a healer on his cloak. Tallen went instantly to one knee and Maddi gracefully followed.

			“Please, my dear, rise and come close.” The king’s voice sounded frail. “I have not seen you since Midwinter, and your healing was so effective that I danced for the first time in half a decade.” He chuckled. “I insist. Rise and come forward.”

			She stood. Tallen remained on one knee, his head bowed. Maddi took two steps and the Bluecloaks surrounding the king moved to stop her.

			“Now, now,” the king commanded. “Allow her to come close and grant me healing.”

			One of the generals refused to step back. “Your Majesty, this is not wise. She is a foreign woman of questionable past who recently left the Doctor’s College in disgrace. I must insist that you let Doctor Stavath here try again, or perhaps the Lord Doctor.”

			King Arathan chopped his hand through the air. “Enough, Raemus. I have heard my fill of your counsel for today.” He pointed at the doorway. “You are dismissed.”

			General Raemus stalked out of the tent, but not without a harsh glare at Maddi and Tallen both.

			The king cast his rheumy blue eyes over the remaining officers. “This woman is also the one that the people call Lifegiver, and I will not have her slandered without proof.” His gaze switched back to kindly in an instant. “Now, my dear, if you would be so kind…”

			The remaining Bluecloaks moved back, the healer’s expression full of interest. Maddi reached out for the king’s waxy hand, almost shivering at its icy touch. She embraced her Talent, and the images of all the other lives nearby popped into her mind. She felt the reticence of the generals, the curiosity of the king, and the Bluecloak healer watching her with his own Talent. Maddi also perceived a pervading sense of concern from Tallen. His life force glowed like a cosmic white light. It comforted her and gave her a sense of peace.

			The king’s life force glowed as brightly as Tallen’s, but it did not offer the same tranquility. Maddi sensed the strains on muscle and tissue from the king’s advanced age, and a hint of black disease congested in a lobe of one lung. Beyond that, however, a gray haze disturbed the once ardent light of King Arathan VII. A strange, dizzying field that emanated from his mind. Is that what madness looks like?

			Maddi drew the sickness from his lung, careful to shield herself not just from the disease, but from the haze that obscured his life force. Stretching her Talent throughout the lines of energy within the king’s psahn, Maddi spackled in pieces of her own life force here and there. The king’s joints strengthened and the tears in his muscles healed. She fixed a small hole in the lining of his stomach, and withdrew the poison from a pustule forming near his heart.

			The Bluecloak doctor handed her a towel to wipe her hands. “I would never have imagined someone could pull that much more out of him.”

			She dove back into the king’s life force, wrapping him in her own psahn. She found a brittle hip that needed strengthening, and the beginnings of decay in one tooth. All the while she kept the strange, chaotic shadow at bay. Maddi could not sense any way of removing it, and it caused her enough apprehension that she dared not experiment. At last she withdrew, a gasp of breath escaping her.

			The king stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders. He danced a wobbly jig that caused the doctor and his companion to reach out to offer aid. The king shooed them away and turned a beaming smile on Maddi.

			“Thank you, my dear.” He raised his nose at his generals. “Make certain she is well cared for in a fine tent. Any food or drink, anything we have, is hers at her request.” He wiggled one finger at her. “I know how you healers need good nourishment to use your Talent.” The king patted his belly. “As for me, I am famished…but first we must deal with your young friend here.”

			King Arathan shifted his face into a far sterner expression. “Magus Tallen Westar is it? That surname is not unknown to the kings of Gannon. How would you be descended from Baelor and Shaela?”

			Tallen kept his head bowed, but spoke with confidence and respect. “My grandfather was their son, Your Majesty. I grew up in the Sleeping Gryphon, the inn built by the grace of your honored ancestor to reward them for their service. That same spirit was bred into us as children.”

			“You know your family history. That is a good sign.” The king lifted a white eyebrow, the bushiest hair on his head. “What else do you know?”

			Maddi could hear Tallen gulp. She looked at the king, but from his stance and tone, she knew no interference would be brooked.

			Lowering his eyes even further, Tallen spread out his hands. “I am sorry, Your Majesty. I know something of magic, and something of cooking. I have read a few books, but none that might match your own wisdom.” He lifted his head enough to see the king’s waist. “If you might have a specific question for me…”

			Arathan laughed, a long chuckle that morphed into a disturbing cackle near the end. “You are the newest interest of the Ravenhawke. You travel with his old friend, the traitor of Harlong.” He took a step closer to Tallen. “My spies in the elf sorceress’s Academy tell me you are a Dreamer too, and quite powerful.”

			One of the generals near the map table stepped closer. “And it is reported that you had some troubles with the enemy while patrolling the Wastes with these companions of yours.”

			The king stamped his foot. “By the Balance, General Bahalan, I will question the young man. The army is not the only counsel I keep.” He regarded the Lord Magister, sitting in the corner. “This young man is quite useful, and he comes from a long line of loyalty…” The king narrowed one eye at the general who had spoken. “…far more than yours has always shown.”

			The general bowed his head in acquiescence and backed away.

			King Arathan returned to examining Tallen. “I would have you stay within my royal camp as well, young man. Your usefulness to me far supersedes any plan the Ravenhawke has for you. You may go.” He waved his hand in dismissal before wandering back behind the screen. “Now, to find something to eat…”

			Tallen rose, an expression of relative shock on his face. Maddi grabbed his hand and pulled him from the tent. Outside, a porter offered to lead them to a small tent set up near the edge of the camp for the two of them. Thankfully it was simple brown canvas.

			“I’ll have a meal brought for you,” the porter said with a bow, before turning and disappearing into the dusk.

			Inside, their saddlebags and packs had been neatly stacked next to a pair of stools and a small camp table. An oil lamp, already lit, cheered the inside of the tent, casting shadows against its walls. A pile of luxurious pillows and furs lay near the back.

			“Not bad,” Maddi declared, her fingers running through the fur of a thick bear pelt. “At least we’ll have some private time before the Lord Doctor tries to kill us.”

			Tallen lowered the flame on the lamp. “At least we know he is here, and that the king doesn’t wish to harm us…” He tossed his saddlebag farther into the back of the tent. “…at least for now.”

			A loud flutter sounded from outside the tent, and the flap opened just a bit. At first, Tallen saw no one, until a squawk drew his focus downward. Merl peeked his head inside the tent and croaked again.

			“Well,” Tallen said, a smile at last touching his lips. “At least we have one friend with us.”

			A cleared throat behind the flap signaled the arrival of a servant. The smell of roast mutton and cornbread wafted into the tent.

			The raven folded his wings. “Food!” he squawked.
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			Their second day in the Wastes passed with little incident. Maddi and Tallen rode next to each other at the rear of the king’s entourage of nobles and generals, keeping to themselves and avoiding conversation. Merl flew somewhere far above them. The army marched almost ten leagues before the horn to stop sounded from the vanguard ahead. By the time they gathered their saddlebags and passed their horses off to one of the king’s servants, their tent had already been set up. A short time later, another porter brought them roast beef and root vegetables fresh from the cook fires.

			Merl swooped down in time for the food to arrive. Maddi pulled the first hot piece of meat from her skewer and tossed it to him. The raven gobbled it down in one swift bite.

			“No Marten today either.” Maddi pulled a second piece from the skewer and popped it in her mouth. It was a little salty, but she knew she needed the nourishment and forced down another bite. “The bastard must be hiding from you.”

			Tallen laughed with skepticism around his own chunk of beef. “Or you. I inquired with one of the horse handlers, and he said the doctor worked among the soldiers to keep them healthy for the battle.” He tossed one of his own pieces to Merl, who swallowed it down just as greedily.

			Maddi snorted, pushing as much derision as she could into her tone. “He’s buying himself loyalty and listening to camp talk. Or just using it as an excuse to avoid us.”

			Tallen shook his head, his expression unclear in the light of dusk. “He is more of a predator than you realize, Maddi. He might well be stalking us. From the way he uses his Talent, he may also be stalking others.”

			A shudder ran down Maddi’s spine. “You are probably right, but both of us have been scanning for his life pattern, and we have not found him.”

			Tallen shifted a branch on their tiny fire. The precious wood had been carted into the Wastes for the king’s party. Few fires dotted the rest of the army, and those stank of coal. Maddi watched those fires spring to life as night overtook the wasteland. Her taste for meat dampened, she tossed the last couple of pieces to Merl. The raven went to work storing them in proper fashion.

			“Am I interrupting something?” an iron-wrought female voice called from the edge of their pool of firelight.

			Maddi looked up to see the elder woman who had greeted her at the Midwinter Ball. Two armed men stood close by her, so alike in stature and face that they could only be brothers. Hopping to her feet, Maddi pulled Tallen up behind her.

			“My Lady Duchess, it is an honor to greet you again.”

			The woman moved closer to their fire and lifted her hands to warm them. Gold and sapphires ringed her strong fingers, and a fine blue lacquer covered her nails. “It is an honor to greet again the woman called Lifegiver, though I understand you prefer Maddi.”

			“Yes, Your Grace.”

			The duchess spread her lips in a smile, while her guards scanned the darkness. “I hear that you began work to build another of your hospitals for my peer in Gavanor. I had hoped you would keep your promise to do so in Allanor for House Lindon.”

			A strange mix of fear and excitement churned in Maddi’s heart. Her fear of the Lord Doctor had driven away thoughts of the High Elder’s claim on the hospital in Gavanor. Joy at being with Tallen again hid the memories of rushing Ami and Tanya into hiding. She met the duchess’ gaze for a second then returned to examine the fire.

			“The High Elder took away my control over the hospital.” Maddi let her stare sink into the flames. “He claims that it is the Temple’s place to manage the healing of the people, while the College only trains healers. I’m not even a part of the College any more. The Lord Doctor has seen to that.”

			“Tymin Marten is a scheming prig and the High Elder is a perverted slob.” The duchess shifted her heavy cape. “Neither of them have much sway in my duchy. You would be more than welcome when all this is over.”

			The duchess began to turn back toward the camp. Before she left Maddi called out. “Why have you come with the army, Your Grace?”

			A soft laugh met Maddi’s question. “Do you mean to ask why an old woman chooses to be out in the Wastes, camping and slogging through the mud?” The duchess chuckled again. “You, my dear, should know as well as anyone that a woman must work doubly hard to be seen as half as strong as any man.”

			The guards closed in around her as she strolled off into the twilight.

			Tallen wrinkled his nose. “What was that all about?”

			The silhouette of the duchess and her guards faded into the looming night. “I think she just wanted to make sure we knew we had a friend.”

			Tossing a wool blanket around both their shoulders, Tallen squeezed in closer. “We are being swept up in their game, Maddi. They’ll want to find ways to use us against their opponents.” He shifted one arm around her waist. “And have no doubt that the nobles are aware of much more than we think they do. Who knows what the rumors are of why we left the capital.”

			Maddi leaned her head against Tallen’s shoulder. “We’ll just have to be smarter than they are.”

			The next morning, a rustle at their tent flap woke Maddi with a start. Tallen’s eyes took on the far away cast she had begun to recognize as a sign he had taken hold of his power. She could almost feel it radiating from him, like the heat from a furnace.

			“His Majesty requests that the Lady Doctor attend him this morning, before the army resumes its journey.” The voice held a sharp formality. “Magus Westar is requested to visit with the Lord Magister, Elrin Dantos.”

			“One moment…” Tallen called.

			The barest hint of light fed through the cracks between the tent flaps. Maddi threw off their blankets and pulled on her clothes. Within a few minutes, both of them stumbled out to see the messenger still waiting. The man led them toward the king’s pavilion, where he gestured at the doorway for Maddi to enter. Tallen gave her a confident nod, and she ducked inside alone.

			“Ah!” The king stood in his nightshirt while a quartet of servants tried to get him dressed. “There you are, my dear. I had hoped you would grant me the touch of your Talent this morning, before I broke my nightly fast.”

			Maddi granted the king a deep curtsy. “I doubt there is much more I can do, since I treated you the other day.” At the slip on the King’s face, Maddi added, “But I would be honored to make the attempt.”

			The servants scattered as she delved into the king with her Talent. Again the haze of madness hung about him, and again she avoided it. She cleansed the king’s lungs, liver, and kidneys, and then eased the soreness in his hip joints. Only a bit of green wiped onto the clean towel, no black or even brown.

			“Wonderful!” the king exclaimed when she withdrew. “You are indeed a miracle worker, my dear.” He waved at a table where a vast array of eggs, fruit, and breakfast meats lay gathered. “You will now join me in a repast, while we discuss this wonderful power of yours.”

			The king did not ask one question about her power, but he did drone on about his dreams for the kingdom. How he wanted to build a hospital in every city, free to all the citizens.

			“But that is after the war.” His demeanor shifted to one more serious. “After we give these orcs the sharp end of our spear.”

			Maddi ate of the fried eggs and fresh fruit, preserved at peak ripeness by spells just for the king’s breakfast. She avoided the sausage, but helped herself to a slice of bacon. The hearty meal restored her strength, sapped by healing the king. Before she had filled all the corners of her belly, a half dozen Bluecloak generals entered the tent and glowered at her with disapproval until she rose to beg the king’s permission to leave.

			“I should prepare myself for the day’s march,” she added with a curtsy.

			The king grinned at her, a blob of egg yolk hanging from his lip. “Of course you may go, my dear. I despise eating under their formidably dour faces.” He snapped another piece of bacon. “However, the army will not move today. The vanguard has reached the Lond, and my engineers are building a pontoon bridge for us to cross more swiftly.” Arathan wiped the wrong side of his mouth. “But the rest of the army will wait in this campsite for today. Tomorrow we will move on toward the river.”

			With a final bow of her head, Maddi slipped out and trotted several tents away before ducking behind a wall of gray canvas. She dipped into the pool of her Talent and sprayed it outward to search for Tallen, using it the way he used the Psoul Aspect. Before she could sense his familiar pattern, another one she knew all too well popped into her perception just a few yards away.

			“Hello, Maddi.”

			The Lord Doctor’s voice crawled up her back like an insidious worm burrowing through her spine. She drew her extended Talent inward and focused it into a shield to protect her psahn, as she had in the tunnels beneath Daynon.

			“My, my, how much you have learned.” Tymin Marten strolled around the corner of a tent, a pair of armed men in gray and brown trailing him. “To think how much more I could have taught you…”

			“Stay away, Marten,” Maddi growled, twin knives leaping into her hands. “I’ll have your men gutted before they can pull out those longswords. Then it’ll just be you and me.”

			The Lord Doctor clucked his tongue. “Maddi, I have no desire for us to fight. We have a common enemy out here. There is no need for us to be at each others’ throats.”

			Maddi backed away, her knives pointed at Marten’s guards and her Talent focused on sensing his darker skills. “I’m glad you feel that way. “

			Marten folded his arms. “So…I won’t have to watch my back around you out here?”

			Fighting a sudden urge to vomit, Maddi spit on the ground in front of him. “How dare you take on pretense? You tried to kill all of us, for no other reason than I heard your scheming.” She curled her lips in a grimace of distaste. “And you are the one who uses your Talent to…drain people of their lives. I will never forget what I saw, and I will never forgive what you did to Tanya and Ami.”

			The doctor spread his hands. “Maddi, you are allowing your imagination to run wild. I would never do such a thing. All I wanted to do was talk to you, and your friend destroyed my office and killed my secretary.” He gave her a sorrowful look. “Perhaps you are upset about my giving away your Mission to the Temple – your hospitals. Believe me, I had no choice. The High Elder is very close to the king, and he threatened to put the entire College under the control of the Temple if I did not agree.”

			Squeezing her leather knife handles until she thought she might crush them, a flash of indignant anger seethed into her throat. “Lies fly from your tongue like water from a fountain. How much gold came on the other side of that threat?” She drew herself up and put away her knives with disdain. “You know the truth, and I know the truth. And remember that I and my many powerful friends will be watching you even more closely because of it.”

			Without warning, Merl shot down from the sky to alight with exceeding grace on her shoulder. Maddi folded her arms as if she had expected it, and stared ice at the Lord Doctor.

			He returned a sneer, but a nervous squint wrinkled his eyes. “So be it. We’ll both be watching.” He waved at his goons, who followed him into the warren of tents.

			Maddi reached up to stroke Merl’s beak, more to calm herself than the raven. “Thanks, my feathery friend.”

			He gave her a soft chortle in return.

			By the time she made it back to their tent, she sensed Tallen returning. Happiness buoyed his life pattern in a way she had not noticed since learning that trick with her Talent. There is one thing Marten is right about – I have learned a lot. She could feel him reaching out with his own power, so similar to hers yet rawer and more malleable. So has he…

			“Maddi!” he called out, his hand waving to her in broad strokes through the air. “I’m so glad I found you!”

			She tamped down her nerves and released her Talent. “Don’t tell him a word about Marten,” she whispered to the raven on her shoulder.

			Merl bobbed his head.

			Tallen grabbed her hand when he strode up. “The Lord Magister, he wanted to meet me. He said that he had heard a great deal about me from Magus Britt and had even received a letter from Lady Varana. She told him quite a bit about me, I guess, and she taught him at the Academy many years ago…though he spent quite a bit longer there than I did.” Tallen drew his voice down into an older man’s tone. “Things move faster these days, he said. He even knew that I have been studying under Dorias.”

			Excitement bubbled over from Tallen, and Maddi could not avoid a small smile of pride. She wanted both to laugh and to draw a breath for him. She also trusted almost no one. “What did the old man really want?”

			His led her closer to their tent. “He wants to teach me, too, and he sees me taking his place someday as Lord Magister.”

			“Really?” Maddi paused at the glint of hurt in his eyes. “I mean, I have no doubt you could do it. You are smart and powerful – but I would think you would want to find your own path, like Dorias.” She shook her head. “Following the path of political power is walking a wire over a viper pit. I’d not take it unless I had no other choice.”

			Tallen gave her a concerned look. “How was your meeting with the king?”

			Maddi pulled one of their stools out of the tent, unfolded it, and sat down. “It was fine. I helped the king somewhat. He offered me breakfast.” She gave Tallen a mock curtsy. “His Majesty was very gracious. I got out of there and wandered home once the generals started giving me some silent attitude.” She scratched Merl’s beak again. “This guy found me on the way back.”

			He gave her a questioning perusal. “Is that it? You seem a little…distracted.”

			Merl flew off to grab the tent pole as she threw her arms around Tallen’s waist. “I did hear that we are staying in camp for the day. Perhaps I need to distract you.” She pulled him into the tent with very little struggle.
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			A porter delivered the noon meal, a mixed stew of last night’s roasted vegetables, beans and day-old beef trimmings. It warmed Maddi against the early spring chill and calmed her nervous stomach. The camp-baked bread soothed her with its welcome yeasty scent.

			Before they finished, a man about the age of Tallen’s brother marched up. Three other men, one older with a white scar through his gray hair, stalked close beside him. They wore scarves of pale green and gray over their armor, while their leader wore a chain holding a small pendant of crossed hammers – jade set in sterling silver. And they were all armed with very well-made broadswords.

			“Greetings, young friends. I hope I am not over intruding on your lunch. His Majesty has the finest camp cooks in the known world.” The nobleman spoke with a polite and confident tone. “I am Baron Yahn Darax of Feldhelm. These men are my retainers. I am a good friend of more than one of your former traveling companions, including Earl Boris Mourne and the paladin Tomas Harte.”

			Tallen stood up at the baron’s words, and Maddi followed him after setting her empty bowl aside.

			The baron held up a steel-gauntleted hand. “Please, I’m not one to stand much on formality.” The elder guard scoffed. “Or I’d have Fenris here put in stocks for that snort.”

			The scarred man smiled.

			A glimmer of mirth showed in Baron Yahn’s eyes. He waved one hand toward Maddi and Tallen. “What I came here to do was to ask if you would be interested in riding out with me to view the works at the river. My uncle commands the Bluecloak vanguard. They are currently spanning the ancient Lond with a pontoon bridge we hauled all the way from Gavanor. With a solid ride we could be there by evening and see the works first thing in the morning. I have the king’s permission to bring anyone from the camp who desires to join us. ” He patted his flat abdomen. “The food there might not be quite as good, but the company may be a sight better.”

			Maddi and Tallen looked at each other for only a second before responding in unison. “Yes!”

			Before most of the king’s camp had finished their lunch, Maddi sat astride the brown mare she had bought in Gavanor, riding into the Wastes with Tallen and a pack of soldiers from House Darax. The baron and his elder associate took the lead, while Merl circled far overhead. They set a hard pace and the leagues churned beneath their horses’ hooves.

			Few words passed during the ride. The solemnity of the Wastes encouraged silence. The baron remained polite, but drove the party with a singular purpose. Maddi and Tallen stayed close together and shared few words as well.

			Before the sun reached the horizon the sound of working men and horses echoed from ahead, followed by the unmistakable rush of water. A Bluecloak scout greeted them and led the entire party down a long slope toward a massive camp set along the river. As they rode down the slope, the setting reddened sun lit the water ablaze with its reflection. That beauty set among the desolation squeezed at Maddi’s heart.

			“It’s amazing,” Tallen whispered.

			“It is,” she replied, the fiery ribbon of water slicing through shadows of the terrain.

			“They’ve run thick ropes from bank to bank, staking them at either end with large posts,” Tallen said, shading the sunset with one hand. “And they’ve made use of that big island in the middle to secure the lines.” He pointed at a pile of large canoe-shaped wooden structures. “My Lord? How many pontoons will it take to get across?”

			One of the baron’s men answered for him. “We brought fifty from Gavanor, but with the low water and the size of that island, I’d say they’ll only need about thirty-five of them.”

			Baron Yahn slowed his horse to ride next to Tallen. “House Darax specializes in bridging. Our lands lie between the Ironbourne, Snowbourne, and Woodbourne Forks, and each of those has their fair share of smaller streams and creeks.” Watching the work on the river, he shook his head in amazement. “But we have nothing to match this old serpent.”

			Tallen nodded his head as if noticing the majesty of the river for the first time. “Did your ancestors build the Tearbridge in Bridgedale?”

			The baron laughed. “That monstrosity? Hardly. The founder of House Vault cursed the world with that beast. It matched the size of his ego.” He looked to his men. “And now it matches the size of his descendant’s rump.”

			A round of laughter coursed through the soldiers. Maddi snickered, images of a fat noble waddling across the Tearbridge forming in her mind. A rumble from Tallen’s stomach interrupted the picture, reminding her that hunger clawed at her own stomach.

			“I agree,” Baron Yahn said, patting his armored belly. He sniffed the air. “Smells like roast pork on the wind. Of course Uncle Rehvan brought hogs in his livestock herd, even in the vanguard.”

			The gray-haired soldier the baron had named Fenris looked back at his lord. “Your uncle brought them for tonight in particular, because he knows his men will have nothing but trail rations from here onward – not until after the battle.”

			“Or battles,” Baron Yahn retorted. “We may be out here a long time if Highspur is the goal.”

			Silence reigned over the party until well after they had entered the camp. Later, long after night fell and more laughter was shared over pit-roasted pigs, Maddi slipped away with Tallen to sit along the shore of the river. Torches and glowglobes moved along the line of the bridge as men continued to secure pontoons into the night.

			A strange melancholy sinking over her, Maddi watched the reflections on the water and listened to it lap against the stones at the river’s edge. Tallen continued his engrossed study of the bridge under construction.

			“They are using magic,” he whispered while staring out at the river. “Holding the pontoons and strengthening the ropes. Also, there’s a pretty powerful Water mage working to calm the river. It’s rather fascinating.”

			Giving him a playful shove, Maddi placed her lips right next to his ear. “Oh, and I’m not fascinating enough for you?”

			As if he knew what she needed, Tallen wrapped his long arms around her, making her feel tiny and secure. “You are more than fascinating.” His lips found hers, and she lost herself in that private moment along a lonely river in the middle of the wasteland.
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			I’ve never met an orc female. They must hide them in caves or their keeps. I’ve heard orc males do not consider them as much more than breeding devices – ovens in which to incubate the next generation of warriors. They treat their females as pure property, something we humans are far above. – Lord Marshal Kevron Spearbreaker 216 A.R.

			 

			The central hall of Highspur bastion squeezed in around Slar, small and utilitarian compared to most Orcish halls. The large chair at one end offered him no comfort, not that he had ever been one to desire luxury. I’d rather have the sweet pain of tired legs after a long march, instead of the dead ache of sitting in a chair all day.

