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The servants of Darkness amass after
thousands of years of waiting, ready to purge the world of life at
the command of their master.

 


The two races of men must unite, but the
First Race hides on their islands. They live in seclusion from the
world and in denial of the tragedy of the Second Race that chased
them from their fortresses thousands of years ago. Calli and Jayson
must convince them to unite with the Second Race of men and the
magi they despise, or all will fall one by one. But the First Race
holds dark secrets that could destroy them all…
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LEGEND OF THE WHITE DRAGON:

LEGACIES

 



Lusiradrol

 


Lusiradrol had expected the dragons to show
up at Wynmere, and she expected them to be stronger than her clan,
but not in such numbers.

And not with the help that came. If not
for the magi, she might not have lost her captive, her tool that
could have brought her enemy out while he was still vulnerable. It
was their fault, especially her.

"Majera!" She spat the name burning her
tongue. She had not expected that one to show up and help them.

Despite her growing powers of late,
Lusiradrol could not defeat the high priestess of the
Lumathir and the Sh'lahmar
guards. Together, they were too powerful for her to
overcome.

But she could win the war.

She focused on the young red dragons curled
up together in sleep in their den of stalagmites. A dark smile
crossed her face. The first hatchlings grew strong with a second
hatching days away.

Rivers of lava flowed in a couple of the
mountains surrounding them. The heat permeated the rocks, heating
the cavern sufficiently for the hatchlings and the eggs.

In the hot cavern in the Dark Hills,
Lusiradrol contemplated her options. Although she had lost seven
good dragons, more would take their place. This one queen
cooperated in laying four clutches already. If they all hatched
without problems, they would add thirty more from this one female,
bringing the number of new Red Clan to one hundred seventeen
dragons in addition to those she had awakened.

The queen currently slept at one end of the
high-ceilinged cavern, while Lusiradrol sat within a natural
formation in the shape of a giant throne. With the smooth rock edge
as her seat and a formation of stalagmites for the back with
perfectly placed stones for the armrests, it could be nothing but a
throne.

From her throne, Lusiradrol observed the
growth of the young dragons. Part of her preferred the ruins she
formerly called home—she disliked the extreme heat—but with the
awakening of her clan, she needed a place where they fit without
disrupting her, a place hot enough which to incubate eggs. The
interruption of her sisters in her previous "home" convinced her to
move. The Dark Hills of their former master were exactly what they
needed.

And the throne suited her, if the heat did
not.

No one would dare to bother her there.

One thought disturbed her more than the
defeat at Wynmere. The images of the Darklord's life came to her
more frequently. Was it a result of claiming his lair as hers, a
connection from the lingering aura of his power, or something
else?

She experienced memories of his existence as
if she had lived them herself, but the master was defeated before
she hatched.

While she pondered the implications of the
powers of the master, which also came with the memories, an oily
blackness poured across the floor.

A vague sense of familiarity tickled at her
memories. She knew what approached, though she had never met the
creature before. Or had she?

It claimed her full attention as she
struggled to anchor a memory of it. Images rolled by of her life,
but only the fleeting memories of the Darklord rose to the surface.
No man could fight this creature. It claimed a host's body as its
own, living that person's life and manipulating those in that life
into fighting and hatred. It used men of the Second Race against
one another, causing wars and strife.

The shadow rose from the floor, taking the
general shape of a man with no detail of features, as if only a
shadow. She found the creature unnerving. It absorbed magic as it
absorbed light, a hole of nothingness, a creature of Chaos.

"Why are you here?"

To serve, came
the answer, grating and crackling like ice. I serve the master. I long to complete his work and destroy
those who trapped me. I will destroy all humans!

She raised an eyebrow in intrigue. To serve
the master? If it came to her service as its new master, she would
take full advantage of the creature's capabilities. "Will you serve
me?"

You are the master.

She liked that answer. Lusiradrol thought
back to her defeat and the men who battled over the castle. Vahrik
was gone, crushed by the large elder drake taken down by three of
her clan.

At least some good had come of the defeat.
One of the five remaining elders who remembered battling the
Darklord was dead.

Tyrkam had not trusted Vahrik, and she pushed
the boy into starting his rebellion as Tyrkam must have expected to
send his forces. It had worked perfectly for her intents.