			He wandered out of the audience hall and down a few passages. As always his meandering steps brought him back to the humans’ library. He pushed the door open and went inside, the strange scent of old paper becoming more familiar to him the longer he spent in the room. Drawing one claw along a table, he examined the open scrolls and spread parchments. The maps made sense, but the squiggled lines of Human writing fascinated him. I must take a captive that can teach us the secret of reading. When Codex burned in the Fires, so much was lost.

			“May I enter, Warchief?” Charani Millhouse called from the hall outside the library. The dwarf woman steeped herself in propriety. “I had hoped to ask you a question.”

			“You may come in,” Slar responded. “And you may ask your question, though I may withhold an answer.”

			The dwarf bowed her head while entering. “When was the last time our dark master spoke with you? I have been your advisor for weeks, yet Galdreth has not come among us. I had hoped to bask in the glory of the dark one’s radiance.”

			Slar watched the woman, uncertain where his line of trust with her should lie. “Our dark master is not entirely free from the prison which our enemies created. This is why we seek the vessel. Galdreth must expend a great amount of energy to appear to us away from the chamber at Dragonsclaw.” He narrowed his eyes at Charani. “If it were not for the reluctance of Sargash and his Mammoth Clan, Galdreth would no doubt have more power in reserve. As it is, our master rests until it is time for us to meet the enemy in open battle.”

			Charani bowed meekly from the waist. “Why have we not moved the main host out of Highspur? Scouts report a great army marching out of the Free Cities.”

			“Dwarf woman…do you think you know all my schemes?” Slar shook with a great belly laugh. “Galdreth and I laid these plans long before you crawled out of your dwarf cave.”

			Walking across the room, he tapped a map lain out on the table that showed the rivers of the Wastes. “I will make them extend their lines of supply as far as I can before I meet them in open battle. You may trust that all preparations are being made. I only await one more piece of news.” Moving his hand to the hilt of his ancient scimitar, Slar forced a toothy smile. “Now I will ask you a question, and you do not have the choice of not answering. When can we expect your people to rise up in support of master Galdreth?”

			The dwarf woman’s lips spread in an almost imperceptible grin. “Our numbers grow every day, great Warchief. Fear instilled by the dragon attack last spring rejuvenated our supporter. More dwarves, both within the Rock and in the vales, flock to join our numbers – some even in the nobility.” She clasped her hands together. “There will be thousands willing to die for Galdreth the moment our dark master appears to them.”

			Slar found some reassurance in her words, but her tone caused a strange chill in his spine. “Fair enough. I hope it will be sufficient to please our master.”

			A knock sounded at the library door. I should just turn this into my audience chamber. Everyone finds me here.

			“Enter!” he called.

			Two bedraggled shapes stumbled into the room, accompanied by one of Slar’s most trusted Boar warriors.

			“Warchief,” one said in a dry, cracked voice, “we have returned, but not victorious.”

			“Ortax!” Slar dashed over to inspect the two beaten orcs. “And is that you Brother Aern?” He grabbed the arm of the older shaman. “You left with Libor’s Mageslayers and half a dozen Boar warriors. Where are they?”

			Brother Ortax shook his head, a note of despair in his tone. “They lie dead in the Wastes, Warchief. The vessel’s guardians were too strong. I counseled Libor against attacking so openly.”

			“He did, Warchief,” Aern agreed.

			“What about your powers?” Slar rose up over the young shaman. “You were to destroy their magic.”

			Aern collapsed to his knees, quivering.

			Stepping in front of the young orc, Ortax bowed his own head farther than Slar had ever seen it, save in Galdreth’s presence. “While Libor’s men drew away their swordsmen, we ambushed the two mages. Brother Aern’s spell not only broke those wizards’ connection to their power, it also weakened our own.”

			“I warned Captain Libor it would happen,” Aern mumbled at the floor. “It is a difficult spell to control, especially at a distance.”

			Ortax shuddered. “We did not account for their horses. They fought with minds and vicious wills of their own.”

			The warrior behind him spat upon the floor.

			“They attacked us, dread Warchief,” Aern cried, his voice approaching a sob. “Their eyes were white and filled with rage!”

			“Humans can train some of their beasts to do that.” Slar rubbed his chin. “But Libor has met them in battle many times. Surely he and his warriors could handle a few humans and their horses?”

			Ortax looked down at Aern where he cringed on the floor. Slar had a sense that the shamans hid something far worse than simple horses. He glared at Brother Ortax until the elder shaman gulped and spoke in rushed whispers.

			“The human…the vessel…he somehow…found his way to his power, or at least one Aspect of it, despite Brother Aern’s spell.” The shaman shook his head as if searching for the words. “He killed at least eight of our party with nothing more than a twist of his power. I have never seen the like. It was…terrifying, though he spilled not a drop of blood in his slaughter.”

			The leader of the Boar shamans shuddered and lifted his red gaze to search Slar. “Our power was spent. One of their swordsmen returned and, well, he killed Libor so swiftly we knew we had no choice but to return here and give you news of our failure.”

			Slar fingered his sword. “There were times, Brother, when you might have called for the execution of those returned from such a failure.”

			Ortax bowed his neck. “Then so be it, Warchief. I have done my duty in reporting our failure. My life is yours.”

			Instead of his sword, Slar placed on hand on the shaman’s neck. “I have a feeling I will need your strength more than ever in the coming days. All our people will.” He pulled up Brother Aern by his shoulders. “You, as well, Brother. Your power will still be useful when we meet the Human army.”

			Relief flooded across Brother Ortax’s face and a new friendliness settled there.

			I’ve made a stronger ally today with mercy. Something all our people could learn.

			The relief on Ortax’s face shifted to concern when his eyes settled on the robe-shrouded form in the corner of the library. “Who is this new face, Warchief? It cannot be a dwarf?”

			Having already dealt with the same reaction from several shamans, Slar expected much the same from Ortax. “Charani Millhouse is a representative of a sect within the dwarves that worships Master Galdreth as much as we do. Allies are often found in the strangest of places, Brother.” He gestured to the guard. “Please escort the Brothers to their rooms. See that they are fed and that a healer examines them.” Slar placed his hand on Ortax’s shoulder. “Then I want you to visit Forge Master Baylax. He has a special project I want you to help him with.”

			The two shamans bowed and followed the guard, Ortax casting a more familiar, suspicious glare at the dwarf woman before the door closed.

			“Well,” Slar mumbled, “there is the last information I needed, though not the answer I sought.”

			“Failure to capture our master’s vessel?” Charani cocked her head to one side. “I thought you awaited answer from the Mammoth Clan.”

			Slar looked out the wide windows at the darkening sky. “Oh, the Mammoth Clan has been on the move for some days. We, however, will march before they arrive.” He laughed, this time the sound more bitter. “Their lateness is part of the plan.”

			Leaving the dwarf woman’s unasked question lying on her lips, Slar stalked out the door and up a flight of stairs to the room he had claimed for his personal chamber. Inside, a wide bed sat against the stone wall and one wardrobe stood in a corner. Within it, he had found a pair of blue tunics with four silver stars. The tunics had burned in the narrow fireplace, and the silver had gone in his treasure chest.

			On the bed lounged two women, their sharp claws lacquered with red paint. Both drew his attention with their beauty and fired his loins with their shapes. A rare roast of meat sat on a silver platter next to the bed.

			“You have not eaten today, my Warchief.” The more demure of the two bowed her head. “Our people rely upon your strength.”

			“I rely upon your strength, powerful Warchief,” the other murmured as she slunk closer across the bed. She dragged her nails down the leather jerkin on his chest and slipped her fingers toward the tie strings of his pants. “Perhaps I could drain you of some of it right now.”

			Slar grabbed her wrist and pulled it away. “You will be gone from this chamber. I am in no mood for sluttery right now.”

			The woman bowed her dark-haired head and scurried from the room. The second hopped up from the bed and moved to leave, but Slar took her arm.

			“You will stay.”

			The orc offered a curtsy and slipped back onto the bed. “Shall I feed you while you rest, oh Warchief?”

			He sat down on the bed next to her. Should I consult a woman? What will a woman know of war and its struggles? He looked at her kind features. Perhaps they know something a man might not? I already take the counsel of a dwarf woman, why not one of my own people?

			Slar took the girl’s hand, tracing the henna tattoos that writhed up her forearms, neck, and onto her cheeks. “I have never asked. What is your name?”

			She bowed her head, though Slar could see that she smiled. “Tealla, great Warchief. I am daughter of Dramon, son of Darbok of the Boar Clan.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Dramon died during the siege of Highspur. An attack upon the northern towers, if I remember.”

			“As you say, Warchief.” She sniffed.

			Slar lifted her chin. “Did your father treat you well?”

			“As well as any, Warchief.” She did not meet his examination. “He beat me only when I needed it, and died honorably in battle, answering the call of…the call of our dark master.”

			Letting her chin go Slar pointed toward the platter of meat. The young woman began to slice a piece. The red juices ran fast.

			“Do you have brothers that serve?” He watched her deft use of the sharp knife. “I remember a Drannak son of Dramon who fights with honor.”

			Tealla bowed her head while continuing to slice. “He is my brother. His mother is my father’s first wife. I was born to his second.”

			Slar pursed his lips. “He serves under my son, Sharrog, with our advance army, does he not?”

			The woman handed him a delicate slice of the roast aurochs. “He does.”

			Biting into the meat caused Slar’s stomach to rumble. The old knot of pain had not reared its head since news of Radgred’s death, though Slar’s abstemious diet and avoidance of wine probably helped. However, the savory meat slid like warm silk across his tongue, and he gestured for her to cut some more.

			“Your family is from Sourbay, like Brother Ortax, correct?”

			The woman’s eyes darted back and forth between the meat and Slar’s chest. They never quite rose to meet his. “Yes, Warchief,” she answered quietly. “I grew up by the sea every summer. I visit there often in my dreams.”

			Slar ate another slice. “It is an awe inspiring sight.” He leaned close to her. “You will be glad to know that Brother Ortax has returned from his mission. Though it was not a success, he survived.”

			The vine and knot tattoo pattern on Tealla’s cheeks rippled as she smiled. “That is good. Brother Ortax cares for the people. He drew me forth from my mother.”

			“What do you think of Galdreth?” Slar dropped the question like an anvil on the girl.

			Her smile froze then warped with fear. The knife stopped half way through the roast. “I worship the master.”

			Slar watched her closely. “Because you fear the master.”

			Tealla only nodded. She resumed cutting the meat.

			Slar took another slice. “You are a good woman, Tealla.” He chewed away. “You honor your father, love your people, and respect your Warchief.” He leaned in closer. “I need to know if you are a smart woman. Can you think? I have lost my right arm in Radgred, and I need someone I can trust – someone who will speak the truth to me.” He squinted at her. “Can you do that?”

			The woman lifted her face. “I can, Warchief. I can be your woman.”

			Slar leaned back and stopped his chewing. “Then tell me true. What do you think of Galdreth?”

			Tealla did not break her steady gaze. “I fear the dark one will destroy our people for no purpose than its own desires.”

			His breath catching in his throat, Slar beamed at the female. Her words echoed a long stream of his own thoughts distilled into a single sentence. “You are a good woman, Tealla.”

			He thrust his fingers into her silky black hair, and grabbed the back of her head. A quick breath slipped between her lips, and the knife slid from her fingers to clatter on the silver. Slar leaned in close to sniff her neck. The scent of wildflowers, incense, and woman hung about her body. He kissed the smoothness of her skin, where the pulse of her heart showed at her neck. Tealla turned her lips downward, and the two of them met with a deep, needful passion.

			A hurried knock rang at the chamber door. Slar drew back, seeing the same regret in Tealla’s eyes that he knew in his own heart.

			“Come,” he shouted, “and it had better be important!”

			One of the captains from Wolf Clan opened the door, his face covered in mud and sweat. “Forgive me, Warchief, but I bear a message from Captains Fargon and Sharrog. A great army of the enemy crosses the Lond River. They will meet our breastworks at the Gallond within a week.”

			Slar waved the captain away, relief setting into his heart for once, rather than apprehension. “Thank you, Captain. Send word to all commanders. The horde marches with the morning.”

			The door closed behind the officer after he bowed his way out.

			Slar renewed his grip upon Tealla, who gave herself up to him with vigor. “I want you to come with me,” he whispered into her ear. “I need your words to keep me faithful to our people first.”

			Her passion redoubled when they lay down upon the bed.
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			The long, cold shadows of early morning sliced across the mass of orcs and trolls gathered before Slar. He could not avoid their stench. Ninety thousand warriors from six clans marched past his perch on a small knoll, their faces fierce under red and black banners. Their boar skin capes well cleaned and their wounds mostly healed, Brother Ortax and Brother Aern stood nearby. Tealla wore a heavy cloak of fine, green-dyed wool and stood just at the edge of Slar’s coterie. I’d have her at my shoulder, but the chieftains would scream. At least I was able to convince the dwarf woman to stay behind. Her presence would unnerve them even more.

			“I think we’ve done it, Warchief.” Baylax rubbed his jaw, leaving a black smudge when he took his hand away. “Brother Ortax solved the encasement issue, and now he has the lot of ‘em.”

			A twinge of excitement crawled up Slar’s spine as he watched another cluster of grunts trot past, a coiled snake stitched in their banner. “Excellent work, forge master. If I can get the rest of my plan to unfold so well, I will be assured of success.” He reviewed a pack of trolls who followed their handlers like excited dogs, eager to be out for a stroll. “You should gather the greater part of your smiths and head for Dragonsclaw. They could use your aid there in building our new citadel. Leave only a few here at Highspur to keep the garrison cared for.”

			Baylax slapped his one fist against his heart. “As you command, Warchief. The Fires see your forces to victory.”

			Slar pursed his lips. I fear that the flames of our pyres shall be the only victors.

			Two days forced march brought Slar’s horde down into the valley of the Gallond River. The gray-brown grass of the Wastes had been churned to black mud where the advanced orc army prepared a wide array of defenses on the near side of the river. Wooden spikes lined the upward slopes, and the few siege engines salvaged from Highspur lined a wide area behind. Over a hundred thousand orcs had dug thousands of trenches and pits, some covered with fireproofed skins, while more spikes lined others.

			“Fargon and my son have been hard at work,” Slar called to Dradlo of the Bear Clan, who marched today at his side. At least his bluster is easier to stand than Sarinn’s simpering.

			“They have done decent work,” the Bear Chieftain allowed. “Now that another thirty thousand Bears have joined them, the work will go much faster.”

			Slar held his tongue and watched the cluster of orcs trot up from the command tent of the vast encampment. Soon he picked out Sharrog and Fargon, and a few other faces he would rather not see, especially among the shamans. Ortax and Aern stood close at his shoulder, while Dradlo and Sarinn organized their warriors into camps.

			Striding out from the group, even the friction between them could not dampen the smile of pride on Sharrog’s face. “See what we have prepared, Fa…Warchief? We have trenchworks ready for your new arrivals.” He looked at the orcs around him. “Not that Snakes should mind being that close to the ground.”

			Harsh laughter rose from even the shamans.

			My son has learned to lead as well as fight.

			Nodding in approval, Slar clasped his son’s wrist. “You have done well, Sharrog.” He looked to Fargon of Wolf Clan. “And you too, my old friend. Your folk took it worst at Highspur, yet they still stand in front here.”

			Fargon bowed his head to Slar, but pointed to the son of the Ram Chieftain. “Bathlor’s people took it hardest at Kirath, may their ashes drift on the Flames.”

			The young warrior from Ram Clan dropped to one knee before Slar. “Yet no loss is as great as that of your strong right arm. Radgred Boneshaker was the paragon of a warrior. His leadership is sorely missed.”

			Slar ducked his head in recognition. “How did he die?”

			Dropping his eyes, Fargon’s voice slipped low. “I held Wolf warriors in reserve, while the Rams moved to sack the city. Radgred led them. He took the mayor and executed him.” He looked up. “Radgred was inspecting the granaries when it began. The first explosion took him.”

			Slar spat. “We will burn the wizards back.”

			Shouts of agreement sounded from the whole group.

			Cupping his hands to be heard, Slar called out to the entire throng of warriors gathered before him. “We brought great stores from Highspur. Full rations for all tonight!”

			An even larger shout rose from the orcs.

			“Good.” Slar placed his arm about his son’s shoulders. “There are many things we must talk about.”

			“I have obtained the beasts, Father.” Sharrog cleared his throat. “They are more difficult to manage than one might think. They dislike us as much as we dislike like them.”

			Slar let his son go. “Do you have a team?”

			The excitement clear in his voice, Sharrog replied, “I do, and I shall lead them. We will be ready.”

			“Good,” Slar whispered. “I have the weapons you will need. Brother Ortax and Forge Master Baylax finished them just before we left.” He tapped his temple. “They are delicate and may be used only once.”

			Sharrog laughed. “Then I will just have to aim well.”
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			The Blue Knights warned against our plan. They felt there were too many uncertainties in trapping the Dragonsouls away from our world. They had the right of it there. But they were also the ones who called for creation of the great shield to protect us from the Cataclysm. Little did we know how wrong that idea would be. – “The Spirit Trap” by Leolan “Lastking” Calais

			 

			Elyl Falana took a deep breath to steady himself before he pushed against the long-grayed lifewood. Within his mother’s dining room, most of the family already gathered. Celedra herself sat in a tall, carved chair draped in purple velvet. She gathered a fox pelt cape closer about her thin frame.

			“Welcome, my second eldest son,” the ancient woman called. “You are, as always, immediately on time… never a moment early.”

			Elyl bowed his head. “I always endeavor to be punctual, Mother.” He looked across the table at Garon. “Greetings, Brother. Glad to see you and your knights have returned safely.”

			Though Garon only nodded in his direction, Elyl knew he wanted to embrace. I understand brother…propriety.

			Placing his hands on the back of his seat, Elyl looked down to the end of the table. “Stepfather. It is pleasing to see you again,” he lied. “I trust the coffers are full.”

			Sarzon bowed his dark-locked head. “Stepson.”

			Elyl looked to Sarzon’s right at the young elf who sipped at a warm broth. “Sadron, my younger brother. How goes Telagier?”

			His black eyes first darting to those of his father, Sadron laid down his spoon. “Well. The port operates again, but we still remain in secret.”

			Catching Garon’s attention for a split second, Elyl gave Sadron a near sardonic look. “I’m sure that’s due to your diligence.”

			At his stepfather’s left hand sat the first child Sarzon had birthed with his mother. It was her presence that had slowed Elyl’s steps when he first entered the room. “Sarzine. It has been longest since I’ve seen you at the family table. I would...hope to hear a story of where you have been these last few years.”

			Steepling her thin fingers, Sarzine bowed her head almost imperceptibly. “I have been searching for answers to great questions, dear brother. I would hope you would have respect for the sorceresses’ ways our mother and I share.”

			Elyl forced a thin smile. “Did you find any answers?”

			Sarzine squinted. “I found many things.”

			Celedra’s rings clinked as she slapped her hand upon the carved bloodwood table. “Enough, Elyl. Be seated.”

			Taking his seat, Elyl offered a greeting to his next half-sister, seated across the table between Sarzine and Garon. “Greetings, Sarcasta. It is good to see you too.”

			The young Woodsinger’s face remained blank.

			Removing the silk napkin from his plate and dropping it onto his lap, Elyl peered at Sarcasta. “I heard Azura gave us another blessing last night. Do you know where the seed is to be placed?”

			Sarcasta stared at her empty plate. “The north ridge. It will be sung into a watchtower.” Even when speaking her voice carried a melodious rhythm. “I’m sure your rangers will lead us there in the morning.”

			Elyl dipped his head. “It was great wisdom, Mother, to begin planning where to plant the seeds before they appear. Especially since Azura’s gifts have become so rare these days.”

			Granting him a disdainful wave, Celedra reached for her wine. “We both know it was your idea, and it was done a century ago, so no need to remind me of my own wisdom, which I know quite well.” She shifted in her seat. “The fact that it was chosen as a watchtower also reflects your influence within the council. I will not have my son--”

			The door opened and in swept the baby of the family, and the one half-sibling Elyl felt closest to. “Greetings, everyone. I apologize for my lateness. I was learning to use Water in a fascinating way.”

			“Of course,” Elyl heard his mother whisper.

			Sarina plopped herself down between Elyl and her full brother Sadron. “There is hope this new technique may encourage Azura to produce more blossoms.”

			Elyl patted her shoulder, and Sarina turned it into a hug.

			“So glad you have returned.” She leaned back and met his eyes with violet ones like their mother’s. “Have your new rangers worked out as well as you hoped?”

			He gave her a warm smile. “I believe so. They did well on this excursion.” He avoided looking at his mother, but lifted the volume of his voice one notch. “I can only hope they do well when I take them out next time.”

			Shifting her cape again, Celedra snapped her fingers. Servants swirled into the room with bread and exotic fruit salads. Elyl immediately broke a loaf and dipped it into the bright green olive oil on the table.

			“Where do you plan on leading your men this time, my son.” Celedra ignored the food before her. “I have read your preliminary report. I do not know that ranging to the Lond is safe any longer.”

			Elyl pointedly looked at his brother across the table. “I hope to lead this team all the way to the Bloodwood. Garon could use some of that timber for spear staves.”

			Pushing his food around on his plate, Garon did not look up at their mother. “That is true.”

			A cynical twist to her lips, Celedra scoffed. “You will slip through the greatest battle lines drawn in this age to gather sticks?”

			At the far end of the table Sarzon swallowed his fruit and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “We know what is about to happen out there in the Wastes. The two greatest threats to the secrecy of our existence are about to batter the living sense out of each other.” He picked up his fork again. “Better we stay in shelter and let this problem sort itself out.”

			Sadron tapped the table in agreement with his father.

			Prepared for this argument, Elyl turned to his mother. “Did you read the final report? The one that mentioned our interrogation of an orc scout? Did you not read what it said?”

			His mother pursed her lips. “I did indeed, my son. I have been reading rangers’ reports for almost two thousand years. I know how to be thorough.” She picked up a goblet of dark red wine and took a fastidious sip. “I also know how to read the mumblings of a scared fool.”

			A flash of anger shooting through him, Elyl cleared his throat. “Am I that fool, Mother?”

			Celedra looked shocked. “I was referring to the orc you captured.” She sipped her wine again, this time taking a deeper gulp. “Galdreth is gone from this world. Your father and the entire kingdom he helped to rule died to ensure that. The dark one cannot return.”

			“And so what if it did?” Sarzine the eldest asked from the far corner, intensely scanning the entire family. “Our siding with Gan in the Elder Days did not gain us any glory.”

			Apprehension swelling within him, Elyl rubbed his ear in thought. Where have you been the last several years, sweet sister?

			“Now, now, Sarzine.” Elyl’s stepfather patted her arm. “There is no need for that kind of talk. As your mother says, the dark Dragonsoul is trapped away, as is its lighter counterpart. I remember those times. The Dragon Wars were good for no one.”

			“I remember those times as well,” Garon said, his empty fork waving at Sarzon. “I rode out with my father on that bright day that turned so dark. I held him as he lay dying next to the bodies of ten thousand Blue Knights…and a hundred thousand orc corpses.” He leaned back in his chair. “I saw what the followers of Galdreth wanted that day. They wanted death – death of any kind – even their own.”

			Sarzine leaned forward, her eyes focused on him. “And you were one of the few who came home that day, were you not Garon?”

			Elyl felt the heat of anger burning at the tips of his ears. “He survived only by the great skill of his sword, Sarzine. Thank the spirits of Air that he brought as many knights home with him as he did.”

			Leaning back with a laugh, Sarzine threw her dark braid over her shoulder. “Too bad it is the only sword you know how to use.”

			Stopping the forkful of strawberries and melon just an inch from his mouth, Elyl considered the two. What is that about?

			“Enough!” Celedra brought her hand down on the table again, this time rattling the plates and goblets. “I have made my decision regarding our people. We will remain within the Blue Mountains, our refuge since before the Cataclysm.” She pointed one ringed finger at him. “You will keep your rangers along the borders. Protect the watchtowers.” Her finger trailed to Garon. “And you will keep your knights here in the vale. I will not have Azura unprotected.”

			Elyl kept his silence. When that finger comes out, argument is useless.

			The rest of the supper passed with little more than small talk, led mostly by his sister Sarina. “Tell us about the new ship you are building, Sadron.”

			While her brother droned on, Sarina’s eyes flashed to Elyl. He caught the significance of the glance and nodded.

			When the final dish of honeyed pastry had been finished, Elyl rose to his feet with a bow to his mother. “If you would excuse me, I must see that my rangers are prepared to escort Sarcasta’s Woodsingers and Azura’s precious seed in the morning.” He took a step backward. “I will stay out on the boundary for some time, making certain no one pierces our veil of privacy.”

			Celedra gave him a cursory wave. “As you should, my son. Stay well.”

			Outside the family’s private chambers, Elyl found the familiar stoop. He situated himself on the natural lifewood rail, a part of Azura’s own spreading branches. Her gray wood and gray-green leaves appeared almost pure white in the moonlight. A fresh breeze swept up from the south, carrying the scent of the surrounding forest and mountains, and just a hint of the far away sea. Over it all hung the sweet aroma of Azura, like a lily in full bloom, hinted with jasmine. More stars jumped into the night sky as it deepened, and the last thousand years almost faded from Elyl’s mind.

			“Are they still in the same place they were when you were a boy?” Sarina’s voice asked from the darkness. “You are old enough for them to have progressed somewhat.”

			Elyl forced a laugh. “You are so entertaining, dear sister. You do understand that age is the caretaker of wisdom.”

			She hopped up onto the rail opposite him, like she did as a child several centuries ago. “Well, then why do I hear so little of it from the old people in the room?”

			Now Elyl laughed for real, a genuine smile remaining behind. “I have missed you, sister.”

			“Good,” she said. “Then that’s another reason for me to come with you.”

			He wrinkled his brow. “To the boundary?”

			Sarina shook her head. “No, silly. To watch the battle.” She lifted one hand to forestall his protest. “I know you, Elyl. You are closer to me than any of my full-blooded kin. You will not let the Humans and the Orcs fight it out without observing them. It makes sense, really. At the very least, we need to know who wins.”

			Sliding down from his seat, Elyl stepped closer to his sister. “Do you feel, like your father, that it does not matter who wins?”

			She looked up at the crescent moon, bright enough to see a hint of the rest of its hidden face. “I think it does. Even if Galdreth is still trapped, Orcs would make far less peaceful neighbors than Humans.”

			Elyl laughed. “Maybe. So long as we can maintain the buffer of the Free Cities. But Gannon moves closer every day to absorbing them.” He gave her a smile. “And a century is a small thing to one so old as me.”

			Sarina grabbed his hand. “Then you will let me come with you? You know my power might come in useful out there.”

			Dropping the smile, Elyl gave his sister a hard stare. “It will take endurance and stealth as well, you know.”

			“I snuck in and out of your room all the time as a child, and you didn’t even know unless I wanted you to.” She folded her arms. “And I’m better than I was then.”

			Elyl allowed a bit of the smile to return. “That is true, for certain. Very well. But mother cannot know.”

			Sarina looked back down the hall toward the chamber where they had eaten. “No one in that room can know.”

			Nodding, Elyl led her down the hall, the scent of Azura enveloping them as they went deeper into her recesses. Sarina followed closely, almost as silent as he. They entered one of the storerooms where he kept equipment for his rangers.

			“You will need black leathers.” He rummaged through one chest sized for young trainees. “And a Fadecloak.” He looked up at her. “Do you need a weapon?”

			“My magic is my weapon,” Sarina replied.

			“Formidable as it maybe, you will at least need a walking staff. Also…” Elyl tapped his forehead. “Knights ride, rangers hide. No horses on our trip.”

			She took the leather jerkin he handed to her. “I prefer hiking through the woods myself, as opposed to riding.”

			Elyl snorted, his fondness for his sister warming his chest with hope. “We’ll see how you feel about hiking in the Wastes.”
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			“Death and victory are not always mutually exclusive.” – Dain Macovix, Paladin of Balance, 133 A.R.

			 

			A sense of comfort washed over Captain Jaerd Westar at the sound of hooves on wooden planks. The soft tromp and metallic clack echoing from the water reminded him of his first days as a soldier on the wharves of Gavanor – the fight with docked pirates that got him his first bronze pip. He watched the River Lond as it coursed between the staked pontoons beneath his mount.

			“From what I understand,” Jaerd commented to Earl Boris, who rode next to him focused on something far ahead, “mages keep the whole thing from collapsing into a pile of kindling.”

			Dorias Ravenhawke laughed. “Not quite,” the wizard said, “but it would never take this weight for this long without a little aid from magic.”

			Most of the army had passed over the bridge in just a few days. Some had sent their equipment over on wagons, while the men waded and swam using dozens of ropes spanned across the river. Then, much of it had broken into four main forces that would sweep across the strip of land between the Lond and the Gallond. And we follow up the middle – the fifth wheel.

			Once back on the solid ground of the wasteland plains, Jaerd waited with his commanders on a small rise while the rest of the rearguard crossed. Boris studied his soldiers in silence, while Tomas and Dorias watched him with stolen glances. Jaerd pulled out the letter left for him by Tallen with the engineers guarding the bridge.

			 

			Jaerd,

			 

			Sorry it has taken a while to write, but things are hectic. Evidently, the king was angry when he found out Maddi and I left his camp to watch the engineers. I think our new friend the Baron of Feldhelm got in some trouble, but when Maddi healed the king last night, he acted as if nothing was wrong. He only ordered us to remain with his royal camp from now on. “For your own safety,” he told us.

			Oh, and the Lord Magister thinks I should replace him someday…

			I will write you when we deploy for the battle. We’re surrounded by knights and mages, so we should be safe enough.

			Best of luck, and keep safe too,

			 

			Tallen

			 

			Tucking the folded parchment away, Jaerd watched the men gather in front of their commanders. They formed battle ready echelons from the long columns in which they had crossed the first part of the Wastes. It’s three days yet to the Gallond, but we’ve got to be ready for the enemy. He considered the desolate grasslands. Luckily, we have all the room we need to maneuver.

			Those three days passed with little ill event save the food. Thousands of supply wagons rolled along with each wing of the army, but horses and men went through foodstuffs quickly in the emptiness of the Wastes. Healers had declared the water in the Lond drinkable if Water mages cleansed it, so the soldiers filled empty barrels to be sterilized in camp. Even so, Jaerd tasted the foulness through the dried beef and beans in his evening stew. Thank the Waters we still have some from the Free Cities to fill our canteens.

			On the third day, they passed a dry water wagon, abandoned when a broken wheel cracked open its huge barrel. Much of its precious cargo looked to have leaked out into the switchgrass.

			Dorias reached out with one hand, and Tallen sensed him grasp his magic. “It was clean water too.”

			That evening, the army set up camp in a wide swath across the plain. About a mile ahead Jaerd saw the fires of the royal van, surrounded by most of the elite Bluecloaks and the soldiers of House Belcester and House Lindon.

			Boris focused on the king’s camp. “Joslyn and most of the Battlemages are stationed close to the king. They number over a thousand. I am certain he will be safe.”

			Is that concern for Tallen in his voice, or for his father?

			Dorias slipped up from the looming darkness. “Tallen is learning many new things. Merl will be returning to us tonight, but from what he has seen, your brother is a bit of a curiosity among the Bluecloak Corps of Mages.”

			A shadow hanging over thoughts of his brother, Jaerd felt fear rise in his heart. Battle only caused him apprehension when those he loved entered harm’s way. His eyes danced from fire to fire, wondering which one warmed Tallen and Maddi. “Evidently the Lord Magister likes him as well.”

			The Ravenhawke scoffed. “That old windbag. He may be able to throw around a little Fire and Air, but he is a tool of powers with cunning far beyond his own.” Dorias folded his arms. “He should never have allowed the High Elder to demote him in council. A Lord Magister has served on the High Council since the time of Arathan I.”

			Pondering over the distant campfires, Jaerd shrugged his shoulders. “His letter mentioned that the Lord Magister wants Tallen to succeed him.”

			After a moment of silence, he turned to look at the wizard, who tapped one finger against his upper lip.

			“There would be difficulties,” Dorias said at last, digging in his cloak for a pipe. “There are dozens who might want to take Elrin Dantos’ place, some of them very powerful, and none would be happy to see a young upstart as the Magister’s favorite.” He stopped, holding a spark of flame over his pipe. “What is Dantos up to?”

			Shortly after they had their meal of beans and dried meat boiled into a paste, a silverback messenger arrived with a dispatch from the command tent. Boris read it twice, his eyes dancing back and forth across the page. He then handed it over to Jaerd, who held it close to the fire.

			 

			Advance forces have reached the Gallond. Enemy presence significant. Vanguard to swing north and cross in flanking maneuver. Central forces to engage enemy tomorrow upon acquiring positions at river’s edge. Rear guard to take position along floodplain ridge one half mile east of fords at dawn. Await further orders. Burn message.

			 

			Jaerd looked up at Boris, who gestured to Tomas and Dorias. The earl also waved over General Mandibor who sat near the fire with a few of his Range Riders.

			“Everyone read it then toss it in the flames.” Boris returned to watching the distant fires. “We have a big day tomorrow.”
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			The ridge stood at least thirty yards higher than the burbling water at the wide ford. When Jaerd and the rearguard took their places along it, most of the king’s army had already arrayed itself on the near flood plain in wide rectangles. Heavy pikemen lined the water’s edge, their tall, leaf-bladed spears glittering in the dawn. Thousands of archers and crossbowmen stood in ranks covering the pikes, readying their weapons for battle. Still behind them flew the banners of the king’s van, surrounded by a circle of red-fringed Bluecloaks.

			To either side of king’s position stood the gathered thousands of swordsmen, cloaked in the colors of a hundred noble houses. On the far flanks, both to their left and right, the mass of the cavalry formed up into dozens of tight wedges. Behind Jaerd and the rearguard huddled the thousands of supply wagons, many far less burdened than when they had left the Free Cities.

			Jaerd pulled out his old spyglass and swung it up to examine the far bank. Even before lifting the glass, a faint morass of movement showed through the heavy cloud of dust. But within the sharpened circle of the spyglass’ vision, Jaerd witnessed a sight that shook even his Highspur-hardened courage.

			“A quarter million may be a little short, my lord,” he stated. “We are going to want for attack engines. It looks like they have a few they salvaged from Highspur.”

			Boris shook his head. “I inquired. The king decided not to bring heavy weapons because they would slow the army. They already had to bring the bridge to cross the Lond, not to mention almost ten thousand supply wagons.” The earl squinted through his own glass. “Once we engage, engines become almost useless. It will be the cavalry that wins us this battle.”

			The brazen sound of a magically enhanced horn bellowed out, casting a single, long note over the entire wasteland. The king’s pikes lowered their spears and began to march forward, the burbling water of the Gallond splashing around their ankles. Even as they approached the middle, the water never reached even the shortest man’s knees.

			The bows followed close behind, and at the water’s edge, the longbows let loose. Thousands of shafts fell among the enemy trenchworks in waves. Screams of anger and pain echoed from the far side, as about a hundred catapults returned missiles, many alight with blackish fire. They crashed into the front lines, but the Bluecloak pikemen in their steel plate held firm and continued their advance.

			The royal Battlemages surged, casting up shields and fireballs of their own. Chunks of the orc earthworks ripped up from the ground and crashed back into the defender’s ranks. Boulders flew from the upstream part of the river and hurled into the enemy’s flank. Lightning crashed down into the orc trenches, and secondary fires began to sprout along their lines.

			Hundreds of orc horns sounded in response, creating a single note that equaled that of Arathan’s magic horn. Tens of thousands of orc warriors leaped up from their cover, pulling cruelly curved weapons. Trolls appeared among them in the center, their loping pace almost as fast as their smaller cousins’. The human archers quickened the rhythm of their shots, but only two volleys hit the orcs before their front lines collided with the pikemen, set in their phalanx positions.

			“By the Waters,” Jaerd whispered.

			The first few hundred orcs to hit the pike lines impaled themselves almost willingly, shoving their bodies onto the spears to weigh them down. The trolls swept heavy iron maces that broke the shafts, shattering the two inches of oak as if they were matchsticks. More warriors charged into the gaps, stabbing with scimitars and long spears of their own.

			The pike lines began to buckle, as the second line battalions charged in to relieve the beleaguered front. The crossbowmen closed in, picking targets and focusing on the trolls, while the archers continued to fire at the wave upon wave of orc soldiers rising up from the defenses. Even so, the army began to lose ground, edging their way back to the eastern shore. From where Jaerd stood, he could see the shift of the river water from white-capped blue to pink-capped crimson.

			A second golden horn call echoed out from King Arathan’s van. Beginning with the left flank, but soon followed by the right, the cavalry formed up to charge. Half a dozen wedges of steel tipped horseflesh charged in from each side in an echelon of racing death. As each wedge crashed into the enemy lines, they veered off, cutting away a slice of enemy forces and circling around to come at them again. But each wedge was followed by another fresh one, and each sheered a chunk of orc warriors off the main host with every charge.

			Bursts of fire shot out from the orc trenches, crashing in among the circling cavalry and causing some of the less experienced riders to scatter. Most reformed on the near bank, while the Battlemage Corps turned to focus on the source of the enemy fire.

			“Shamans battling mages,” Dorias whispered, shaking his head. “What a waste of power and ability on both sides’ part.”

			“I am glad you see it that way,” Tomas returned. “At least with the destruction of your own kind.” He breathed a cumbersome sigh. “All I see is the death of potential, even among the least footman.”

			Offended pride in his inflection, Dorias pointed at the paladin. “You know full well I see all of this as a waste, common, noble, and mage alike. What else am I to do?”

			Twisting his hands on the saddle horn, Jaerd watched the carnage unfold below. His stomach turned at thoughts of the battle being fought at the foot of the Sleeping Gryphon’s hilltop. An involuntary shudder ran down his back, and he tilted his head toward the paladin. “Better out here than back at home.”

			Tomas looked at Jaerd, offering a bow of his head. “Indeed, but think of it this way.” The paladin pointed at the Free City guardsmen nearby, nervously watching the battle. “Elves, dwarves, and humans all have found ways to get along. To coexist. Even to interbreed.” He swung his finger out toward the reddish froth gathering on the river. “All three bleed just as red as the orcs dying on our spears out there. Why can we not find a way of peace with them? Why do we push them into the Northlands, cut them off from the rest of the world with our ships and our fortresses, and kill them on sight within the kingdom?”

			Jaerd drew down his brow. He watched the orc warriors hurl themselves at the Gannonite line. Bile rose in his throat as his comrades fell, fighting back the ferocious attack.

			“Because they raid and kill,” he said, his attention still rapt on the brawl far below him.” Because of Wild Tiger. Because of the Dragon Wars and the Cataclysm. Because they want nothing more than to slaughter as many of us as they can, whenever they can.”

			The paladin lifted one hand in a gesture of calm. “All true. But we have committed our fair share of atrocity too. The sacking of Sourbay. The Purges after Wild Tiger. Orc children are still innocent children, no matter the size of their parents’ fangs.”

			Anger rose in Jaerd’s stomach. He searched for words of argument, but he had been sickened by the slaughter at Highspur on both sides. He had seen the cruelty humans were capable of as well. Men gloating over orc corpses as if dealing death were the greatest glory. The gorge rose again from his stomach.

			Dorias cleared his throat, his own expression disturbed by the destruction of battle. “Gentlemen. Both points are valid. Counting back in time, it would be hard to tell who threw the first punch thousands of years ago.” He shrugged. “However, it did happen. I have seen the writings that point to orcs even having once been paladins in the Elder Days. I was in Saria, in the nation of Kalness. I had—”

			Earl Boris smacked his sword against his armor. “There happens to be a battle going on! It might require some focus! Your philosophy can wait for a campfire, if we survive the day.”

			Jaerd immediately snapped forward, heat rising in his cheeks. Rearguard or no, this is the great battle of our time. I should pay attention.

			The pattern of slaughter continued. Ranks of orcs charged forward to bounce back off the pikemen and cavalry charges. Both sides took losses, though the enemy appeared to be on the worst end of it. The cavalry charges had slowed, but they remained just as devastating every time they crashed into the enemy flank. Orc spearmen shifted to try and impede the attacks. Battalions of them moved to the flanks and set their spears into a thicket not as tall, but just as sharp, as those of Arathan’s pikemen.

			Screams from horses rose above those of dying men and orcs. Jaerd’s own mount stamped his hoof and jerked his head. The stench of burning flesh rose on the wind as even more magic poured into the orc warriors. Their shamans responded, casting stone and fire down on the ranks of Gannonite soldiers. The chaos of fully engaged battle covered the field, and a haze dust obscured much of Jaerd’s view. The sharp tang of blood and spilled bile pierced the omnipresent stench of greasy smoke. Jaerd tasted metal in his mouth, brought up from deep in his nervous stomach. He spat on the ground.

			“Merl hovers high over the battlefield.” Dorias sat with one hand to his temple. “He cannot see much more clearly than we, other than to know that we are probably outnumbered, if not out-armed.”

			Boris had barely lowered his spyglass in hours. “Our vanguard loose on their rear will change that.”

			Coughing to clear the greasy stench from his lungs, Jaerd looked to his commander. “How far north were they going, sir? When can we expect General Darax’s charge?”

			Snapping his glass closed, Boris remained focused on the battle. The shouts and clanging of metal still rang over his words. “The ford we used to cross on our way to Highspur is about a day’s ride north along the river. It will take close to a day for them to come back.”

			“Two days can be a long time in battle.” Tomas scrubbed his ruddy beard. “Though, I think we can hold until then.”

			Earl Boris gripped his saddle horn as if he might rip it free. “His Majesty intends to have the enemy on the run before then.” He seemed to notice his stranglehold on the saddle and pried his hand loose. “We have not even committed our main infantry as yet.”

			A porter handed out a midday meal of hot porridge with pieces of jerky in it. Jaerd was forcing his way through the bottom half when the orcs’ left flank collapsed under a full charge of the entire left wing of cavalry. A quick triplet sounded from the enemy’s horns, repeated from one end of their line to the other. They began to surrender ground, taking the battle out of the river and retreating behind the lines of their trenches and planted stakes. Hundreds of reserve archers appeared along the far bank and poured their arrows down on the Gannonite front lines.

			Jaerd heard Boris’ teeth grinding against one another.

			“Slowly, dammit,” the earl whispered.

			A brazen horn lifted above the clamor, emanating from the king’s command. With a slow, heaving surge, fifty thousand swordsmen from the Eastern and Western Realms of Gannon rushed forward. They splashed through the river, flowing around the battered pike units. They slammed into the retreating orcs, cutting them down and at first meeting little resistance.

			Once they reached the trenches, however, that changed. Dozens of hidden battalions jumped up to greet them, fresh and screaming for blood. A brutal melee ensued as the lines crossed and mixed. Clumps of humans and orcs fought both for their own lives, and for the lives of the friends standing next to them. The smog of battle rose from the fracas.

			Jaerd twisted his head to look at Dorias, who still sat with eyes closed.

			“What does Merl see?”

			“Slaughter,” the wizard replied. “The pikes have advanced to aid the infantry. Archers from both sides loose in desperation. The mages and shamans appear to have singled one another out, directing their attacks at each other.”

			Dorias held up his hand for a moment. “Yes. I do sense Tallen. He is at the heart of the command mage battalion, and they defend the king.”

			Nodding in agreement, Tomas Harte also watched the battle with his greater powers. “I sense much the same. And the battle is about to spin out of control. We should withdraw and reset our lines.”

			Boris said nothing, but from the granite expression on his face, Jaerd knew his commander agreed.

			A four-note trill echoed over the field from the king’s van. The cavalry on both wings, having licked its wounds during the infantry charge, formed up into long, serrated formations. Upon another brassy note, they swooped forward, dropping lances and crashing into the edges of the orc lines. They did not curve away this time. Instead, they drove toward one another while the infantry fell back.

			Caught by surprise, the orc forces crumbled into their trenches, relatively safe where a horse could not charge. Once the cavalry lines met in the center they turned back toward Jaerd, covering the infantry as they retreated across the river. A great morass of men and horses milled about on the near side, most reforming into lines of defense, while healers began the gruesome task of triage.

			“Looks like we are done for the day,” Boris grumbled, his face pinched and his lips tight.

			The orcs appeared to agree. They remained in their trenches, only a brave few slipping out to drag back a wounded comrade or end the screaming of an enemy. The Gannonite lines looked much better, their reformed battalions only slightly smaller than they had begun the day.

			Out in the river, however, the horrid flotsam of the day’s butchery clustered in ghastly mounds of orc and troll, human and horse. For miles, bodies either split the water in a pinkish wake, or floated along, bobbing with the swift current. Snapped spears poked up like desperate trees clinging to islands of bloated flesh.

			Remembering the slaughter at Highspur, Jaerd shook his head. “So much death.”

			Dorias hopped down from his dark mare. “Come on, Tomas. We’ll be needed among the wounded. The Bluecloak healers set up their field hospital near the supply wagons. I don’t think Arathan will execute us for going there.”

			The paladin nodded, his gaze searching the flow of stretchers and stumbling casualties back toward the rearguard. “I should already be down there.”

			Jaerd moved to follow, but Earl Boris put one hand on his arm. “I’ll need you with me, Captain. I’ve no doubt we’ll be getting another missive soon, and I will want your thoughts.” His eyes flicked down the line toward the hillock where Mandibor gathered his Range Riders. “And I suppose we will need to consult the good general as well.”

			The sun had begun to set. The scent of boiling beans mixed with the fouler odor of violent death wrestled inside Jaerd’s nose when Tomas and Dorias returned, exhaustion and blood on their faces. Jaerd offered them a bucket to wash, when the Bluecloak messenger arrived, his silver trim showing some of the wear of road and battle. The man handed a rolled and sealed paper to Earl Boris, offered a sharp salute, and then galloped back the way he had come. Boris broke the wax seal and scanned the note in fading light before handing it to Jaerd.

			 

			Casualty rate estimated at four enemies to our one. Will renew assault at first light. Awaiting news of vanguard. Rear guard to remain in position to protect the wounded and the wagon train. Empty wagons are to begin transport of wounded back to friendly territory.

			 

			“Well, thanks, but we already did that,” Jaerd whispered to himself before passing the note to Dorias.

			Boris looked to the wizard. “Can your raven shadow General Darax?”

			“I sent him winging north a few hours ago,” Dorias answered with a nervous glance in that direction. “He watched them cross onto the western bank of the Gallond just before sunset. They are presently camped a few miles south of that ford, ready to charge southward at dawn.” The wizard closed his eyes. “Merl is resting north of their position in the foothills of the Dragonscales. It was the closest shelter he could find.”

			The earl’s face pinched. “They will need to swing westward and come upon the enemy’s rear. Their flanks are too solid for General Darax’s numbers.”

			Tomas stared into the fire. “We should have made them come at us across the river instead of charging into their defenses.”

			Striding up out of the evening gloom, the newly-minted General Mandibor of the Free City Guard lifted his hands to warm them at the fire. “Another day or two, and we are going to have plenty of wagons for wounded. Our food stores are beginning to dwindle.” The former rogue unbuckled his sword belt and wrapped it around his rapier. “We’d be lucky to feed this lot all the way back to Novon if we left tonight.”

			Earl Boris folded his arms. “We have a clear supply line all the way back to the Free Cities. That is part of the reason we left so many to guard the pontoon bridge over the Lond. A wagon train should arrive tomorrow.” He turned to Jaerd. “We will need to be ready to receive and distribute everything, even if there is a pitched battle down on the river.”

			Keeping his concerns to himself, Jaerd saluted Boris. “Yes, sir.”

			Mandibor spat into the fire, the spittle sizzling on the burning plank of a broken barrel. “We’ll be ready. There’s nothing that gets a soldier moving faster than a chance for fresh grub.”

			Distaste plain in the curl of his upper lip, Earl Boris shifted his stance. “Thank you, General. Your men have proven quite able for novice soldiers.”

			The Kirathi looked up at Boris and the shadow cast by the firelight sharpened the near-point of his ear. A similar sneer crossed Mandibor’s lips. “And your eastern nobs seem to fight well enough, though I imagine it’s the workaday men down there doing the real fightin’.”

			“I heard the Baron of Forksmeet lost his son today with the cavalry.” Boris removed his gauntlets and tucked them behind his belt. “And the Duchess of Allanor lost two grandsons. Baron Conton Vault had his shield arm broken and lies in a wagon headed for Novon right now, with six enlisted men lying right next to him.”

			Mandibor frowned, turned, and stalked back into the approaching night, his rapier clacking against his armor.

			Boris leaned close to Jaerd with a rare hint of a smile. “I didn’t have to tell him that Baron Vault fell from his horse while it stood still, and his own weight crushed his arm, did I?”
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			The brightest star was Wild Tiger,

			His eyes the color of his namesake.

			And when he met the Southron Hordes,

			They feared his horn at daybreak. – Shared Clan traditional

			 

			Slar crouched next to his son under the globe of dim light created by Brother Ortax. They hugged the edge of the trench, keeping their heads low to avoid giving the humans a target in the night. Sharrog led them through a doorway into a hill, squared off by large support beams. Down into the bare earth they descended, through a tunnel wide enough for six orcs and tall enough for one to stand on another’s shoulders. They entered a smaller side passage, avoiding the foul, dusty scent that rose from farther down the larger course.

			“I had taken to sleeping in here before you arrived, Father.” Sharrog cleared a central table of empty mugs and plates, replacing them with a sheepskin map. “But it will do for a place where we can have light and not create a target for the enemy.”

			Brother Ortax brightened his shining ball so that they could better read the marks on the map. Curling tusks marked places along the south side of mountain symbols, approaching a sinewy line.

			“They approach the river.” Slar cracked his knuckles. The occasional pains in his stomach had reappeared since battle had engaged, but this news eased them into subsidence. “We must only hold through the day tomorrow. Then we will crush the humans.”

			Ortax pursed his lips around his lower fangs. “The vessel is among the army. The last tracing stone senses him.”

			Slar rubbed his grizzled chin. “Then we will need to be prepared to find him once the battle turns our way.” He looked at his son. “Your team is ready? Brother Aern as well?”

			Sharrog sniffed the air that rose from deeper in the tunnel. “We are. The Brother has faced his fears with courage, and he found his way onto the tamest of the beasts.” A nervous laugh slipped from Slar’s son. “He only got bit once.”

			The humor not finding purchase with Slar, he pointed the stack of furs that smelled of his son. “You are sleeping here still?”

			Still searching the map, Sharrog shrugged his shoulders. “It gets the beasts used to my scent, and me to theirs.”

			Pride welling up in his chest, Slar folded his arms. “A wise idea, my son.”

			Ortax lit one torch with his power then snuffed out his ball of light. “If I may, Warchief. It has been an exhausting day, and tomorrow is certain to be worse. If I may find my rest for the night?”

			“Go, Brother,” Slar bowed his head, “and rest well.”

			The shaman left the chamber, weariness slowing his steps.

			Slar turned to examine his son. As he looked Sharrog up and down, the sourness in his stomach faded to nothing. “You are learning well. I knew you were a great warrior, but I was never certain of your leadership.” He placed a hand upon his son’s shoulder. “I was wrong. You will not only take your brother’s place, you may well surpass my hopes even for him.” He put his other hand on Sharrog’s opposite shoulder. “And yet you are your own man, and you have earned my respect no matter what.”

			Sharrog followed his father’s gesture and the two stood there a moment in a warrior’s embrace.

			“Our people will follow you for years to come, Father,” Sharrog said. “You have brought us to the greatest glory since Wild Tiger. Orclings for generations shall sing the songs in praise of your honor and strength.”

			They bumped their chests and released, Slar grunting to his son as he backed out of the side chamber and into the tunnel. The stench of the foul beasts below drove him quickly to the surface. Out in the night, the air felt fresh, despite the hint of smoke and death from the battle.

			Slar enjoyed the star-hung night sky for only a few steps before a large orc wrapped in a luxurious bearskin appeared from around the corner of another trench.

			“Ah, Warchief, at last I have found you.” Dradlo’s wide form cast a shadow even in the darkness. Two Bear Clan shamans and half a dozen warriors stood close behind him. “Even a Warchief cannot hide from those who follow him.”

			Unable to completely avoid the barb, Slar scanned Dradlo’s coterie. “If I needed such an entourage, I might be easier to find.” He moved forward before the Bear chieftain could respond. “What do you need, friend Dradlo?”

			The orc tapped his staff upon the ground and glowered. “Too many of our clan’s shamans are dying in your front lines. We require them to protect our clan on your left flank.”

			Pain shot up his throat from his stomach. The fiery knot of acid roiled deep in his gut. “Chieftain, shamans from every clan gather near the center to hold that part of our line firm. Rams and Wolves have taken the brunt of most of this war. The Boar have died in numbers almost as great.” He squinted one eye. “I would hope the Bear Clan would be ready to earn more honor. Perhaps you would care to lead the charge against the enemy in the morning? Then more shamans could join you.”

			Dradlo drew himself up, gripping his staff as if he meant to break it. “We have more honor in our clan than a bunch of walking pigs have earned in the stretch of eternity. The Bear Clan stood in Galdreth’s vanguard during the Dragon Wars! We will do so again tomorrow.”

			Wary that the puffed up chieftain’s anger might ruin their plan for the next day Slar lifted one hand. “Be prepared, Chief Dradlo. Our great surprise will spring upon the enemy tomorrow. Do not overextend yourself until they arrive.”

			Dradlo eased his grip upon the staff. “Sargash?”

			Slar nodded.

			“At last,” Dradlo said, waving for his guards to follow him down the trench. “Now we will at last see real victory.”

			Slar watched the Bear walk away without acknowledgement. I should kill you for turning your back on me, but I need you to kill humans tomorrow. When this is all done, however…

			The flash from a fireball crashing a hundred yards down the line lit up the night sky.

			“When will this be done?” he whispered.

			His command tent sat in a deep depression, shielded by shamans and thick fireproofed hides, protected on all sides by ridgelines and trenches. Two large Boar warriors snapped a salute, while one held the flap open. Inside the scent of roasted meat with garlic and herbs wafted over him.

			“If you have not eaten, my Warchief,” the sweet feminine voice called, “I have prepared something for you. You must keep your strength – for our people’s sake.”

			The thick bearskins piled at the rear of the tent called him with a greater siren’s song than the meat, or even Tealla’s sweet lips. He gestured toward his waist. “My swordbelt first, please.”

			Tealla rose from where she kneeled next to a charcoal brazier turning skewers of sizzling goat. “Of course, my Warchief.” She deftly unhooked his belt and wrapped it around his leather scabbard. With extreme care, she leaned it against a stand and returned to loosen his cuirass. Her fingers danced through the ties and buckles. Then she heaved it over his head without difficulty and hung it on the stand next to his sword.

			Slar threw himself down among the stacked pelts and lifted one foot in the air. Tealla heaved against the heel, and with a sigh of relief from Slar, his boot slid free. He wiggled his thick-clawed toes.

			“You seem quiet tonight, my dear.” Slar tugged softly at her diaphanous sleeve. “I enjoy your words. What keeps them inside your head?”

			Tealla bowed her head. “Forgive me, Warchief. My thoughts are dark and sad. They are not fit for sharing.”

			Slar took her hand when she reached for his second boot. “I insist. If your thoughts cause you sadness, I wish to know them.” He cleared his throat. “Tealla, you are the freshest spring my life has seen in decades. It has been a long winter since last I found a woman that drew my heart as well as my loins.” He kissed her fingers. “You also happen to be very bright, which gives your words that much more weight. I would not have you here with me if I did not wish for your counsel.”

			The woman sighed and kissed his hands. “First things first.” She turned, pulled off his second boot and tossed it next to the other.

			A sigh of contentment broke from his lips. “Ah. Thank you, my dear.” The golden chalice from Highspur’s vaults suddenly called to him. He took a deep draught of the ruby red wine. It, too, came from Highspur’s supplies and tasted of a summer Slar had never known. “Now that your Warchief has found some comfort, tell me what saddens you, Tealla.”

			Seeing the way her lips drooped, Slar sat up and reached out to guide her down beside him. He offered the wine. “Here, take a sip and tell me.”

			With a soft sniffle, Tealla drank deep from the chalice. She handed it back and pulled on a long strand of her glossy hair. “Today, during one of the valiant charges of the Boar Clan…one led by your honorable son, Captain Sharrog…during the charge…my brother Drannak…” A single sob wracked her shoulders. “He died upon the field of battle.”

			Her voice broke off and Slar sat down the goblet of wine. He placed both hands on her shoulders and felt their tiny tremble. The scant scab over his wound from the death of Grindar, and the barely registered gash on his soul at Radgred’s loss, began to bleed pain along with Tealla. She wrapped her arms about him and he drew her in close.

			“He was only a year older than I,” she whispered against his chest. “He protected me from the cruel boys in the village until I was old enough for him to teach me to protect myself.” She giggled. “I cannot believe the patience he had with me when he first put a knife in my hand. He was never more proud than the day he heard you were to be Warchief of the clans, and that he would serve as a warrior in your horde.” She batted her long, black lashes. “Unless it was the day he heard that I was in your tent. He told me how honored he was to be my brother. I had never heard that from a man before.”

			Slar lifted her chin. “I am proud of you.”

			His lips met hers in a deep kiss that escalated into a long, slow burn of passion. An hour later, his belly full of meat and his eyes unable to remain open, Slar leaned in close to Tealla’s ear. “I will have a pillar carved with your father and brother’s runes in our new fortress at Dragonsclaw. They will be remembered by warriors young and old for the remainder of time.”

			Tealla hugged him and kissed the point of his ear. “Thank you, my Warchief.” She sighed, and her long lashes closed together. Her voice slurred as she slipped off to sleep. “I only hope someone is left to read them.”

			Her soft snores taunted him while he laid there, her final words haunting him even more so. Before the first light of dawn crept through the cracks in his tent, Slar glided out from under her arm. He donned his armor and sword, leaving her to sleep.

			The sounds of a waking camp met him outside the tent. Different guards stood there, these of Wolf Clan. Slar sighed. “Today, warriors. Today we change the world.”
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			When Wild Tiger’s horde was at last crushed before the walls of Gavanor by a unified army of Gannonites, Hadoners, Sarians, Elves, and Dwarves, it was believed that the Orcish threat had been destroyed beyond their ability to return. The siege of Kerrigier was lifted and the other Free Cities liberated. Still, the fear that came with Wild Tiger’s attack became the foundation of the Great Concord, which literally founded Highspur. The majesty of that fortress has been made clear in this History. – “History of Gannon” by Elyn Bravano

			 

			Jaerd stared at the eastern horizon, his heart willing the sun to rise. Only a hint of gray crept into a sky still dotted with stars over the enemy camps. The scent of beans hung over their hill, this time enhanced by the aroma of frying bacon. Too bad it’s the last of it. No need to let the men know. With any luck, a wagon train will arrive today.

			Tomas Harte appeared at his shoulder, coalescing from the pale cyan of pre-dawn. He sniffed the air. “It’s a good day to have a solid breakfast. Likely we’ll not have time to break for lunch.”

			Turning to the paladin, Jaerd lifted one eyebrow. “Do you think King Arathan will fully commit today?”

			“Do you believe we should have committed our forces yesterday and had this slaughter over with?” Tomas lifted his chin, focusing his gaze on Jaerd.

			Folding his arms, Jaerd turned back to the swelling dawn. “It is not my place to question His Majesty.”

			A huff escaped from between the paladin’s lips. “So you say. And such is the problem with a glorious tyrant…no one questions.” Tomas looked to the east as well, the dawn shadows deepening his thoughtful expression. “Arathan has fought more battles than any man alive, I’ll grant, but he knows that as well. It has made him arrogant and deaf to anything but agreement. He has surrounded himself with generals and nobles that match that desire – men who know only how to say yes to their king.”

			A slice of pink topped the farthest rise, and Jaerd felt a sense of hope peak in his heart with it. “I’ve seen that in Gavanor. The duke promoted me because of just such concerns.”

			“Arathan and his advisors have missed something key, mostly because of their ignorance of the enemy.” Tomas folded his hands behind his cloak. “Six orc banners hang above the enemies’ lines. There are seven orc clans, since back in the Elder Days.” He looked again at Jaerd. “The Mammoth Clan is missing. And what worries me most is that Mammoth is known to be the largest clan of all.”

			The pit in Jaerd’s stomach that had kept him from sleep sank further into his bowels. He flashed a look at their latrine. “Perhaps the Mammoth Clan, because they are so large, refused to join this horde. I thought the orc clans were usually at each other’s throats?”

			The paladin shook his head. “Dorias and I agree that if the powers we believe have risen are truly driving this horde, then there is no doubt that all clans will be taking part in the war. The odds of more than a few clans united are so rare they make it almost unthinkable the Mammoth Clan will stay in the Northlands alone.” He scrubbed his beard. “The question is, just what role are the Mammoths going to play?”

			They stood in a moment of silence, both watching the rosy glow turn black and purple into blue. It’s not so different from any sunrise at home, standing on the hill at the Gryphon. It has been so long since I stood there.

			A sudden shout sounded from the tent the paladin shared with the wizard. “Wake!” Dorias dashed out into the air, tossing his cloak over his shoulders. “Boris! Wake!”

			The earl strode from behind his tent, still in full armor. “What is it, wizard? You’ll rouse the whole army.”

			“Good that I do. Merl has arrived upon a horror!” Dorias waved for Tomas and Jaerd to come closer. Even Gwelan came out of his tent armed and ready. “He left the eaves of the Bloodwood early to regain sight of General Darax’s camp.”

			Earl Boris stomped closer, his expression more urgent. “What did your raven see, sir?”

			“They are dead!” Dorias cried out. “Crushed and slaughtered by some vast force while they slept. Merl circled over the camp a long time and found no survivors. They were overwhelmed before most could draw their weapons.”

			Boris clutched his hands. “Who did this?”

			The wizard shook his head. “Merl hurries south along a wide, heavily trampled trail. Among the dead Bluecloaks he found a number of orcs.”

			Jaerd sucked in his breath, the horror of fifteen thousand dead comrades dawning in his mind. “At least they took a few with them.”

			A meaningful tone to his voice, Dorias spun his finger in the air. “The dead orcs had swirling tusk tattoos.”

			“Blast me in the bloody Flames!” Boris spat on the ground. “Looks like we’ve finally found the Mammoth Clan.” He stepped toward the picket lines, cupping his hands over his mouth. “Sergeant! My horse!”

			Jaerd moved to follow. “We need to get this news directly to the king.”

			Boris held up his hand. “I will take it myself, Captain. The king will only listen to me. You take command of the rear guard.” He pointed at Tomas. “Listen closely to the Lord Harte. His advice will save your ass.”

			An enlisted man led Balthar out into the open of their camp, the dawn glittering off the black stallion’s silver-studded tack. Boris jumped into the saddle and gave his horse a heavy spur. Balthar leaped forward and galloped down the rise toward the river. Boris’ blue cloak fluttered behind him like a banner.

			“He’ll rush us into trouble,” Dorias said, gritting his teeth. “He’s too much like his father.”

			Tomas shook his head in disagreement. “He also has a touch of his mother’s sense.”

			Emerging from the shadows, Gwelan Whitehand buckled a leather helm on his shaved head. “Great men are often impetuous.” He drew his longer sword and began rubbing it with a cloth. “It’s what puts us out in front of the rest of you.”

			Beckoning their messenger over, Jaerd gave the man a hard expression. “Get word to the line commanders, we’re going to be needed today.” The messenger snapped a salute and dashed down the line of the rear guard.

			Jaerd pointed at the sergeant who had brought the earl’s stallion. “Get Capt…I mean, General Mandibor up here.”

			The sergeant saluted and trotted off toward the Free City command tent.

			His heart racing, Jaerd stepped in close to Tomas and forced a whisper. “There are eight thousand Free City men in my command, and I only have a dozen Bluecloaks of my own. I don’t even have a lieutenant.” He lowered his voice. “Mandibor is a brazen fool, but he’s now a general by rank. How does a captain give orders to a general?”

			“You make it happen. The Earl of Mourne ordered you to take command of the rearguard.” Tomas clenched his fist in front of Jaerd’s face. “Take command of the rearguard.”

			Comprehension working its way through his mind, Jaerd waved to a pair of Bluecloak enlisted men, a sergeant and a corporal. “Come here, you two. You are the first to report ready today.” The men jogged over and stood at attention in front of him. “Give me your pips, sergeant.”

			The man paused the barest of seconds before removing the bronze discs from his collar. Jaerd pinned two of them on the corporal’s tunic. “You are now master sergeant of this detachment. Well earned, Sergeant…”

			“Maidson, sir,” the man replied, a stunned look on his face.

			“Master Sergeant Maidson of the king’s rearguard, congratulations.” Jaerd pointed to the man who snapped back a sharp salute. “And you, Sergeant…”

			“Roper, sir.”

			Jaerd reached up and plucked a single star from one side of his own collar and pinned it to the shocked soldier. “I am giving you a battlefield commission. You are now Lieutenant Roper, adjutant to the commander. Me, as it is now, though if I fall you listen to the Lord Harte. Understood?”

			The new lieutenant thudded his fist against his chest. “Yes, my Captain.”

			Jaerd clapped his shoulder. “Good. Now, both of you stand behind me and frown when Mandibor gets here.”

			The Free City general strode up within moments. Two of his Range Riders, already in their black armor, marched behind him. Their stern faces focused on Jaerd.

			“So,” Mandibor said with a short salute, “the earl is gone and has left you in charge.” He looked at the scant number of Bluecloaks around Jaerd’s camp. “Not much of a command. Don’t worry. My soldiers are here to aid you should the rearguard see action today.” One of his men chuckled.

			Drawing himself up, Jaerd closed the ground between them. His new aides met him step for step. “You should know that our vanguard was crushed in the night, and an entire clan of orcs swarms southward, possibly on both sides of the river.” He pointed to another rise near a bend in the river to their north. “You need to get your men arranged in defensive lines along there. Place your cavalry in a reserve position. We don’t know yet what numbers they are, but put your veterans on your right. We cannot have them cut off our retreat back to the Lond if that becomes necessary.”

			A brazen set of horn blasts echoed across the battlefield, their tones deepened with the aid of magic. The bustle of a wakening army shifted into a rush to arms. Warriors swallowed bowls of porridge and crammed down fistfuls of fresh-fried bacon, before scrambling to throw on armor and grab their weapons.

			Mandibor’s face sank and the stern expressions of his men faltered. He looked at Jaerd, fear etched across his features. “I don’t have much experience in real battles.” He lowered his eyes. “My one try could have ended better.”

			The shock Jaerd felt held his tongue for a moment. What he had planned to be a fiery argument with an arrogant, over-promoted fool, turned into advice for a scared young man with a great deal thrust upon his shoulders.

			Jaerd grabbed the Kirathi by his arms. “Go back to your men. Be forceful but fair, and get them in formation on that rise. You and your Range Riders cover the right flank. Your men move well enough together.” He met the nervous glances with a solid calmness. “We don’t know for certain they are coming down this side, but they’d be fools not to, and I don’t think we are dealing with fools.” Jaerd threw one thumb over his shoulder. “We will remain on this hilltop to await further orders. They will be passed to your chain-of-command immediately.”

			Mandibor and both his men saluted.

			“Good,” Jaerd said. “If the battle goes poorly and we lose communication, your job is to get as many men from any unit, back to the bridge. Burn it once the enemy sets foot on it. There are mages there for that purpose.”

			His fist slapping to his chest, Mandibor bowed his head. “Blessings of the Five Talismans on you, Captain. May we see each other on the other side.”

			Jaerd returned the salute and watched Mandibor and his aides jog away. He turned to his new lieutenant. “Send out the fastest rider we have left to find the supply train. They need to send another dozen men to Novon with news, and double their speed this way.”

			“Yes, sir!” The fresh lieutenant with a sergeant’s face dashed away.

			“Master Sergeant!” Jaerd turned to the former corporal standing at attention. “Get out to the supply wagons. Unhitch every horse and arm each teamster. Load every saddlebag with as much jerky, beans, and hardtack as they can. If we need to fall back, we won’t need the wagons slowing us down.” He waved at the base of their ridgeline. “Get them down there and ready to cover the army should they come running this way.”

			The Bluecloak’s face fell for a single moment, but then he snapped it back along with a second salute. “Yes, Captain!” He turned and dashed off toward the gathered wagons.

			Tomas Harte softly tapped his own chest with a fist. “Well done, Captain Westar. Be assured that Dorias, Gwelan, and I will have your back.”

			“Speaking of which…” Jaerd turned to look at the Ravenhawke. “…has your raven found the enemy?”

			Dorias shook his head, his face knotted in concentration. “The winds fight him, but he wings his way along their trail. They seem to have run all night.”

			Careful to keep his voice even despite the nerves tingling in his gut, Jaerd shifted the cloak on his shoulders. “Can your bird tell us anything of their numbers? Are they on both sides of the river?”

			The wizard’s eyes flashed open, their dark pools boring into Jaerd. “It is not like I’m flying right above them myself. We can only do so much.” He closed his eyes again, pinching his nose and brow. “There are some tracks on the eastern side of the river, but they are only of a few orcs on foot. Mandibor should be able to handle them.”

			“Good,” Jaerd whispered, relieving a bit of his nerves.

			Dorias increased the ferocity of his grimace. His forehead began to redden. “There is something else, something on the far side of the river with the greater part of their force.”

			“Wolves?” a fresh faced recruit asked. “I’ve heard that orcs ride wolves.”

			Jaerd could not help a laugh, a hollow sound in the breaking dawn. “Orcs don’t ride wolves. I’ve heard tell of them riding a goat, but that’s the worst.”

			“More trolls?” Tomas loosened his sword. “My range is limited because of the…interference from all the lives among the two armies. I cannot sense much beyond the flanks.”

			The wizard shook his head in obvious pain. “Bigger, I think.”

			Another horn blast sounded from below. With a hearty shout, Arathan’s army advanced at double-time, the pikemen churning up the river with their advance. Magical missiles of rock and fire followed a huge volley of arrows. The orcs remained in their trenches, and once the pikes made contact with their front ranks, the vast numbers of sword infantry surged forward, swarming into and over the orc trenches.

			Jaerd watched the butchery ensue down below. “By the Waters…”

			The orc horde remained in their pits and Arathan’s soldiers went down in to get them. In one place, the blue banner of Gannon followed a hundred swordsmen down into a trench, only to waver and fall, never to rise again. In another, the red stallion of House Adonara held firm, then advanced along the dugout, hundreds more soldiers flowing in behind.

			With each banner’s movement, a flash of weapons came. Scythe-like swords of black steel chopped against long, straight ones that glimmered in the early morning sun. Screams rose up to where Jaerd stood, followed by the same burned, bloody stench of the previous day’s killing. A fair hint of spilled guts hung in the wind, too. Jaerd grimaced at its rancid taste on his tongue.

			The abattoir raged for hours. Death reared its head over the entire horizon, as black, foul smoke billowed into the air. Even the heavy southerly breeze could not move it, so thick and leaden its pallor. Flames erupted from one covered pit, lifting earth, hides, and bodies into the air, both human and orc. The Thorny Tulip of the Duchess of Allanor followed the sailing ship of her house, thousands of men charging into the thicket of pointed stakes. Down into trenches draped with clawed bear paws they tumbled, and then up out the other side, though less in number. A throng of orc warriors met them at the second trench, and a bloody brawl ensued. At the far flank, a desperate charge of Bluecloak cavalry crashed into a battalion of orcs that had left cover to reinforce the center.

			“In the name of the Balance…” Tomas’ words were almost lost in the roar of battle. “He must mean to take their defenses for his own before the Mammoth Clan arrives.” He shook his head. “But he’s going to maul his own army down to a bare nub. We’ll have nothing left for them.”

			Jaerd lowered the spyglass through which he had watched the desperate struggle. “Would it not have served us better to secure our own position, wait for resupply, and let them come at us?”

			Tomas spat upon the ground in a rare flash of emotion. “Not if you are the great king, herald of a golden age, undefeated in seventy years of battles.” He closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth. When he opened his eyes, they had calmed, though a fire of just rage smoldered within them. “We must be ready for whatever comes.”

			A gasp sounded from the wizard behind them.

			“By the Waters and your Balance, Tomas, you are prophet as much as paladin.” Dorias shook his head as if he could not believe what he had seen. “Merl has found the Mammoth Clan.”

			The words did not challenge Jaerd’s courage so much as the man’s tone. It carried a hint not of fear, but of awe, as if it were something the great Ravenhawke had never seen before.

			“How many?” Jaerd feared his own question.

			The wizard shook his head. “Many thousands. I cannot be certain. However, that is not the worst of it.” Dorias looked over at Gwelan then turned to Tomas. “Remember what you once told me that you feared the orcs might one day learn to do, something potentially worse than their shamans using magic, something having to do with them roaming the Northlands?”

			A pale wave washed over the paladin’s face. “Yes…”

			Dorias pursed his lips. “Let’s just say that they are not called the Mammoth Clan for nothing.”

			The slow rumbling under Jaerd’s feet that he had attributed to the fierceness of the battle continued to grow. With it came a horrifying realization. “But they are extinct.”

			Gwelan Whitehand sniffed. “So were dragons.”

			Frustration limiting his words, Jaerd only whispered, “Blood in the bloody Waters…”

			The low rumble grew and soon Jaerd could feel it from the north – an almost imperceptible tremor in the grassy earth. The soldiers enmeshed in battle did not seem to notice. Before the tremor grew, a sudden blast of the king’s horn echoed over the landscape. A trill of four notes, repeated over and over, carried up to where Jaerd watched the fighting.

			A large portion of the king’s pikemen disengaged from the fight, shifting their position to face northward along the river. The archers and mages shifted position to protect the pikes, while the swordsmen kept up their butchery in the trenches. The cavalry tried to shift as well, looking for a position along the pikemen’s flank.

			“They don’t have enough room to maneuver,” Tomas said, his brow furrowing. “The cavalry will be useless.”

			Dorias shook his head. “I don’t think they will be that useful either way.” He pointed at the horizon. “Look…”

			Large humps appeared over the rim of the folds of grassland about a mile from the edge of the orc trenchworks. They swelled as they neared, their rusty brown color standing out against the drab switchgrass. More popped over the horizon, and as they neared, their sharp ivory tusks caught the sunlight, and their long sinewy trunks began to trumpet blasts that challenged the magical horns of King Arathan.

			Jaerd slapped his spyglass to his eye, and the great shaggy beasts leapt into the circle of his vision. “Mammoths…sweet Waters…real, live mammoths.”

			The rumble grew until even those engaged in the fight looked up from their killing to search for its source. Jaerd gasped as the herd swept over the last ridge, hundreds of wooly beasts running in a stampede. With his spyglass, he could see orcs running behind them with fiery brands, driving the stampede into a frenzy.

			The lines of pikemen began to buckle before the first mammoth crashed into their raised spears. Once the great beasts actually struck among them, the lines crumbled. A few mammoths crashed to the ground, impaled on many pikes, but far more trampled the men, crushing even their plate armor. Their tusks flashed about, skewing soldiers like meat on the spit. The mammoths bucked and reared, their thick legs coming down on heads and arms and chests. Their stampede slowed, bogged down by the spears of men. Dozens of russet mounds quivered feebly or lay still, spears and arrows sprouting from their hides. A hundred more thrashed about, desperate to continue their headlong flight through the forest of metal and death.

			Tomas Harte ground his teeth. “If they’d just open a path, the herd would rush through and beyond!”

			The mammoths carved their way through the two mile wide line of Gannonite soldiers, crushing anything that stood against them, and leaving great mounds of their dead behind, like russet islands rising from a sea of twisted Gannon blue. Through a more organic process, the soldiers below eventually took Tomas’ advice by just getting out of the way of the thrashing beasts. Eventually the hundred or so giants remaining cleared the battlefield, rampaging off to the south along the riverbank and trumpeting to the empty sky.

			The moment of relief Jaerd felt at seeing the herd flee dissipated as the bulk of Mammoth Clan warriors slammed into the flank of Arathan’s army. The pikes held solid for a while, but soon the pressure of what had to be almost a hundred thousand orcs began to drive them back. Jaerd watched the attacks from the Battlemage Corps grow desperate, flashing out with redoubled ferocity. When the infantry lines turned to aid the pikemen, the other orc clans rose up out of a thousand dugouts.

			Jaerd slapped his father’s spyglass shut and pulled back on his horse’s reins. “All the Fiery Hells are about to break out down there. We have to give them some cover to pull back.”

			Tomas Harte pointed at the Free City guard to the north. A pitched battle raged there with several thousand orcs on the eastern bank of the Gallond River. “They are engaged. We cannot pull out their reserves or everyone’s line of retreat will be cut off.” He gestured at the two thousand mounted teamsters just below. “Looks like they are all we have. Not much to turn this tide.”

			Jaerd watched the Gannonite heavy cavalry crash into the Mammoth Clan, cutting deep into their mass. But soon they were surrounded and struggling to fight their way back out.

			“We have to do something,” he said. “Tallen is down there, and after all we’ve been through, I’m not going to leave without trying to get him and Boris free.”

			A black dot shot out of the sky and resolved into Merl, fluttering to an unceremonious halt on Dorias’ shoulder. The raven puffed and fluttered his disheveled wings. He babbled a low gibberish while the wizard stroked his feathers into place.

			“We will be with you, Captain.” Dorias cast a penetrating gaze at Jaerd. “I have a great deal of fondness for your brother, myself.”

			Tomas loosened his sword in its sheath. “Arathan be damned. I’ll not be at the back of this fight any longer.”

			Gwelan clanged his swords together in agreement and Jaerd’s two new aides offered him a solid salute.

			“Then let’s do it.” Jaerd nudged his horse down the ridge and to the front of the waiting Bluecloak teamsters. “Well, men,” he shouted, “you’ve been feeding all these others and keeping the clothes on their backs for weeks. Now it’s time for you to pull their arse from the Fires, too!”

			A laugh bubbled up into a cheer from the soldiers.

			“We aim for the king’s van!” He lifted Shar’leen on high, her steel catching the midday sun in a sharp glimmer. “Cut our way through anything that tries to stop us. Once a path is clear, we take it back out. We regroup right here!” He pulled his horse around to face the battle. “For Arathan and Gannon!”

			Shouts of both names followed him when he charged, along with the rumble of two thousand cavalry. Jaerd drowned thoughts of their change in profession as they hit the water’s edge, though most had at one time served in combat units. Driving the wagons is usually a job for men too old to fight every day, but still too young to completely retire.

			Those were the last conscious thoughts in his mind as the river gave way to the waves of battle. Orcs and men had become enmeshed, any previous lines of battle washed away. Separate units fought in isolated skirmishes. Broken weapons stuck up out of the fallen bodies and the muddy ground, washed to a deep crimson by the flow of blood making its way to the river.

			Jaerd swung at any enemies to come within reach of his sword, many surprised to find a cavalry charge riding through the Humans’ center. Those Gannonites he passed rallied at his call, pushing back together and attempting to cohere into a solid mass.

			Most of Jaerd’s focus, however, remained on the mass of noble flags at the center of the fight. The Battlemage Corps had been split away by the charge of the wild mammoth herd, and now tried to fight their way back through a wedge of orc warriors and shamans. Most of his teamsters had been caught up assisting other units or stopped by enemies. Tomas and Dorias were nowhere in sight. I can get there, though!

			“This way!” He waved a now bloodied Shar’leen over his head to signal whoever gathered near him. “For Gavanor!”

			The battle whisked by, any black-armored shapes that came too close receiving a swift taste of his steel. The clangor fell to the wayside and the only sounds he heard were the beating of his heart and the pounding of his horse’s hooves. Or maybe he just felt them, along with the occasional ring from Shar’leen. Nothing else mattered – until he saw Tallen.

			On a low rise, his brother sat mounted on his palfrey. Maddi hung on behind, her face frozen in a mix of anger and fear. Tallen concentrated only on the orc army before him, lashing out with unseen blasts that threw ten warriors a dozen paces, followed by a fork of lightning that sent an entire company running. No emotion crossed his brother’s face, but Jaerd could see the exhaustion.

			“Tallen!”

			Jaerd waved and Maddi saw him. She spoke into Tallen’s ear and he nodded, but did not relent in his focused attacks.

			“Where are Tomas and Dorias?” he shouted.

			“They are coming.” Jaerd looked back to see only about two hundred of his mounted teamsters, along with Lieutenant Roper and Sergeant Maidson. “They were caught up by the battle along with most of my men.”

			Before Tallen responded, Earl Boris Mourne, followed by a few dozen Bluecloaks, charged up Balthar, his sword running with blood. He returned Jaerd’s quick salute but his face was black. “The king is dead.”

			The shock at his simple words did not register in Jaerd’s brain for several moments. Then it dawned on him that the world had changed, no matter the outcome of the battle. The man who had reined since before Jaerd’s father was born now lay dead somewhere on the battlefield. He held his breath. Then he looked up at the earl he knew as his commander.

			“Then it is your field, My Lord.” Jaerd bowed his head at the man almost everyone in the kingdom knew was Arathan’s son. “What would you have us do?”

			Boris’ chin faltered, but only for a second. Then the earl lifted his head. “We must abandon the battle. We are overmatched and outnumbered. Nothing will be left of us if we don’t make it back across the Gallond.” He turned to the men behind him. “Pass the word. Retreat to the wagons. Make it organized, but make it hasty. We’ll regroup on the other side and make them come at us.” Boris shifted in his saddle to look at Jaerd and Tallen. “I’ll need you two to help me break through to the Battlemages. Joslyn can then—”

			A low horn broke the earl’s words while his messengers darted off to different parts of the battlefield. The orcs surged forward and another rumble broke from out of their trenches. Jaerd swung to find its source, fearing that dragons had been loosed upon them now.

			Not more than a hundred yards from where they stood, a mass of horses shot up out of the trenchworks. Clinging to their bridles and manes were orc warriors, each with their face painted as black as their armor. They whooped and shouted, and the horses threw their heads about, as wild as their riders.

			“Great Balance!” Boris’ thick jaw hung loose in disbelief. “What is this madness?”

			The orc cavalry charged straight for them. The horses thrashed and many of the riders lost their mounts. Tallen threw fire among them to further startle the horses, some catching their manes and tails aflame.

			“That’s a Highspur saddle,” Jaerd whispered to himself as they neared. “Come on men! Let’s break these fools.”

			As he turned to lead the cavalry forward, the few mounted orcs that had come closest threw strange, reflective objects into the air. An orc with a boar banner flying over his head tossed one directly at Jaerd. He held up the buckler on his reins hand and the object crashed against it. Another struck near Tallen’s feet, breaking into shards of broken glass. More crashed into Boris and his men, one struck the earl on his face, shattering and leaving a small trickle of blood.

			“What the—” Jaerd felt a sudden sickness in his stomach and his sense of balance fled him. He swayed in his saddle and his vision tunneled. “Wh—”

			The muddy ground rushed up to smash into his numbed face.
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			The vagaries of Hadonese politics and the twisted intertwining of their royal and sub-royal families were far more complicated than the relationships between the noble houses of Gannon. Dozens of ambassadors have spent years taking apart their histories, with little success in weeding out all the connections. The current emperor, Jahram Alari il’Hasin, is descended from two of the oldest of these families, House Alari and House Hasin. Both have seated emperors in Hadon’s long history. Many hope that with the eventual succession of his newborn eldest son, who adds in a third powerful house through his mother, a great deal of this historical tension and bloodshed will be abated. – “History of Gannon, Appendix B” by Elyn Bravano

			 

			Khalem Shadar smelled Daynon before its first docks appeared along the twisted delta of the Great River Andon. Fish and fires, sweat and spices, urine and sewers and all the flowers of spring. The only thing missing is the smell of dust and sand, or I might think I was home.

			“A great city has a scent of its own, my friend.” He nudged the elf beside him. “And each one is different. Gavanor smells more of grain and horse than sea. My home is much like this, though not nearly so wet a stench.” He shrugged. “After almost nine years on the frontier, I suppose any city feels like home.”

			Gael Calais lifted a white eyebrow. “Was not your mother from Katharoon?”

			Khalem nodded, though thoughts of his mother washed the smile from his features. “Yes. However, I was only allowed to travel along the Jungle Rivers once before she died.” He stared over the riverboat’s prow. “My father forbade it.”

			“I am sorry, Khalem. Many of us pay for the sins of our fathers, Elf and Human alike.”

			His inquisitive nature taking hold of him, Khalem leaned against the rail. “Your father is an icon of history. Did you know him well?”

			Gael shook his head. “I was his last child. He did not live long after my birth. He invested so much life in his children. When Varana’s mother died during the Cataclysm, it changed him.” The elf picked at a small splinter of wood. “The singing of A’Valen took a great deal of life from him as well. He was already frail when he took my mother as his new wife, though I don’t think he truly loved her. He just felt a dire need to have more children before he passed.”

			Sympathy welling up inside him for another prodigal son, Khalem patted the elf’s shoulder. “I am the child of a second marriage as well. I know some of what you mean.”

			Gael smiled. “We do have much in common, despite the sour history between our peoples. Perhaps there is a greater lesson in that.”

			Turning back to the swiftly approaching docks, Khalem reflected on Gael’s words. I have served with this elf for near a decade, and I know so little of him. The dark water slid by, and before he realized it, the soft bump of the boat against the wharf drew him from his reverie.

			“Come,” Gael said with a wave at the myriad of boats and ships surrounding them. “I will find the nearest elven ship and it will take us on our journey – first to my homeland, and then it will take you on to yours.”

			Khalem laughed. “Unless we find a stout Hadonese voyager first. Then it will take us with even greater haste to our destinations.”

			The first few steps onto the wharves took some getting used to when Khalem left the slow swaying of the riverboat. Gael seemed to need no such time, for his steady strides never stalled from boat to dock. He looked back at Khalem and gave him a moment to catch his legs.

			They walked along the main pier, careful to avoid the stevedores as they unloaded the cargoes of a dozen nations. But the dockmen did not chant their usual rhythmic songs, and the watchmen held their weapons at the ready. No children splashed in the empty boat slips, and no old men cast fishing lines into the waters. “King Arathan’s march west has left a quieter capital than I remember when last I was here.”

			“It has been even longer for me,” Gael replied, “though I do remember far more bustle. Having seen Arathan’s force when we passed through Gavanor, I have little doubt that a great deal of the population of Daynon are now marching through the Wastes.”

			Khalem shook his head. A warning tingle itched at the back of his neck. “It’s something else, too. I cannot point my dagger to it. Perhaps it is just the worry of folks at home while loved ones go to war.” He examined the wharves, noting the many empty berths. “Even commerce knows war is at hand.” Something else nagged at the corner of his perception. “We should have passed a half dozen Hadonese ships by now. I’ve seen Jahadi, Yurians, Jade Islanders – even one ship flying Dwarven colors, but none of my own people.”

			“That is strange. The Empire does more trade here than anyone.” Gael squinted, examining the rows of docked ships in Daynon harbor. “I see a ship from Valen two piers down. Let us go there and I will question her captain and crew.”

			His sense of unease only grew as Khalem followed the elf past hundreds of workers and their ships. Half a dozen flavors of Common shouted at one another, yet none of the voices were in his native tongue. More than a few sailors glared at him. When they approached the bone-white lifewood ship, a cluster of Elf sailors stood on the docks to meet them.

			Gael offered them a wave of greeting. “Hail, Bolaris Draevin, Captain of the Stormspray. It has been long decades since I last stood upon her polished decks. In the name of my brother, Prince Adaan Calais, I require that we set sail as immediately as you can weigh anchor.” He inclined his head toward the already glowering sailors. “A great tragedy has befallen in the west, as you likely know. We must both be taken to our homelands so that we may raise armies to aid the men of Gannon.”

			Khalem lowered into a deep bow, even though hateful demeanor of the elves followed him. “I am Khalem Shadar il’Hasin, youngest legitimate son of Emperor Jahram Alari il’Hasin. I will—”

			The elf captain took a half step forward, his hand dipping to his dagger. “You are the son of the bloody Emperor himself?”

			His squint shifting to an angry scowl, Gael placed his hand on Khalem’s forearm. “Captain! I will insist you offer more respect to my friend. Not only is he royalty, but he is also a hero of Highspur, and a messenger from its dead garrison.” He sliced his hand through the air. “You will not insult him.”

			Captain Draevin bowed his head. “I am sorry, my Lord. I meant no disrespect to you or your honored family. Nor do I doubt the heroism of those who died at Highspur.” He lifted his eyes toward Gael, a fire lit in their turquoise glow. “But I cannot offer respect to the son of a murderer – a slayer of children.”

			Khalem stepped back. “Captain, few know my father’s potential for cruelty more than I, but why do you speak of him with such venom?”

			The captain looked back to Gael, the rage in his expression fading only slightly. “Valen burns, my Lord, and it is the Empire of Hadon that burns it.”
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			Khalem shifted on the hard plank. Though grained and shaped like wood, it felt like fine porcelain to the touch and hardest stone to a punch. The rawness on his knuckles attested to that.

			A knock came at the lifewood door just a few inches from his face.

			“I have never heard of a jailor knocking, but I suppose you had just as well enter.”

			Gael stood behind the door when it opened out. A worried frown nestled on his smooth elven brow. “I am sorry, my friend. At least I convinced them not to use the chains. Even forged of lifewood, they are a cruel affair.” He handed Khalem a waterskin and a small satchel. “Cheese and dried fish…and some dates, I believe from your homeland.” Gael’s face dipped even further. “I doubt the crew would eat them now anyway.”

			Khalem took a careful sip of water, moving with the sway of the ship. “Do you know what has happened on Valen?” He wiped his chin with a sleeve. “Have my people truly invaded the Verdant Isle?”

			Uncertainty and fear played on Gael’s normally stoic face. “A few days ago they landed on the southern shores near Faegull. That city was taken, and now a large force of Sunguard roam the southern vineyards.”

			A sense of doom creeping up from his gut, Khalem searched Gael’s face. “And now we sail for Valen.”

			“Not yet.” Gael tapped his finger on the lifewood planks. “Our mission is to first hunt for any more Hadonese ships. Apparently their fleet was broken up by a large storm and only about half made landing. The rest were scattered across the Bay of Hope.” He looked at every part of the cell except for Khalem’s face. “The mission of the Stormspray is to hunt down and sink any Hadonese vessel they can find between Daynon and Deephaven.”

			His aching heart pounding heavily in his chest, Khalem reached out to Gael. “Please, my friend, you must convince your captain to take me to Valen. I will meet with whoever commands this army and negotiate a peace.” He leaned forward, almost grasping at Gael’s tunic. “There must be some dreadful mistake.”

			As the words came out of his mouth, Khalem knew them to be untrue. Father could easily have ordered this. It is no worse than what he did to my mother’s father and his people.

			Sad images of his mother played through his mind, blurry with time. He thought of the story she had told him once, on a dark night when he was very young – the story of a young girl, hiding while listening to her mother and brother being killed in the next room. And then the old emperor took her to wife, to claim my grandfather’s kingdom.

			Khalem looked up at the sad expression on Gael’s face. “I am sorry, my friend. I swear, by Krina of my mother’s people and High Madrahn of my father’s, I will do whatever I can to stop this atrocity.”

			Gael clenched his hands around the white bars. “I don’t know if one man, even a prince, will be enough.”

			A loud boom shook the timbers of the elven ship. A bell began to ring on deck.

			His eyes spreading wide, Gael looked behind him, down the long hold on the bottom deck. “It looks like we may have already found one of your people’s ships.” Another boom rattled the planks. “I must get up there.”

			Khalem sighed. “Go. Help your people. I would help them too, but they seem to want to cut my throat as much as take a glass of water from me.”

			Gael bowed his head and then closed the brig door.

			A few moments later another boom rang out, bouncing Khalem in his seat. He reached out against the door to steady himself and it swung open. Gael did not set the latch…

			He pushed it farther open to get a look. Only a few beams of light filtered into the lower hold from the gangway. Khalem searched the dimness, seeing nothing but stacked casks and crates. He slipped down the narrow path in between the cargo and up the first few steps.

			Two explosions followed in quick succession in the distance. Must be mages on both ships.

			On the second level, he heard the shouts of battle and smelled smoke. Before he could mount the final stairs up to the deck, a loud crash sounded from above, ripping away a chunk of the deck. Two elves fell through, one dead from a shattered plank through his heart, the other lolling on the edge of consciousness. Khalem pulled him up against a sack and helped him to a sip from his waterskin.

			Another explosion shook the ship, and the elf blinked. Khalem realized it was the captain.

			“Hadoner!” The captain spat blood onto the white deck planking. “You…you are free.”

			The clear ring of metal on metal sounded from above, as well as the thud of feet landing on the upper deck.

			Khalem handed the waterskin to Captain Draevin, stood, and pulled a cutlass from a rack nearby. “I will show you that honor lives in Hadon.”

			He dashed up onto the foredeck into the middle of chaos. Hadonese Sunguard fought hand to hand with elves armored in shining steel. Mages on raised platforms shot fire back and forth between the two ships, which were almost close enough to leap from deck to deck without the aid of boarding ropes. The Hadonese cog burned in several places, while the hard lifewood of the elven ship had blackened in only one spot.

			Shock and fear welling within him to the point of panic, Khalem searched about, hoping to find Gael. He saw the elf lord close pressed by two of Khalem’s countrymen armed with spears. Gael’s knives ripped through the air, catching both spears at every stab.

			Charging the attackers, Khalem knocked one of the Sunguard spears away. “Stop! I command it!”

			The man’s grimace of rage shifted to a startled look when he realized he did not face an elf. “Who are you to command me thus?”

			His heart thumping, Khalem shouted out in his native version of Common. “I am Prince Khalem Shadar il’Hasin, son of your emperor, and I command you to halt this attack!”

			The soldier paused, as did his companion, the expressions on their faces unreadable. Gael stepped closer to Khalem, his knives still on guard.

			“But you are dead,” the second soldier answered.

			Khalem grinned. “Not anymore.”

			The first guard drew back his spear. “Not for long.” He drove the weapon forward. “Faroud!”

			Parrying the spear with one swift move, Khalem turned to riposte and drove his cutlass into the man’s skull. The second spearman moved at him, but Gael cut the man down with a swift dodge and stabs to the throat.

			The next few minutes remained a blur for Khalem. He cut down two more of his countrymen before the battle ended, barely holding his gorge as he did so. When the fight was over, he ran to the rail and lost what little food he had eaten. The burning Hadonese cog, floating away and belching black smoke, eventually collapsed and sank beneath the waves. Several bodies bobbed alongside among the flotsam. Khalem straightened to avoid seeing their faces.

			Gael stood close by, a sympathetic expression on his face. The captain hobbled up from below with the help of one of his mates. He scowled in Khalem’s general direction, but his relief at seeing his ship still intact won over.

			Gael turned to the wounded elf. “I don’t think there is a need to keep my friend locked up any longer.” Before the captain could respond, he looked to Khalem. “The one shouted ‘Faroud’. Do you know what that means?”

			The exhilaration of battle ended with a dreadful certainty of what Khalem had done. His heart sank as he looked down at the Hadonese soldier he had killed. A great uneasiness swelled up into his chest, and he clasped his hand as it began to shake. “It means my entire family is betrayed. Somehow my foul cousin has come to leadership within the Empire. This is not good. He makes my father look like a pristine monk.” Khalem chewed on his lip. “I have allowed myself to be exiled for far too long.”

			Nodding his head, Gael cleaned and sheathed his weapons. “Once again, the same could be said for us both.”
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			Many doubt me or call me a madman, but I tell you dragons do still exist. – “The Tarmor Bestiary” by Dorias Ravenhawke

			 

			Groovax stretched his wings against the breeze, gaining a little more altitude. Had there been any clouds he would have risen above them, but the sky was as blue as the sea far below etched with tiny ripples, like million faceted sapphire. The sun reflected off his golden scales, and he stretched his wings to take in its warmth.

			In the distance, a small hump of darkness rose out of the endless ocean. A craggy promontory of black volcanic stone covered with the deep green of tropical forest resolved itself, and Groovax veered towards it. The sea winds gave him such speed that he soon closed in on the lonely island. He banked and slowed, using a trickle of his power to ease himself into a spiral that slowly descended into the smoking mouth of the ancient volcano.

			When his feet grasped rock, he folded his wings back along his arm and over his shoulder, while leaning forward on this thickly padded knuckle. Beyond the sulfurous scent of brimstone, a musky, more familiar aroma rose to his nose. It brought up memories of hunting lessons, and long songs of the history of dragons. Groovax snorted and crawled toward the dark cave looming nearby.

			A loud snort and belch of smoke rolled out to meet him.

			“So you have returned to me.” Arravox’s thick, basso voice rolled out toward him, still as strong as ever. “After a century, you find your way back to your father.” A head with horns twice the size of Groovax’s rose from behind a lip of the cave, covered in emerald and bronze scales. The great dragon’s green eyes focused. “I had forgotten how much you look like your mother. It has been too long, my son.”

			Groovax bowed his head and sinewy neck. “It has, father. The world gets away from us…in more ways than one.”

			The elder dragon heaved out of his cave on scarred forearms and battered wings. He drew in a deep breath of his son’s scent, and then leaned forward until they touched foreheads for a brief second before Arravox backed away “I have sensed as much. So the great wraiths have returned, have they? That young fool Leolan’s trap didn’t last for a tenth of the time he promised.”

			Groovax shook his mane. “Some of our kindred have joined with the orc host Galdreth has created. They answered the Dragonsoul’s call. Quite a few died, and now most of the rest hide with what little treasure they gathered.” He curled his lip in distaste. “Vordrex led them, but now he cowers in the Dragonscales for all that I can tell.”

			A bellowing laugh emerged from deep in Arravox’s throat. “That black bastard has been a fang in my neck since the Wars. He was ever enamored with Galdreth’s promises of treasure.” He laughed again. “After all these years, I would bet his trove still does not glitter nearly so well as mine – earned without betraying our race to dark powers.”

			Uncertainty looming in the back of his mind, Groovax watched the elder dragon coil his tail as he sat. “I need your help, father. We must stop Galdreth. The Chaos released has already begun to spin the world out of control.”

			Arravox scoffed, and the sound echoed throughout the volcano’s caldera. “What world? All I see is a quiet island and an ocean full of fish.”

			“Father, I—”

			The old dragon flung out his wings. A few tattered holes lined the leathery membranes. “Come, my son. I have been sleeping for weeks. Let us hunt together. We will see if you remember what I taught you so long ago.”

			Dust whirled into the air as Arravox beat his wings. Groovax felt the flow of power as his father lifted into the air. A few strong flaps and he cleared the volcano’s rim, his yellow, chipped teeth showing from behind a grin.

			Groovax leaped after him, pounding his wings and drawing at his power in order to keep up. If I pester him, his mood will go sour. For now I will placate the old beast, and we will see if his mood softens.

			Nothing broke the undulating surface of the ocean save the island and a few white caps stirred up by the breeze. Groovax blinked at how far ahead his father already flew. A warm feeling spread through his massive heart. The Ancient One can still soar.

			He rushed forward, thrumming his wings in time with his mighty heart. His power streamed out behind him, aiding his surge. Soon he could almost reach out to nip his father’s long, streaming tail.

			Arravox’s great voice carried over the wind. “I often find Bluefin along this underwater ridge. One of the reasons I chose this island as my home. That, and the isolation. Bringing my trove here was quite a task.” He tilted his wing and peeled to one side and Groovax followed. “The volcano is mostly extinct. The hot spot moved some ages ago, for I sense a new island almost touching the surface not far to the south. Perhaps, in another few thousand years when you are ready to retire from this world of yours, it might be ready for you.” His father laughed in the wind. “Perhaps we shall be old neighbors.”

			Groovax snorted then turned to the waters below. His sharp gaze picked out large schools, flashing about in the depths. The smaller fish moved toward the surface and the bigger ones followed. One held still for a split second, orienting itself for a charge at the ball of sardines, and Groovax folded his wings. He turned and darted toward the sea, his power giving his dive speed.

			The water rushed around him with a splash, but he did not slow. The huge tuna shot forward, and Groovax caught it with his jaws, clenching tight against the wet, slippery fish. He curved his wings and pushed with his power, shooting out of the water. He pounded for air and tossed the tuna high into the sky. A deep breath and another twist of his power and flame seared the outside of the fatty fish, leaving a meaty, smoky scent on the breeze. He clamped down, swallowing the fish in three delicious bites. A few wing beats later and he hovered near his father.

			Arravox lifted one eye ridge. “You saved none for me?”

			The old dragon flipped backward and hurtled down into the water. Groovax circled above, watching his father through the crystal blue as he flashed out with teeth and claws. He came up with a tuna in his mouth and a shark twice as large in his hind claws. He beat for air and tossed the tuna, consuming it raw and whole.

			Groovax sniffed. I have not smelled his flame in a long time.

			Arravox flew by. “Come. We’ll share this toothy monster back at my cave…and talk further of your concerns.”

			The flavor of the shark did not please as much as the tuna, but Groovax thought back to the last time he had split a kill with his father. That warm feeling in his heart spread to the tips of his wings. “We have not done this in centuries.”

			Arravox ripped a fin free and gobbled it down. “A millennium. It was before the war when last we shared a freshly hunted meal.” He picked a hunk of shark meat from behind a sharp tooth with his pointed claw. Arravox sucked it down. “That was my war, Groovax. And I paid dearly for it. A hundred of your elder brothers and sisters flew out with me to aid the Elves, and none of them returned. Only me.” He hung his head, the shark no longer interesting him. “I came home to your mother alone, and only you and Melvax had remained with her. You were dragonlings then, unable to even make fire yet. But she could never forgive me the loss of all our brood.” He looked up at Groovax. “I would have died to keep her love, sad truth that it is.”

			Settling back, Groovax let his father speak, unwilling to interrupt the rare voluntary offering.

			“When she died, my heart broke all over again, and I swore I would never mate with another.” The ancient green dragon settled back on his haunches. “Your uncle Vordrex mated enough for both of us.”

			Groovax thumped a knuckle on the stone. “He is barely older than I, and a dark heart to match his scales at that.”

			The elder dragon snorted and went back to his meal. “He is your problem then, even if he is my youngest brother. He chose Galdreth long ago, and I think he has always regretted it. But his pride is too great – too great to allow him to admit his choice was wrong.” He snapped a piece of shark. “He will hunt this prey to the end.”

			Picking at the tender cheeks of the shark, Groovax nodded. “I understand, Father.”

			Arravox stopped eating to gaze at his son. “You are almost as strong as I ever was, and twice as smart. You get that from your mother.” He butted his head on Groovax’s shoulder. “Pick your allies well. Stand for what you believe. I am too old to do it. Besides, none of my allies are still alive.”

			Groovax sat still, his father’s words echoing in his head. A pensive warning echoed at the edge of Arravox’s advice. And just who among the living are my allies?
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			Death darkens every man’s door. – Caladrius Dreamwalker

			 

			Lord Doctor Tymin Marten smacked his dry lips, his tongue like a wad of sandpaper in his mouth. He scrabbled about in the loose scree for a grip with his one unblemished hand. Finding a solid rock to grab on to, he pulled himself forward another few inches. The tattered velvet of his cape caught on a twisted piece of armor, causing his silver broach to jab into his neck. He thrashed about with his mangled hand, missing two fingers and still leaking blood. The clasp came loose, as did his cape, and he dragged himself an inch or two farther. This time when he flailed with his good hand, he felt the damp lap of the edge of the Gallond.

			“Water,” he croaked.

			Marten slapped his wet fingers against his lips, ignoring the grit and mud to suck at the sweet wetness. Another strong pull and his face rested in the mud, with little ripples of river water lapping against his forehead. He swallowed sand as he sucked, causing most of it to come right back out in a vomitous cough. Once he regained control, he pulled himself deeper into the river, and then drank greedily. The water tasted of blood, but Marten did not care. His only desire was to slake his agonizing thirst.

			A few minutes later, he had pulled himself over to lean against a boulder to watch the eastern sky darken. I dragged myself twenty yards across that battlefield, through guts and muck and rent steel. It’s only a few thousand more across the grassland.

			“If only I still had my beautiful legs,” he whined as he looked down at the bloody stumps below his knees. “If only I had the strength to heal my feet back.”

			I should be dead.

			“Damn that beast that trampled me!”

			Through the haze of pain and despair, a piece of Marten realized that he spoke to himself – that madness was the only thing left to him. Knowing that accepting his fate would crush the last of his spirit, he let the madness take him, embracing it like a savior.

			He flopped over on one side, the pain mostly a dull ache that covered his entire body. His psahn leaked out of him just as his blood did. But I have drained the energies of many…

			“And my life force is still strong!”

			A wracking cough tore through him, bringing up a small spray of blood that was lost against the already crimsoned ground. Once it came under control, his breath returned in weaker gasps. A warm numbness coursed through his remaining limbs, and his mind wandered around the edge of strange dreams. Marten felt himself drift away and he realized he did not care.

			Tearing through the sense of calm, a cold, icy grip manhandled him back to consciousness. “Oh, you don’t get off that easy, Lord Doctor.” The voice remained calm and quiet in his ear, but its chilling tone drove fear of darker things than death into his heart. “I marched all the way out here dressed as a fool infantryman with three jobs to do, and the orcs pretty much handled them for me. They took Arathan’s head, leaving me nothing there. It looks as if the bastard is their prisoner, out of my reach for now. Thank the Source that they only took your legs. And praise it that there are plenty of horses left for me to ride back to civilization.”

			Marten struggled to open his eyes, but their weight pressed down on his entire head. He felt a sucking sensation at his psahn and thrashed about against it.

			“Oh, you’ve tasted many, haven’t you, my Lord?” The calm voice chuckled as if it were owned by an old friend. “Though, I mostly smell street urchins and wine-soaked beggars on you. For shame, doctor. Our gift is such a rare and powerful one. To waste it on the weak is…well…a terrible waste.” The voice made a clucking noise, scolding Marten like a disappointed teacher. “I have drained archdukes and princes, wizards and priests. I have tasted a woman who gave birth a dozen times, and a virgin not far into her blossoming.” Marten imagined a ghastly face smile behind his closed eyelids. “And now I will drain you.”

			Marten heaved backward and with a last, desperate thrust of his Talent, threw up a shield similar to the one used by Maddi. The desperation in his heart strengthened his psahn, and a desire to live rekindled in his heart. He squeezed all of his strength into protecting himself, but a sad, scared piece of his spirit cried out that it would never be enough.

			“Well, now, isn’t that something new and interesting.” The voice paused for a moment. “Yes…very interesting. I wonder…where did you learn that, dear doctor?”

			“My…my student,” Marten grunted through dying lips. “She is ss…stronger than I ever…ever. I ssshould have…”

			He could not force his mouth to work. Fear of his life essence being drained drove him to struggle, however futile his efforts might be. His anxious heartbeats drove more bleeding from his wounds, and Marten felt himself weaken further. He gasped for heavy breaths and the air reeked of his own death.

			“Hmmm…perhaps I will find this student of yours when I return to Daynon.” The voice came closer, now hovering near his ear. “Perhaps I will insist that she be a part of my reward since I have been robbed of the life force of a king and an earl, and most of that of a Lord Doctor.”

			The shield Marten had thrown up shattered at a stab of the assassin’s psahn, not just because his own life force was weak, but because the voice held a Talent beyond anything Marten had ever sensed. It crumpled every ounce of his defenses and grabbed his psahn like a mastiff shaking a ragdoll. The assassin sucked it from him, and Marten no longer had the will to resist.

			“Oh, I had so hoped for an epic battle – a test of wills between two…well not equals obviously, but at least someone who might have offered me a challenge.” A soft sigh followed Tymin Marten into oblivion. “Perhaps if I can find this student of yours…”
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			Peace is only wrought through victory. – Wild Tiger

			 

			Slar leaned against the freshly carved stone parapet. Early summer spread across the Northlands before him in a splash of colorful wildflowers, dancing with the grasses in the soft breeze. Beyond the last pines, the rolling hills of sun-warmed tundra stretched to the horizon. Most of the straggling conifer trees had been cleared around the new gate, as yet without a wall. It marked the outer limits of the new city that sprang up around the base of Dragonsclaw. Slar’s private chamber stood well above it, carved into one of the upper faces of the tunneled-out mountain.

			“It’s still not high enough for me to avoid the smell of all those Mammoth Clan fools.” He spat over the edge, watching the gobbet drop toward the distant collection of new buildings and field tents. “They win one battle and think the glory is all theirs. Thank the Flames most of them remain at Highspur.”

			Otherwise, the rest of us would be outnumbered.

			The doeskin curtain separating his terrace from the inner chamber fluttered aside and Tealla stepped out to join him. Her eyes met his for one moment, then lowered.

			“Your son, Sharrog awaits at your door, my Warchief.” Her fiery gaze again met his. “He asks to speak with you.”

			The sourness in his stomach at thoughts of the Mammoth Clan faded. “Bring him to me.”

			Tealla bowed and disappeared. Moments later, Sharrog walked out on the terrace with a frown.

			“Why so dour, my son?”

			The young orc’s features wore much more than the year and a half of toil they had spent in Galdreth’s service. “You should see the lines on your own visage, Father.” He leaned against the stone, carved with dragons and flames. “Our victory lies sour in my stomach. I should rejoice at smashing the Human army. I should rejoice for my kin who died as honored warriors.” Sharrog pulled on the thick gold ring in his ear. “But all I can see is the numbers who have died. Even though the enemy fled, our own horde was so weakened by the battle that we were forced to return to the Northlands. We did not even plunder their cities or chase their survivors into a hole.”

			Slar shrugged. “It was the command of Galdreth. You were there when our master appeared to Sargash and me after the battle.” The painful old acquaintance in his gut flared at thoughts of Galdreth and of Sargash. “Tonight we will unite Galdreth with the vessel. Then we will have time to gather another harvest, and next spring we will swing southward with an even greater host than last time. Only there will be nothing to stop us until we reach their walled city of Gavanor.”

			Placing both hands on the rail, Sharrog stared out over the summer-painted Northland tundra. “Grindar once told me your reasons for following Galdreth. That only by uniting the clans to move southward could you save the Boar Clan from the encroachments of the others. I see the wisdom of this.” He turned to look at Slar. “But now our clan is even weaker than before, and the Mammoths are many times stronger. The Rams and the Wolf are decimated even more than we. Only the Bear and Snake could challenge them, and they are their closest friends.” Sharrog looked down at the swarm of builders and warriors far below. “I fear that this halt is to allow Mammoth to consolidate their power before moving southward. I fear they may well try to eliminate you.”

			Though he felt no mirth, Slar forced a laugh. “Sargash would never harm me. I am Galdreth’s chosen Warchief.”

			Sharrog’s frown deepened. “That’s what I fear most.”

			His son’s words shook Slar to his core. They brought up thoughts he had tamped down after their close victory at the Gallond. The fiery knot in his gut burst into a searing flame. A hint of blood rose to his tongue and Slar felt a sudden urge to vomit. He spat over the side of the mountain, away from his son to hide the spittle’s pinkness.

			“You should rest and eat well before tonight’s ceremony.” Slar wiped his chin. “I want you to lead the Boar soon. Maybe someday lead all clans. Meet me here an hour after sunset and we will go down to the chamber with the shamans together.”

			The young warrior bowed, turned, and left through the doeskin curtain.

			Slar watched the orcs working at the foot of Dragonsclaw for a while, but the preponderance of Mammoth Clan banners moving among them kept the pain in his gut from settling. And I still left half of them at Highspur.

			He spat one last time, and then passed back into his chambers. Tealla stood there with a silver cup filled with chilled goat’s milk. He downed it and handed the cup back with a smile.

			“Your smile is so handsome,” she commented. “I see it so rarely these days

			Slar barked a laugh. “A chieftain rarely smiles, and a Warchief even less.”

			Tealla turned to set the cup down next to a massive chest. Heaving it open, she pulled out a piece of twisted silver and flashing opals. “Does not the crown of your enemy make you want to smile? Or perhaps we could stroll down and view his head where it rests on a brand new spike?” She dug further in, lifting up another piece of twisted metal, this one set with a diamond and hung upon a snapped leather thong. “Or this medallion, taken from the vessel himself?”

			Slar grabbed her wrist and she dropped it back into the chest. “You should not speak of such things out loud. The vessel is not to be announced until after the joining.” He shook his head. “The people will not follow a human until they witness Galdreth’s power within him. I should not have told you.”

			Tealla lifted her other hand to caress his cheek. “You should tell me everything, for I will tell others nothing, and they think that’s all I know. I am the only counselor you have with no possibility of replacing you.” She leaned her head against his chest. “I’m the only one you should completely trust. You lifted me up when none other would.”

			“I can also trust my son,” Slar whispered, watching on the exit from his chambers.

			Leaning back, Tealla looked up at him. “I think so – for now. But sometimes sons can become ambitious, with hopes of replacing a powerful father too quickly.” She patted his chest. “I do not think Sharrog is that sort by any means, but men can change.”

			Slar nodded. “You offer wisdom. That is another reason why I trust you with so much. Only one of my wives ever offered good counsel, and she is long passed on to the Halls of Fire.”

			An enticing smile curling at her lips, Tealla ran a red-lacquered claw along his cheek. “I can only hope you honor me someday by making me your wife, but know that I am forever content with just having you.”

			Slar leaned in to kiss her with a deep passion, and then nip about her ears. They collapsed onto his fur-stacked bed and relieved each other of the tensions that had built up within them. Almost an hour later, they still lay there, peacefully at rest and in each other’s arms.

			Staring at the painted flames upon his ceiling, Slar’s thoughts drifted to the chest, its various contents, and the prisoners far below who owned them.

			“I must speak with them,” he said to Tealla, though he was not certain why.

			“Who? The shamans?”

			He gestured toward the chest. “The humans who carried those treasures.”

			Tealla rose up on one elbow. “Do those trinkets haunt you the way they haunt me?”

			His inner doubts rising at her words, Slar tilted his head at the woman. “What do you mean?”

			She flashed her claws through the air. “Are they worth all the deaths dealt to get them? Are they worth one of your sons, your friend, my father, and my brother?”

			A flash of anger rose in his heart, but it quickly faded as he looked at her sad eyes. He glared at the chest. “I will return before the ceremony.” He jumped up and threw on his leathers and boots.

			Tealla watched him with a fur pulled up over her chest. “May the Fires guide you, my Warchief.”

			The network of stairs honeycombed Dragonsclaw, and Slar followed them down through their fresh-hewn channels. He passed dozens of warriors, workers, and shamans of all the clans. They saluted him, and he offered short replies. He passed through a barred door with two guards, then an even thicker one guarded by four warriors. He twisted his way down to the dungeons.

			Behind the last door of banded iron, Slar took a deep breath. It smells too clean in here for a proper dungeon. After a few more years, it will have a properly rancid stench.

			The second door on his left held the beginnings of that stench. He turned a key in the heavy lock and opened it.

			“Greetings again, Captain,” Slar called into the near darkness. He lifted a torch to see a tattered blue tunic on a human with a scruffy beard. “Despite your usual silence, I thought we might talk further. You cursed me for the deaths of your friends at Highspur, yet you never wondered if I might have lost anyone there.” Ghosts of Grindar floated through his head. “Did you know that almost forty thousand of my kind died there too?”

			The Bluecloak held his hand up to shade the light of the torch. “You are the ones who came to attack us. Your people would be alive if they had stayed at home. So would my friends.”

			Slar stared at the human’s strange, gray-green eyes. “It was your horsemen who came into our lands first. We ran them off and, tired of interference in our affairs from your fortress, we at last destroyed it.” His temper began to rise. “For hundreds of years our people have been harried and harassed by your soldiers at Highspur. It will happen no longer.”

			The human sighed. “We raid you, you raid us. We invade your lands, you destroy our fortress. If we go back far enough, we might never know who killed who first, but there comes a time to stop or eventually we are all dead.”

			Slar narrowed his eyes and leaned in closer, holding the torch close to the Bluecloak captain. The human’s face had purpled from bruises, and he cradled a broken arm. “After all those you know have died – after all that has been done to you – you would still hope for peace?”

			A cold, dead laugh escaped the human’s lips. “I just want to go home. I never thought I would miss that damn old inn, and right now, there is no other place I’d rather be.” The captain sneered at Slar. “I want you to know that Tallen is stronger than I am, and he will fight you to the end. Your dark spirit may try to take him, but I would not count on it.”

			His rage was so pure, the day I figured out he is the vessel’s brother…

			Slar offered the man a laugh in return. “I will admit you are clever human. You suppose much and even know some. But you have no idea of Galdreth’s power. Your brother is as a fly on a dragon’s back.”

			The Bluecloak smiled, showing a broken tooth. “Then why does this Galdreth need him so badly? A dragon does not need a fly.”

			Rage and embarrassment fighting to take control of him, Slar glowered at the human. But the soldier turned his face against the wall, a hint of the smile still on his lips. The knot of pain in Slar’s gut flared up, and he stepped back out of the cell, closing it behind him. The human’s words and the confidence in his stare haunted Slar even as he moved on to another cell several rows deeper into the dungeon.

			Pushing away his disquiet to sit upon the pile with the rest, Slar used his key to open the lock, and then lifted the bar. The torch lit the cramped cell and the tall human who sat folded in one corner. His black beard had grown thick, with only a few rogue strips of gray, but the blue eyes pierced through the darkness.

			“My Lord Earl…” Slar even gave him a mock bow. “It has been too long since we have spoken.”

			“What do you want, orc?” the man barked.

			Slar scowled. “And here I offer you the honor of your title, Earl Boris of Mourne, bastard of Arathan, and you spit my race at me.” He shook his head. “Your arrogance is your great failing, you humans. You think you know so much more than anyone else, and you assume that we can know nothing.” A chuckle escaped his lips. “You also have no idea how quickly one of your own kind will tell a stranger anything for a handful of silver. No orc would ever betray so cheaply.”

			The dark-haired human let his head rest back against the wall. “Well then, you just might as well cut my throat, Warchief. I will betray nothing to you.”

			His interest piqued, Slar leaned against the doorjamb and took another direction. “I have heard a story that among humans, the fact that your father and mother did not go through marriage rites means you have no claim upon your father’s honor. Yet if they had, you would have every claim to his right to rule over all your people. This sounds very barbaric to my ears. Is this true?”

			The nobleman lifted his chin. “How do they do it among the civilized people of the clans, then? Was your father not Chieftain of the Boar Clan?”

			Placing a hand on the scimitar once carried by his father, Slar curled his other into a fist. He took deep breaths to control his rising anger. “My father was Chieftain and a great warrior. He led his people to glory. When he died, another from a different family rose up to replace him – Lagred son of Shog. I served Chief Lagred faithfully as a captain, until Galdreth elevated me directly to Warchief of all the clans. I was never Chieftain of the Boar. My son Grindar might one day have succeeded Lagred, maybe even become Warchief, but your men killed him at Highspur.” He grit his teeth. “I still have more sons.”

			The human tilted his head forward to peer at Slar. “Well I have none, Warchief. So it seems to me you have two choices. Kill me, end a line, and create a blood feud with Gannon that could last for a century. Or you can let us go, and I will return to my people to argue that war with the Northlands is too costly. We will harden our borders to you, but we will not return to take Highspur.”

			Slar leaned forward. “You too, eh? Humans are quick to find words of peace, but hard pressed to take the actions of it.” He straightened and turned to leave the cell.

			“How many more of your sons are you willing to sacrifice for this Dragonsoul?”

			Slar spun on his heel and struck the human across his jaw with a clenched fist. The back of the man’s head thumped against the stone of the cell’s wall. Pain shot up through Slar’s wrist. The human shook his head in confusion, and those blue eyes took a moment to refocus.

			“Now you have gone and made me strike you.” Slar shook his hand. “That was not my intent Earl Boris. You have done me a dishonor in forcing me to dishonor you. I can assure you I will pay my penance. How will you pay yours?”

			Slamming the door behind him, Slar locked the bar in place and left the cell.

			“Curse that human to drown in the Waters,” he muttered, stalking several cells deeper into the dungeons.

			He stopped outside one where the stench had not developed as much as the others. When he opened the door, a boot smashed into his nose. The sharp pain blasted into his senses, momentarily blinding him and causing him to take a step back. He heard the human female charge forward, but her chains clanked as they reached their limit.

			Slar held his nose, waiting for a trickle of blood that did not come. “You are a feisty female, I will grant you that. I had always heard the opposite – that human females were docile sheep to be ordered about by the males, especially when it came to matters of the…bedchamber.”

			The young woman glared at him, her complexion turning a brighter pink than was usual among her type of human. “You’ll learn nothing of that, Orc. I have far deadlier weapons than my boots. I am a trained healer, and I know secrets of how my kind can use their Talent to kill.”

			An urge to laugh rising in his throat, Slar reached out to hold the torch closer. “Then why have you not done so already?”

			She shaded the torch from her eyes with one hand. “Because I want to give you a chance to let us go first.”

			Unable to contain it any longer, at last Slar chuckled. “I think it is because you are bluffing.”

			She stared daggers. “If you harm Tallen, there will be nothing in this world that can stop me from killing you. I have seen those powers at work, and I can learn them if I force myself into the slimy pool of their power.” Her lips barely moved as she spoke. “And I will do it if he comes to harm. You can count on that.”

			The fierceness of her voice took Slar by surprise almost as much as the boot had. He reassessed his evaluation of human women. She means it. She would do anything to save her mate.

			“You remind me of an orc woman – one in particular.” Slar stepped back out of the cell. “It will not be me who harms your mate, woman, but I cannot say the same for Galdreth. Our master’s plans are deep and complex. It is doubtful you would understand it.”

			“I understand madness,” she said. “That is all I see in your master. And in my world, only a slave calls someone that name.”

			Slar slammed the door shut before he stained his honor again with another rash strike. He stomped back up the passage out of the dungeon. Unnerved by the words of all three humans, he felt no desire to speak with Galdreth’s vessel too. The shamans will be preparing him for the ceremony tonight. I should go back to my chambers and do the same.

			The salutes he returned on the way up from the depths of Dragonsclaw held less enthusiasm than his responses on the way down. The words from his prisoners weighed on his thoughts, while the ghosts of Grindar and Radgred chided him in his mind. How I need counsel from either of you right now... Yet it is your deaths that push my thoughts down these strange paths. Your deaths, and the deaths of thousands more.

			Tealla greeted him with iced wine, a deep red taken from stores at Highspur. He sipped at it, easing his thirst from the long climb. Pains ached in his lower back, reminding him of his coming nameday. Forty summers carry their toll.

			Tealla helped him remove his goats wool tunic. “Did you find what you sought among your prisoners?”

			Slar shook his head, her words the only thing that pierced through the swirl in his mind. “I found no answers, only questions.” She rubbed his shoulders, her strong fingers finding his many deep knots. He sighed. “If only you could ease my stomach.”

			Tealla reached away with one hand then gave him iced goat milk. “Try this.”

			He lifted it to his lips and smelled the spearmint. It eased his knot of pain far better than wine.

			A heavy knock rattled the door.

			“Come,” Slar called.

			Sharrog took several steps into the chamber. He wore his most formal armor and had strapped his tournament sword to his back. He glanced back toward the hall, and a tightness gathered in his features. “Father, things have begun to move ahead of us. Shamans from Mammoth and Bear clan are attempting to begin the ceremony early. They are on their way down right now to take possession of the vessel.”

			Slar nearly vomited up the goat milk. Rage and an unwelcome fear fought within his mind. “We must find Brother Or—”

			Chaos exploded around him. Five bodies charged into the room, carrying curved daggers and kicking about the room’s furnishings. Slar only had time to notice that his son had drawn his weapon before he shoved Tealla toward the back of the room and pull his own sword.

			The other warriors moved fast, like men trained not for the battlefield but for assassination. Slar spun, flashing his scimitar about. He used his strength and the size of his weapon to gain an advantage, thrusting through one enemy’s neck to end his attack. The second came upon him suddenly, and Slar almost lost his balance.

			Tealla threw their porcelain chamber pot, which crashed into the head of one assassin. Slar swung in a vicious arc and removed the attacker’s head. He met the third before taking a chance to find where Sharrog stood.

			“No!” he cried when he saw the dagger planted in his son’s back. Blood squirted from the wound in an arc that shook Slar deep in his bones. He could already see the lag in Sharrog’s steps. The world stopped around him, and then crashed forward in sudden realization. The assassins moved to finish their devastating task.

			Raging incoherently, Slar threw himself at his enemy, heedless of his own defense. He lost himself in a blood rage, like none he had known before. The ferocious onslaught threw his opponent off guard, and Slar slashed away half the attacker’s shoulder, leaving him to blink at his mortal wound in surprise. Slar looked up to see one enemy felled by his son, while the other took advantage and tried to catch Sharrog while extended in his killing thrust. Slar gave him no chance and ended the assassins attempt with a sure strike.

			Sharrog collapsed in front of him. The blood, once spurting, now trickled in a steady flow. Slar dropped his sword with a clatter and sprang to grasp his son as he fell.

			His youngest son settled into his arms, but his breathing became shallow. Tealla appeared from nowhere with a handful of towels, which she helped Slar use to staunch the bleeding. The color still faded from Sharrog’s lips and face, and his movements became furtive.

			“The blade…it was poisoned,” Sharrog wheezed. “I can feel it burning through my body right now. You…you must go, Fa—Father.” He grasped at Slar’s chest, much as Grindar once had. “I can’t…I cannot go w...with you.”

			His eyes turned blank and his hand dropped away.

			A hollow pain smashed Slar’s heart, shaming the knot in his gut for its agony. His hands shook, covered in Sharrog’s blood. My Midsummer boy!

			A howl rose from his lips, one wordless shout of sorrow. Tealla leaned against him, murmuring soft, sad sounds. Slar felt the world spin, and he feared he might sink into madness to avoid facing the truth – the truth that one more son lie dead before him, this son dead at the hands of orcs.

			He grabbed at the assassins’ bodies, tearing apart their clothing in search of clues. Mammoth tusk tattoos marked more than one of them, while a bear carved dagger had fallen from another’s hand. The emptiness that had been left in his heart by sorrow disappeared, filled with a rage and eagerness for vengeance. A thousand ideas passed through his mind, most ending with his own death. Until he looked at Tealla.

			Her deep, crimson gaze fell on him, full of passion, pain, and sympathy. Her words, above all others, echoed inside his head. Her words about her father’s and brother’s death rang most true to his feelings about his sons. Slar took Tealla’s hands and kissed them.

			“They have more warriors and more shamans than we could ever hope to fight. I have only one choice.” He squeezed her fingers. “Gather two packs of supplies – food for the two of us for a long journey. Take them to the east gate and wait for me behind the stone where we watch the sunrise.”

			Slar eased Sharrog’s body to the floor, then jumped up and threw open his chest. He pulled out the large, silver sheened longsword and wrapped it with three long cloaks from his wardrobe. Before closing the chest’s lid, another trinket caught his eye. It called to him in some way. He reached down and pulled out the amulet worn by the vessel, then tucked it into his pocket.

			Before leaving, he leaned in to kiss Tealla. “I will see you there. Be swift, for I may not be an hour.” She returned his kiss with passion.

			Slar grabbed his scimitar, hoisted the earl’s sword, and set off down the hall.

			An uncanny quiet hung over the fortress. Guards did not stand where they should. Muffled clashing sounds echoed through the stone. Slar doubled his pace.

			The dungeon guards bore the tattoos of the Ram Clan. “Go to your people,” Slar told the warriors. “Chaos rules over us. It is time to see to those who you hold dear. Care not for a few paltry prisoners.”

			The guards gave him strange looks and then looked to one another before dashing off. Grabbing a torch from the wall, Slar opened the outer door of the dungeon and plunged within. He stalked past the captain’s cell, straight to the earl’s. After leaning the longsword against the wall, he opened the door and held the torch high to address the human lord.

			“If you were free, would you stand up and take your father’s crown?”

			The human blinked. “I have never desired it.”

			Slar laughed. “I did not desire for Galdreth to pull me from my squad – to drive us into war – yet it is as it is and I must deal with reality.” He leaned in closer, staring into the bizarre blue eyes, unlike those any orc had ever possessed. “You could lead your people and you could make peace. You could end this war.”

			The man stared back at him. “I could, but your people must do the same.”

			Rubbing his chin, Slar nodded. “Aye, that is a problem. But it is only worse if Galdreth gains the power of the vessel, this Tallen you are so fond of.” He leaned forward and unlocked the manacles. “Can we trust one another to work for peace between our peoples? A true peace, not a shadow war.”

			The human reached out his hand. Slar examined at the pink skin, so different from his own thicker, greener hide. Then he remembered the blood that foamed in the Gallond after so many had died. The crimson was no different when it poured from a human, and the guts smelled just the same. This is how trust begins, I suppose.

			“Fine, then.” Slar clasped the human’s wrist and lifted him to his feet. “Don’t make me regret this.”

			The man held onto his wrist when Slar tried to turn. He almost pulled his scimitar before he saw the expression on the human’s face.

			“I swear, by the Waters and the Flames, all the elements and the true Balance, that we will find a way to peace.” The Bluecloak released Slar’s wrist and bowed his head. “I am Earl Boris Mourne, and I offer my friendship. I hope you can call me Boris, though I do not know your name.”

			“Slar, son of Grinbad of the Boar, Warchief of all Clans.” Slar barked a hollow laugh. “Though not Warchief for much longer I fear.” He handed Boris the longsword. “Come, we must hurry if we are to stop the ceremony.”

			Slar led him to the woman’s cell and pointed for Boris to open the door. He almost sighed in regret when no boot flew out.

			“Boris!” came the voice from within. “You got out. How?”

			“Our captor has seen the light,” Boris gestured in Slar’s direction. “Maddi Conaleon, meet Slar, son of Grinbad, of the Boar Clan.”

			The woman huffed, as Slar knelt down to undo her chains. “We’ve met.” She looked up at Boris when the manacles fell away. “Really?”

			The earl shrugged. “Do you want to save Tallen, or do you want to stay in your cell?”

			She jumped up and stepped into the corridor, where she pulled an unlit torch from the wall and lit it on Slar’s. “Let’s go.”

			Slar waved them back up the dungeon hall. “There is one more of you, though I think he may need your aid, if you truly are a healer.”

			The woman stepped close, a scowl on her face. “What have you done to him?”

			Slar led them to the captain’s door. “I did nothing. He did not get along well with his guards, from what I understand.”

			When he opened the cell, the woman pushed him aside and fell down by the soldier. Slar watched as his bruises faded and the odd bend in his wrist straightened. He knelt down to unhook the chains.

			“That is quite amazing,” he said to her. “Your mate is a lucky man.”

			“If we can save him,” she replied, standing up.

			The Bluecloak blinked at his commander.

			“Come on, Captain,” the earl snapped. “We’re going.”

			The soldier jumped up and stood ready for the earl’s orders. Boris gestured for Slar to lead the way.

			“Douse that torch and let’s go.” He gave each human one of the cloaks he had brought. “These won’t bear close scrutiny, so keep the hood up and crouch as low as you can.” Slar blinked at the two men. “Very low.”

			They threw on the cloaks and followed him back out of the dungeon. But where he usually turned to head back up to his chambers, he led his escapees the other direction – down toward the deepest parts of the mountain caves.

			“Stay behind me. I will warn you if anyone comes.” Slar darted ahead, but the halls remained quiet. The earlier din he had heard was gone and only gloom followed their steps.

			The passage narrowed as they delved into Dragonsclaw. The three humans crept along in fair silence, the woman being the best at it. Great Fires, what am I doing? Save me from my own madness!

			He led them onward, past the point where carved passages gave way to natural ones. Down a long, steep slope to a small trickle of water, over the stream, and up a much more gradual incline.

			A scrape of metal caught Slar’s ear. He held himself still, and the humans responded, ducking down behind a boulder just as a group of warriors marched into view. They halted at sight of their Warchief’s torch. Luckily, most of them had Wolf and Boar tattoos.

			“Warchief Slar?” Their captain looked at his sergeant. “The shamans told us you did not wish to attend the ceremony.”

			“I have changed my mind, Captain Vargul.” Slar returned their awkward salutes. “I must witness this. Why do you not remain to guard the shamans?”

			The captain shook his head. “They dismissed us. They ordered us to have a celebratory feast prepared for the dawn. Is that alright, Warchief?”

			Putting on his best face of command, Slar waved at the passage behind him. “Something is amiss in the camps. Make your way back to your own people and protect them. I do not know for certain what tonight will bring.”

			The warriors looked at each other with concerned frowns. One or two whispered nervous curses. The captain stared at Slar with concern writ on his brow, but then turned to lead his men up out of the cavern at Slar’s confident gesture.

			Once they had moved on, Slar signaled the humans.

			“We must hurry. Time is short.”

			A faint, purple glow flickered up ahead. They passed through an opening and the light grew. It shimmered behind a row of thick, natural columns, casting bars of shadow and light upon the cavern floor. Slar led the humans up to them, and they peered between.

			Two large pillars of glassy rock rose in the center of the chamber, meeting together at the floor and ceiling. Pale white marble with the faintest pearlescent glow formed one column, while dark quartz composed the other. A huge crack ran down its side. The purple light emanated from within it.

			Six shamans from Mammoth and Bear clans gathered at the feet of the pillars, their arms outstretched. The vessel stood in the middle of their circle, his face wrinkled in pain and concentration. He seemed steadier on his feet than Slar had supposed. Perhaps their magewort is no longer working so well.

			The smoky, twisted form of Galdreth began to spill out of the cracked pillar. The knot in Slar’s stomach flared with his revulsion at the once familiar sight. He spat blood and cursed his own foolishness as he watched the smoke float toward the young man.

			A strange shiver rippled up Slar’s spine as the young human squeezed his hand into a fist, and all six shamans dropped to the cavern floor like emptied sacks. The vessel gasped at his handiwork and looked upward.

			The purple light flared, and a reptilian shape began to coalesce out of the dark smoke. Slar felt his heart seize and his gut knot flash, but the paralyzing fear did not claim him so completely as before. The swirling shape of Galdreth seemed to no longer hold such great power now that Slar felt certain of his path.

			“Now, Human, you shall be my vessel, and I shall ride you to power beyond all others!”

			The young man looked up at the hovering Dragonsoul, its shining silver eyes beaming with ferocity. Slar felt something hot within his pocket.

			“Good luck with that,” the human said, passing one hand over his head. He collapsed to the floor.

			Galdreth reared back, the swirl of smoke freezing. The silver eyes appeared to blink. Then the spirit spun in on itself and disappeared.

			“Tallen!” Maddi screamed.
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			Dragonrock has to be a part of the spell, or so Gan claims. Only granite melted down and reformed by the fire of Ancient Ones has the strength to trap a Dragonsoul. Gan knows of a singular place with such amounts – an old, lone mountain north of the Bloodwood and Iron Mountains. My counselor spirit says that dragons once nested in this mountain, and that an Ancient One left its mark there millennia ago. I can only hope it will be enough. – “The Spirit Trap” by Leolan “Lastking” Calais

			 

			Tallen rolled onto his side in the darkness, the clanking of his chains following him. He could not tell the passage of time inside the cell, though he was certain it had been hours since the last shaman had forced the magewort down his throat. The constant doses of magewort not only kept him from his power, but held him in a constant state of semi-stupor. When I’m not completely unconscious…

			“I must pull myself together,” he whispered to the darkness. He shook his head vigorously, trying to drive away the cobwebs that clouded his mind.

			The fuzziness had barely begun to abate when the door to his cell slammed against the wall. Four burly orcs stood in the light of a ball of magic, one he could not sense other than to see it. They pushed their way in and grabbed him by his torn collar and the thick chains. A shaman stepped into the light carrying a full goatskin.

			Tallen fought against the strong arms holding him, but his movements remained feeble. If they dose me again, I won’t be able to stand!

			Despite his near frantic struggles, the orcs held him down while the shaman forced a tube from the goatskin down his throat. The shaman squeezed, and a bitter tea surged into Tallen’s mouth and down into his stomach. He spluttered as some spilled into his lungs. For a while he struggled, but eventually the shaman emptied the skin into him.

			The warriors dropped Tallen to the ground and he vomited, bringing up a good part of what they had just forced him to consume.

			“No matter,” the shaman said to the warriors. “It is more than enough magewort for us to get him to the chamber. Then Galdreth will see to it that he is no longer any danger.”

			A shot of panic ran through Tallen, shooing away his breath and leaving his heart in palpitations. But the stupor of the magewort sank over him, muffling his perception of time, space, and magic. The Aspects fluttered about in his consciousness like wild, multihued butterflies too swift and ethereal to be captured.

			At first, he could not make his legs obey, and they dangled behind as the guards hauled him down the passage. After a few dozen yards, the scraping pain woke his muscles enough to move, and he staggered alongside the orc warriors. An interminable time passed. His feet gained some strength, and he sensed that the group continued downward, deeper into a black maze. They passed through an open cavern with a small trickle of water at its bottom. The small splashes woke Tallen further from his daze.

			A strange awareness came over him as they descended – a tingling at the nape of his neck. Something he had sensed before, but greater, more intense. What is it? I—I cannot think straight!

			“We will take the vessel from here,” one of the shamans barked. “You may return to the surface and begin preparations for a great feast to celebrate the return of mighty Galdreth!”

			The guard holding Tallen paused. “Are you certain, Brother? The Warchief is not here.”

			“Warchief Slar has chosen not to attend the joining.” Tallen could hear the lie in the shaman’s words, even if the warrior could not. “We will present the vessel to Galdreth while you and your men return to the camps.”

			Tallen collapsed to the stone floor when the warriors released him, only to be jostled back to his feet moments later by a pair of shamans. The pushed him up a gradual incline to where a forest of stalactites and stalagmites met in a line of thick columns. Behind them, two larger pillars, nearly as wide as Tallen was tall, stood from floor to ceiling. A strange glow surrounded them, one of a pearlescent shade, the other a dark violet. The two lights melded together to form an eerie glow about the chamber.

			The awareness Tallen had felt during their descent had only intensified, filling his heart with both joy and dread. A sense of being watched emanated from the pillars, and a dark foreboding now joined it. He almost retched again.

			The shamans placed Tallen before the dark column, and he noticed the thin crack that ran down its side. A soft hum began to emerge from the crack, and a strange smoke leaked into the chamber, swirling and casting its own purplish light.

			Searching deep within himself, Tallen sought the memory that the smoke tickled in his mind. Something I’ve seen before…a long time ago, and not exactly like it. Something similar, yet different... But what?

			Standing there, swaying with dizziness, surrounded by orc shamans, looking up at what could only be the enemy that had been searching for him, Tallen lost hope. His heart crashed inward, the initial collapse heaving with pain, but leaving only emptiness in the end. Tallen let his thoughts go and surrendered to his demise. The silence of his acceptance deafened him to the ceremony and blinded him to the cave and its ethereal occupants. He slipped away from everything, and his doom became his only being.

			Deep in the recesses of his brain, a small light flickered. A diamond pinprick sparkled at a distance. It began to draw closer to him, both mentally and physically. The closer he focused on it the more it glimmered, and when he reached to touch it, he found Psoul. My medallion!

			He found the Aspect rubbery at first, hard to grab hold of. The magewort in his system deadened it, even through the power of the ancient pendant of four twisted metals. He strained against the numbness, gritting his teeth and attempting to pull the Aspect into his consciousness. A short trickle at last flowed through, and Tallen pooled it until he felt he had enough. One chance is all I will get.

			He felt the medallion close in toward him, and he did not understand why, but as it did, he found himself able to draw in more of his power. Tallen at last reached out, sensing the six shamans standing around him embracing their own power. He threaded out the Psoul magic, slipping it between the strands of their magic, which they used to hold him and summon their master. It twisted up around their psahn, knitting its way between the threads of their life force. All six stood there unaware, and all six had his magic twisted about their lives.

			Tallen pulled on the strings and all six shamans fell to the floor, dead as butchered meat.

			The smoky shadow above him coalesced into a form like a shadowy dragon. Twin points of silver stared out at him. The smoke swirled toward the roof of the cavern, and suddenly he remembered of what it reminded him.

			“Now, Human, you shall be my vessel, and I shall ride you to power beyond all others!”

			Tallen looked up, the fear in his heart melting away and leaving a still coolness behind. He knew of a place where the dark spirit before him might find an equal – an equal Tallen already knew. “Good luck with that.”

			He swept his hand over his forehead, twisting a beam of Psoul magic as Dorias had taught him what seemed like ages ago. When the net about his head fell away, he collapsed into a sudden, deep sleep, followed only by the sound of a woman screaming his name.
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			The emptiness of the Dreamrealm comforted him, as if he had never left its embrace. Its familiarity clung to him like a favored sweater. The brilliant starpoints of other people’s dreams spun about him and his disembodied senses. Tallen reached out, enamored of their infinitely shaded glory.

			“No,” he said to himself. “I must focus. I must remember why I am here.” He cast his perception about. “Gan! Gan!” He shouted the word into the solitude. “I know you are here, too. I need your help. By the Waters, you have to come to me. I have nowhere else to turn!”

			Silence reigned in the darkness. Tallen waited, the quiet unbroken even by the thumping of his absent heart.

			“Gan!”

			Tallen sensed the presence before the first silvery wisps of smoke began to surround him. They flowed in finger-like tendrils that circled around him into a draconic form of light. Coal black eyes, their depths darker than the Dreamrealm, drew in Tallen. He lost himself for a moment, suspended on the edge of those ebony pools.

			Why have you come here, Human? I warned you that Galdreth would find you in the Dreamrealm.

			The silky steel voice echoed in his head and filled Tallen’s awareness. He knew that, despite its power, he must face the silvery spirit with his own strength. “It is too late. Galdreth’s servants have brought me to your hidden chamber, the one with the two great pillars. I assume that is where you set your trap with the Elves.”

			The Dragonsoul solidified, withdrawing the tendrils surrounding him.

			Then you have failed. Your people will be thrown into Chaos, and darkness shall cover the lands.

			Tallen would have shaken his head had it existed in this realm. “Why can’t you stand against Galdreth? Why can’t you face your counterpart –grant the balance you are meant to provide?”

			Gan floated in the galaxy of dreams, its dead stare boring into Tallen.

			My half of the prison still holds. I cannot face Galdreth in direct conflict. It is our nature that we cannot harm one another. I could no more stop my darker half than you could have one hand fight the other. I am sorry…Tallen Westar…but I cannot save you.

			Tallen felt the hint of another presence in the Dreamrealm, one far more sinister than Gan.

			My dark twin comes. Galdreth will claim you, and then all hope for your world to find peace is lost.

			Tallen’s mind scrambled, chasing down a dozen imagined paths of potential escape or conflict. None ended well for him. The sense of foreboding he had left behind in his body crept upon him again, and even the comforting presence of Gan could not ease it.

			“Wait.” He looked into the inky depths of the Dragonsoul’s eyes. The thought that had passed through his mind shocked him, but he could see no better choice. “What if you did it first – took me as Galdreth intends? Could that stop this joining?”

			The bright spirit froze, its white, smoky tendrils caught as if held in time. A silent moment passed.

			Galdreth could not take your body if I were to inhabit it. And that would be the only way for me to escape my part of the prison. But I cannot be certain what it would do to you. We would be…two spirits in one body. I am not even certain how I could handle it.

			Tallen let himself feel like he could breathe. “It would not destroy me? We could work together to fight Galdreth?”

			The black eyes blinked and the voice softened.

			There is a chance that together, our powers would be great indeed. There is no telling what we might be able to build.

			Tallen sensed something hidden in the Dragonsoul’s words. “However…”

			However you could be too simple a creature to handle the melding. It might well destroy you in the process. And that could well destroy me.

			Again the spirit paused.

			Cooperation in such things if far more difficult than simple possession. However, it is possible that you could survive.

			“Then do it,” Tallen said.

			Gan hovered there for a moment, then a sudden pain split Tallen’s consciousness.

			Very well, Tallen Westar. If you insist…
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			A heaving convulsion shook Tallen’s body as he slammed back into it. Pain roared through his brain like nothing he had sensed before. It blew away the magewort haze and decimated any reserve of Psoul resting in his mind. A flood of memories, dreams, and images crashed through his consciousness, clattering about and tearing apart his knowledge of self. Sensations of a vast being, followed by thoughts of a hundredfold genius. And faces – thousands and thousands of faces rushed through Tallen’s mind, elves, humans, dwarves and orcs. Even dragons flew through his vision, hundreds of them, and he knew each by name.

			Tallen opened his eyes, and the world flickered around him between the normal sight and his Psoul web sense. One moment he saw the pillars, the shamans’ bodies, and the hovering presence of Galdreth, the next it flashed to the glowing semblance of psahn from a few beings gathered behind him. In both views, Galdreth’s black presence swelled to a menacing height.

			“What have you done?” The dark Dragonsoul’s voice grated like a ton of rusty iron. “I will destroy you if you resist. Even Gan can no longer stop me!”

			The silken voice called out inside his head. That is not true. Let us give Galdreth a taste of our new strength.

			Tallen raised his hands and threw out a torrent of unbridled magic. He felt all the Aspects of his power mix through the lens of Gan, and he hurled it at Galdreth.

			The dark Dragonsoul screamed, its smoky form fading until it disappeared. Tallen breathed a sigh of relief, but without warning he felt a hand touch him. He spun, ready to lash out with his power.

			Maddi threw her arms around his neck in a tight squeeze. She murmured in his ear – soft things that spoke of her love. They did not entirely penetrate Tallen’s awareness, flooded as it was with his sudden joining with Gan. He only knew that he loved her, and that he wanted to cling to her forever.

			A concussion exploded between them, throwing the two apart and shaking the entire chamber. Tallen crashed into the forest of columns, while Maddi struck the cracked pillar. It still glowed violet, but the white marble had become dim and lifeless.

			I have never seen my prison. It is a strange thing to think I slept within that column of dragonrock for a thousand years.

			“We have to help Maddi,” Tallen roared, still uncertain where Gan ended and he began.

			“We’re here, Tallen,” a familiar voice called. “Follow Slar out. I’ll get Maddi.”

			Jaerd stood before him, his face covered in a scruffy beard and an expression of worry. Tallen clasped his brother’s wrist. “I’m not leaving without her.”

			Another burst of energy erupted between the two brothers. Tallen crashed into a thick stalagmite. Stunned, he forced himself to his feet only to see the shadowy form of Galdreth hovering over Maddi’s body. Jaerd lay senseless next to her. First, the dark form whipped a shadowy tendril through Jaerd, who convulsed and screamed in pain. Then the Dragonsoul moved toward Maddi, a foul intent in its writhing, smoky pattern.

			“No!” Tallen shouted, throwing out another burst of raw power. It crashed into the dark Dragonsoul, but also threw Maddi several feet into the air. “NO!” he screamed again.

			“If I will not have you, then I will have this one. She may be more powerful than you, yet in a different way. Yes. I think she will do nicely.”

			Galdreth swelled and then spun inward, swirling over Maddi. She pushed herself up on her elbows and shook her head.

			“Maddi! You have to run!”

			Tallen’s words were lost in the rumble of the cavern, when suddenly Galdreth disappeared. The rumble fell silent, and Maddi rose to her feet. She looked at Jaerd, her expression full of confusion, and then slowly turned to face Tallen. Her sky blue eyes focused on him for a second, and they looked as if she would smile. Then her lips curled downward, twisted by cruelty. A black film passed over her irises, and she sneered as she blinked.

			“Now taste our power!” she snarled in a thick tone.

			A blast much like his own, yet less focused and more raw, crashed into Tallen and threw him to the ground. He felt strong arms pulling him to his feet, and a familiar mustachioed face tried to hide its despair.

			“It is too late!” Boris shouted. The man turned. “Slar! Get Jaerd! We have to get out of here.”

			Another blast flew from Maddi, yet somehow Gan used Tallen’s power to throw up a shield. A short figure ran out and flung Jaerd over his shoulder. Tallen swooned, and Boris did much the same. With only the faintest sense of consciousness, Tallen looked to where Maddi stood in front of the now lifeless cracked pillar. The smile that once had held love for him now warped itself into a malicious leer.

			Inky blackness washed over her eyes, and Tallen fell into it.
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			The Dragonscales are not impassible in the most formal sense of the word, but it would take the best mountaineers ever bred to cross those formidable peaks. And no one knows for certain what dark things may still live there. – “A Tour of Tarmor” by Yohan Antrall

			 

			The second troll hoisted a moss covered rock twice the size of Dorias’ head and hurled it across the pass.

			He threw up a shield of Earth and Air, melded together with Psoul. The stone smashed against it and pushed him back three steps. Gwelan dashed in while the troll screamed in rage, raking one of his swords across the creature’s stomach. Dorias followed, throwing sharp points of Earth at the troll’s new wound. Dark red blood spouted forth. The creature tumbled to the ground, moaning in pain and impotent rage.

			Sensing everything around him at once, Dorias turned to aid Tomas, while Gwelan swept in to finish the troll.

			The paladin had already thrust his sword into the first creature’s upper thigh, and the beast stumbled about the narrow passage between cliff faces. Dorias threw another Earth blast , sending the troll tumbling to the ground. It struggled to rise, one arm now useless. Tomas stepped closer and drove his flaming sword into the creature’s brain. The troll quivered for a moment, until Tomas twisted his sword and left the creature still.

			“This is getting old.” Gwelan wiped his sword with a strip of an old shirt. “Why aren’t these things with the orc horde?”

			Tomas used a similar cloth on his weapon. “Trolls are wild, for the most part. Even orcs have a difficult time harnessing them. Be glad they could not bring more of them to bear at the Gallond. Fewer would have escaped than did.”

			Disappointed at their lack of progress, Dorias shaded his sight against the high sun. “We have been carving our way through these mountains for three weeks. We must make better time if we are to save Tallen.”

			“We are past the divide and on the final descent, from what I can tell.” Tomas slammed his sword home in its sheath. “I can sense a river just past this rise, probably the water source for these trolls. It should lead us quickly down into the vale along the eastern flank of the Dragonsclaw spur.”

			Gathering up the pack he had tossed aside for the fight, Gwelan scowled in the direction Tomas indicated. “If the river is their water source, that means there will be more trolls. Won’t that slow us down?”

			Tomas shrugged. “It’s a gamble. We have more climbing up and down if we avoid the river, and we could still run into trolls, or anything else.”

			Disquiet growing within, Dorias folded his arms. Deep inside he felt a great fear that he had failed, and he masked it with determination to get through the mountains. He dreaded what might happen if he recognized that mistake. I’ll probably never have to, because Galdreth will have destroyed us all.

			“If we have to kill every troll in the Dragonscales to get through, then that’s what we do. If Galdreth takes Tallen before we get there, not only will we have failed him, but we have failed the whole world.”

			Gwelan started off toward the river. “The world I’m not certain about, but I definitely liked that kid.” He hopped down from a shelf, following a little trickle of snowmelt.

			Looking to the paladin, Dorias smiled. “I always liked that kid, too. Funny how you and I keep finding young people with such talents.”

			Tomas smiled. “It’s good to know we will leave a few good people behind.”

			The land descended rapidly, and soon the small trickle became a raging torrent, white and frothy. Several hours passed with little but the water to provide company.

			His heart full of trepidation, Dorias waved at the empty stone surroundings. “Trolls hunt at night and stay near water in the day. Why have we found so few here?”

			Hoisting himself over a boulder, Tomas grunted as he spoke. “We close on Dragonsclaw. This is likely the former hunting grounds of a great deal of the trolls killed at Highspur and on the Gallond.” He laughed darkly. “Don’t fear. New ones will move in next spring.”

			Merl alighted on Dorias’ shoulder. He peered into the raven’s memories with a dribble of Psoul Aspect. Images flooded into his mind, mostly of wooded slopes and wild animals. But then the mound of Dragonsclaw came into view and Dorias smiled, tossing his friend into the air to go find dinner.

			“We will arrive there yet this evening,” he said. “Shortly after dusk.”

			The sun cast long shadows when they looked at the black mountain.

			Tomas waved Dorias forward. “There are scouts in these hills. We must remain silent.” He hopped down from a stone ledge. “You should warn Merl to keep to the heights. Many of the scouts will be quick with an arrow.”

			They progressed closer well after the sun disappeared from the sky and the first bright stars popped out overhead. The moon hung in a thick, gibbous drop of white, casting eerie shadows through the trees. Beneath a towering pine Tomas had the three gather close, while he reached out with his senses. After a few seconds, he shook his head.

			“The patrols are too thick.” He kept reaching outward, and Dorias felt the tingle at the back of his neck that he knew from when Tomas used his power at its greatest strength. “We cannot get through without a fight.” The tingle in Dorias’ neck grew until he wanted to scratch at it. “But there is something…I…I sense a great power coming. It glows like a flame of psahn.” The paladin’s brow wrinkled. “There are others there, but it is difficult to tell with the…brightness of this power. I…I have never before felt something like this.”

			Tomas held out one hand before him. “One of them is definitely Boris, but I think another is an orc.” He waved Dorias and Gwelan forward. “Come.”

			Nervous joy threatening to force him into a smile, Dorias crept forward. Tentatively, he reached out with his own limited Psoul sense. It’s not as powerful as I’ve seen Tallen do, but I won’t be caught unawares.

			A cluster of figures entered his web, one radiating a power he had never before sensed, yet it felt fearfully reminiscent of something he had known in the past. When Tallen was drawn into the Dreamrealm…

			The shadows closed in out of the darkness, while Tomas and Gwelan drew their weapons. But those swords soon found their sheaths when the figures came close enough to see by moonlight. Boris carried a mumbling Tallen, while a finely armored orc had heaved an unconscious dangling Jaerd Westar over his own.

			The earl almost collapsed to his knees. “By all the Aspects, the Balance, and the Talismans too, what eternal providence has placed the three of you in these mountains?”

			Tomas eased Boris down, while the orc laid Jaerd against a tree. He backed away, hands raised to Gwelan in a sign of peace.

			Boris rested Tallen on the ground and Dorias dropped beside him. The young man babbled in a strange language.

			“Wait…” Dorias pursed his lips. “That’s an ancient dialect of Dwarvish, spoken before the Dragon Wars by a group of dwarves thought wiped out.”

			Boris shook his head with exhausted fear. “He has taken in one of those Dragonsouls you spoke of, though not the one who hunted him.”

			“Gan,” Dorias whispered.

			“Tomas!” Gwelan waved for the paladin. “The captain isn’t breathing!”

			“Go.” Dorias pushed the paladin. “I will help him if I can. You see if you can save his brother.”

			Tomas dashed over to Jaerd, and Dorias felt him embrace his healing Talent.

			He turned his attention to Tallen, who did not thrash, but continued his rant, now in a clear form of the Hadonese dialect. Dorias touched the Psoul Aspect and saw again the burning white power of a Dragonsoul wrapped around Tallen’s psahn. The two separate entities flashed against each other, but Dorias could see places where they had begun to meld. There, a sort of peaceful quiet reigned in the violent power of their energies.

			“We will have to help him consolidate his mind.” Dorias shook his head at Boris, whose ragged face tried to focus. “Talking to him like he is Tallen should help, though in truth, I have never experienced anything even remotely like this.”

			Dorias looked toward where Tomas focused on Jaerd, a grave expression on the paladin’s face. Easing Tallen to the ground, he dashed over to offer his aid, his heart rate increasing with every step.

			Tomas shook his head. “There is nothing I can do. He is just an empty shell. I can find no wounds, but his life force is…gone.”

			“Bloody hells and flames.” Dorias leaned in close, searching Jaerd for any sign of life. His beam of Psoul found emptiness, and his hands found a cold body.

			As he stared at Jaerd’s body, a deep remorse began to rise within Dorias. The sadness hollowed out a spot within him, but he forced it to stay there. Even though Jaerd was a noble soldier and the brother of one of Dorias’ newest and best friends, that sorrow had to wait. Captain Jaerd Westar deserved far more, but the danger of the moment called for haste. He looked at the orc who waited in silence, and then at Boris.

			“What happened?”

			“Galdreth happened, and I am sorry for it.” The orc bowed his head, genuine sorrow weighing on his brow. “I have seen the darkness paid to both our peoples for the dark master’s rising, and I hope to lead rebellion against it.” He kneeled. “But I offer my life in exchange for your friend’s, if that is something you would prefer.”

			Earl Boris struggled to his feet with the aid of his longsword. Sadness hollowed out his eyes far more than the exhaustion. “No, Slar my friend. You have sacrificed so much to aid us. Captain Westar’s death is not yours to bear. Nor is the loss of Maddi.”

			A slight wail escaped through Tallen’s babble.

			“What happened to Maddi?” Tomas asked, the concern writ plain on his face.

			“Galdreth took her,” Tallen said suddenly, his voice deep and sonorous. “He will try to destroy her will and take its place.” A flash of silvery light shot through his eyes. “But she is strong, and we will find a way to drive Galdreth from her body.”

			Tallen stood. The haze of silver light emanating from his eyes shined down on Jaerd’s body. “My brother has passed. This is sadness we…Gan has not felt directly before…nor we…I mean me. I’m not sure…” He knelt down by his brother’s side. “You will want to step away.”

			Dorias sensed as surge of power from the young wizard. “Tallen are you certain—”

			“Fear not, Dorias my friend. I can sense he has passed. He would not want the enemy to find him and we…I have a long way to go.” He looked at Dorias with his silver-lit gaze. “You know where we need to go. I think you will find your problems with communication alleviated.”

			“But your brother…”

			When Tallen turned to Dorias, he could see that the young man no longer remained himself. His voice was low and calm, when Dorias knew he must be torn apart inside by the Jaerd’s death. Dozens of times, Dorias had seen how close the two had been. Yet now, at this dark moment, Tallen seemed almost cold.

			“I will mourn in my own way,” the young man said, his voice empty and hollow, “when I have time.”

			Dorias stepped back as the silver light extended from Tallen’s body to wrap itself around Jaerd. His body flared a bright white then drifted away in a fine ash, leaving an imprint in the stone. Tallen stood, tears streaming down his cheeks, though his face remained placid.

			“I will miss Tallen’s brother, I mean our bro…I will miss Jaerd.” The expression on his face did not change, nor did his tone. “But we cannot carry his body south.”

			The orc rose to his feet but kept his head bowed. “Many of my ancestors’ ashes are spread in these mountains. I will see that their spirits lead him to the resting grounds of his fathers, wherever they dwell.” He folded his hands. “It would be an honor quest for them in the afterlife.”

			Tallen nodded to the orc. “Good luck to you. May you find peace.”

			With a bow that encompassed everyone, the orc turned and disappeared into the night.

			His disquiet mounting, Dorias looked at Tallen. The silver stare unnerved him and gave him pause. While he stood there pondering Tallen’s fate, a strange sensation popped in Dorias’ mind, like a cloud had lifted from his senses, one that had been wrapped around them for over a year.

			“The Dreamrealm,” he gasped. “I sense it.” He looked to Tomas who had begun to get the others moving. Relief flooded through him at the sight of Tallen, but fear soon followed when he blinked those silvery eyes. Dorias could sense power radiating from behind them. However he knew of a friend who had seen this power before, and perhaps a few others who still existed.

			“I think I can find us some help – help once promised by someone I believe is a friend.”
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			“In the name of King Arathan III, I claim the abandoned city of Avaros for the Kingdom of Gannon and for myself and my heirs. May we rule here until time finds its end.” – Donnas Vonstrass, First Duke of Avaros, Warden of the Southern Realm, 65 A. R.

			 

			High Elder Varon Hastrian paused near a stone basin to dab water on his face. It cooled his skin, but only added to the wetness that already beaded around his jowls. A servant in light blue finery offered a pristine towel, and Varon dried his hands and neck. A cool breeze entered through the high window, offering him a respite from the early summer heat of Daynon.

			A goblet of chilled white wine sat on the servant’s tray, droplets of water beading on the silver. Varon picked up the goblet and rested its coolness against his overheated skin. He waved in dismissal and the servant backed away, his head bowed. After a long, refreshing drink from the cup, Varon took a deep breath and continued his stroll down the gallery hung with crimson curtains. The Lord Chancellor’s carved oak door swung round the arc of the inner wall, and Varon moved to knock.

			“You may enter, Elder,” came the confident voice from within.

			Distaste rising within him, Varon drew a deep breath and pushed the door open.

			“High Elder.” The Lord Chancellor folded his hands inside the sleeves of his fine charcoal robe. “I heard you left Gavanor not long after the king, but headed in the opposite direction.”

			The shiny silver pendant hanging on the chancellor’s chest drew Varon’s gaze. A rampant dragon clung a gigantic opal of blue and green in its claws.

			Varon met the smug look on Sammin Vyce’s face. “I see you no longer wear your quill of office.”

			“I am no longer the Lord Chancellor of the kingdom.” His grin spread. “I am now the Lord Regent.”

			Sourness grew in Varon’s stomach, and he knew it had nothing to do with his lunch of lamb’s brains and strawberries. He forced a smile and bowed his head. “Congratulations, my friend. Arathan is a wise king to leave such a stalwart servant of the kingdom in charge while he marches bravely into the Wastes.”

			Sammin Vyce stood and strolled around his wide desk. “Events have begun to accelerate. I have news from the south. A Vonstrass fleet sails north to protect the capital from the Hadonese army now ravaging Valen – or so the rumor goes.” He put his weight against the carved ebony. “Duke Ferric leads them, and he is bringing the boy.”

			Joining the sourness already there, a spike of disquiet stirred in Varon’s gut. Sweat began to trickle down his back and he could feel it bead on his forehead. He glared at Vyce, whose face looked cool and dry. The chancellor, now regent, still held a neutral expression, though Varon knew the man relished surprising him.

			“This is why you insisted the king take me with him,” Varon said, the acid in his stomach creeping into his tone. “It took me until we arrived in Gavanor to convince Arathan I was needed elsewhere. Now it is obvious how sorely I am needed.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “It is far too early to expose the boy. Arathan is not yet dead.”

			Vyce adjusted the inkwell next to his leg, taking great interest in its proper positioning. “Arathan VII will not return from his last great battle, I assure you. Nor will our foolish friend, the doctor.”

			The nervous fluttering in Varon’s bowels overtook the sourness in his stomach. “Then you found the…the assassin?” He looked over his shoulder to make certain he had closed the heavy door. “The…special one?”

			His hand leaving the inkwell and returning to his sleeve, Sammin Vyce cleared his throat. “Yes. And he has a desire to taste the life force of a king. Arathan will not return from the chaos of the battlefield. Nor will any other potential heirs. I made that clear.”

			Some of his unease settling, Varon shifted his travel-stained black and white robes. “What did this cost?”

			The Lord Regent straightened and moved back toward his chair. “Only my permission.”

			Anger built within Varon, driving away the nervousness. “You still need me, Sammin. You will need the Temple to vouch for the boy’s heritage, if you want this lost scion story to be believed.”

			Vyce sat down and offered a curt nod. “The turmoil caused by news of the end of the Navigator’s line will have the people in such an uproar that they will be desperate to believe anything we tell them which might bring back order.” He gestured at a narrow chair. “Now sit, Varon my friend, and we will discuss your place in our future plans.”
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			“Darkness existed before the Light.” – Caladrius Dreamwalker

			 

			Sargash, Chieftain of the Mammoth Clan, newly chosen Warchief of the united clans, collapsed to his knees. Sweat beaded on his upper lip as the pain coursed through him in waves of agony. He tumbled to his elbows, pleading whimpers escaping from his lips. None of them achieved full words. Panic twined its way into his mind as he felt his energy, his very spirit, begin to sap away.

			“Do you have any further questions, Warchief Sargash?” The female human leaned in over him as he writhed in torment. “I am aware this is the body of a human and I am very aware it is a female. I am also aware of its power, as now are you.” She waved her hand out over the supine gathering of orc chieftains and shamans. “There are many here from your tribe and others, who would be quite willing to follow my commands.”

			The pain wracking his body increased, though Sargash would not have thought that possible. A thousand rats gnawed at his insides, while his blood turned to acid in his veins. More of his spirit slipped away, leaving a hollowness inside his soul. He felt his physical endurance begin to wane, and then the suffocating grip of death. Then suddenly, the pain was gone, and its absence surpassed even the greatest pleasure.

			The woman’s face screwed up in an ominous glare. “Are you sufficiently convinced, Warchief?”

			Sargash gasped for breath, fiercely nodding before he squeezed out a few words. “Yes, my Master.”

			Galdreth’s vessel straightened, with a confused, almost startled expression. “You will call me Mistress, and until you’ve earned otherwise, I will call you slave.”

			His numbed limbs fighting him, Sargash backed away on all fours, scraping his head on the stone floor. “Yes, Mistress. Of course, Mistress.” His breath began to return. “Please grant me the favor of your command, My Mistress.”

			The woman folded her arms and stared down at him with those icy blue eyes. Blackness swirled over them like oil dripping into a clear pool. The rage writ on her face resounded in her voice.

			“I want Slar of the Boar Clan found! I want his broken, traitorous body dragged before me still breathing!” She raised both fists in the air. “I want the clans to gather their strength, and then we shall strike out again at the human lands. And this time, no one will be left to stop us!”

			A pair of Mammoth warriors tromped into the throne chamber, a bruised and bloody orc between them. Sargash slunk closer to the other chieftains, while his new mistress turned to focus on the new arrival. The guards tossed him down at her feet before backing away.

			“Ah, Brother Ortax.” Her voice returned to an unnerving calm. “Your lips may be silent, but I can read you well enough. I know you aided the traitor in his escape. And even if you did not, you will still make a fine example to the rest of these fools.” She rounded on Sargash and the others. “Note the pain he has suffered is nothing compared to what is in store for him in death. I will drain him of his very essence and consume it for my own. His spirit will never arrive in your Fiery Halls.”

			The woman gestured toward Brother Ortax, and the near unconscious shaman convulsed in pain Sargash knew eclipsed his own. He had never heard a scream like the one that emanated from deep in Ortax’s chest, and Sargash had made it a point in his life to exact screams from his foes. A few shamans gasped, their eyes transfixed on their suffering former colleague. Even Sargash felt a splinter of sympathy for the tortured Boar, but he dared not even think of aiding him.

			With a sudden finality, Ortax stopped flailing and his scream faded. The empty shell of his body collapsed. The guards came close to pick it up.

			“Feed it to the pigs,” the woman commanded. “No pyres for traitors.” She flung out her arm to point at the chieftains. “Remember that, all of you.”

			Sargash kept his body flat on the floor as his mistress turned to leave. Only as a warrior opened a door to her private rooms did he lift his eyes from the flagstones. Beneath her ink-stained eyes, a single drop of water trickled down her cheek.
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			It is well known that J. T. slew several dragons in the pasture near the farm where he grew up. He found the hidden Waterfall of Life deep in his grandfather’s woods, with only his little brother and their dog, Pongo, to aid him. Many other quests, often borne from the classic books of fantasy literature, consumed his days and nights.

			After a long dark quest through a much feared land known as “Q’orp’orate Qubicle”, J.T. Hartke was cast out to find his own way. He spent a short time cooking for a mad master and another stint as a fool. He learned many lessons during his exile, the greatest of which led to his muse. At last, J. T. took it upon himself to create his own quest—and thus was born The Dragonsoul Saga.
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			We here at I.I.I. would like to take a moment to thank all of the fans of The Dragonsoul Saga. It has absolutely blown us away that this series has been embraced so fast and with such loyalty by so many of those who have been with us over the past few years.

			But, our company slogan, “Built by Fantasy Fans for Fantasy Fans” is more than just a catchy tagline. It is a call to action, and my friends, we still need your help.

			We have all been victims, my friends. Victims of having a favorite T.V. show canceled. We ask ourselves, “Why? It was well written. I know lots of people who enjoyed it. Why was it canceled?” The answer is simple – the fans did not get involved.

			We live in a new world, my friends. A world of information. You, the fans, now have more power than you can possibly know. The power to propel something that you enjoy. The power to help it thrive and grow.

			Sure, it is our job to put out quality products. Give the fans an interesting and thought-provoking story to sink their mental teeth into. But, it is you who will decide if this series continues. And it takes very little time or effort on your part to do this.

			If you liked this book, please, tell a friend. If you tell even one person who picks up this series, you have done your part to ensure you will get the opportunity to read this series to its completion. I am willing to bet, without straining too hard, you can think of someone you know, just one person who would enjoy reading this story as much as you just did. They may have not even heard of it. Why not tell them? Let them know how much you enjoyed it. Give them the opportunity to enjoy it as well.

			If you are feeling energetic, write one or two lines about this book on your Facebook page. Or My Space, or Good Reads, or whatever you use. We know you have one of them, we see it in your “favorites” folder. Send out an email to a few people you know who are fantasy fans. Just a line that says, “Hey, I just read this book. You should check it out.” And that is just the beginning of what you can do, my friends! (Queue the patriotic music and let the flags wave in the breeze) Amazon.com or BarnesandNoble.com are wonderful places to let the world know how you felt about this book. With just a few minutes of your time, you could write a review. You can blog about it. Sffword.com, goodreads.com, librarything.com are all wonderful places to connect with other readers. Let them know you enjoyed this book!

			My fellow fans, I stand before you today to let you know that you have the power to ensure this series does not go gentle into that good night! We have a dream... that The Dragonsoul Saga will continue to entertain people for years to come. So, ask not what a good fantasy saga can do for you. Ask what you can do for a good fantasy saga!

			Thank you,

			 

			The I.I.I. Staff

			 

			“Hi. My name is J.T. Hartke, and I approve of this message.”


	

			[image: ]

			Visit our website at www.imaginedinterprisese.com
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