If this creature could do the same, it could
push all the nations around the world into distracting themselves
battling each other. That would free her to carry out her plans and
aid in her purpose.

But where to start? The world had three large
continents and two smaller continents with hundreds of scattered
islands. All hosted different cultures of men, some with ideologies
that clashed.

Perhaps to the farther reaches. She would
continue to play her hand in the politics of Ayrule and Rivonia,
and most of her dragons were here. The shadow could start her work
elsewhere.

"Voshtrau." The continent was mostly
desolate, its inhabitable regions on the opposite side of the
world. That would insure the creature stayed out of her way. And
with any luck, the conflicts there would spill over into
neighboring kingdoms and countries. "You know this place?"

As clear as you see it. I am a part of the
one who created me. I see what he sees.

"Go!" His words disturbed her. She wanted to
hear no more. "See to it that war comes."

The shadow rushed up like a spout of ink to
the ceiling and vanished through the rock.

Something out of her control made her
tremble, as if it sought to escape from within. She gasped and
struggled against it. The implications of the demon's words worried
her. They stirred up new images of the Darklord, vivid and real as
if she looked through his eyes.

Something was happening to her.

__________

 


Jayson

 


Jayson sat at Calli's bedside, stroking the
back of her hand while watching every nuance of her face, from the
subtle twitch of her cheek to the faint pinch of her brows.

From beneath the covers, her side rose and
fell with the regularity and slowness of one in deep sleep, the
blankets pulled to her chin over her body in the sleeping gown.
Loose red curls splayed out over the pillow behind her head. The
sliver of dawn arriving on the far horizon would soon grace her
with its touch through the window.

He brushed away a few strands of hair from
her face.

How he wished she would awaken! He'd always
been a patient man, but his heart agonized over this. He wanted to
tell her so much—of his pride in her breaking the spell holding her
in crystal, of the birth of Gilthiel and Istaria's voice returning,
and of the spectacular battle of the dragons over Wynmere.

Most of all, he wanted her to wake up so they
could be together again.

He kissed her hand, careful not to let his
short mustache and beard disturb her, and smiled at the soft lines
of her face. She had been ill before Lusiradrol trapped her. That
illness lingered when she broke free. The First Race was not prone
to illness, or at least not any of those common to most creatures.
He wondered if it was Lusiradrol's work, a means to insure Calli's
life ended, if by chance she was rescued.

But the black dragon could not have
anticipated the Majera's interference. With the help of Tahronen,
Calli's fever broke, though her body needed time to heal.

She had awakened briefly last night, while he
slept in the lone chair next to her bed. From what Gayleana
reported, Calli ate, but the battle against the illness fatigued
her into sleeping again. He wished they would have stirred him, but
Gayleana felt it wiser to let him rest after his long vigil.

The faint light of morning finally reached
through the window.

He longed for the sun to rise and wake her.
His training had taught him patience, but it also forbade
attachments. With the order no more, he was free to choose his
path. He chose her. He hoped she felt the same for him. Although he
longed to tell her, he wished to know from her first that she would
choose no one else, especially Istaria's brother.

His thoughts wandered to all they endured,
until a strange twisting of magic pulled him away. Jayson followed
the disturbance with his eyes. He recognized the presence, but the
shapeshifter had kept his distance since their return.

The black cat jumped up on the bed. While its
blue eyes studied Jayson with suspicion, the tip of its tail curled
side to side.

"What do you want?" The shapeshifter who
followed him had not harmed the women, but the man had attacked
Gaispar on the way here. None of them trusted him, but the dragons
allowed him to stay for reasons they wouldn't explain.

The cat ignored him and padded over the
covers towards Calli's face, where it stretched, unsheathing its
claws for a moment.

"You're not fooling anyone." Despite trying
to keep his tone cool, frustration grated in his words. "Show
yourself and have done with it."

The cat mewed and blinked as if it understood
nothing. Jayson sat back in his chair, studying the cat.

If the shapeshifter's name was Galen, as the
women told him, he knew exactly who this one was. When he heard the
name, Jayson's loyalties to the Sh'lahmar rose up in defiance, but
he'd been too concerned with Calli to pursue it. The only way the
shapeshifter could have arrived here without the Son'tal assigned
to him was if he killed the man.

Unlikely, but not impossible

Such a killing demanded Galen's life in
exchange. A former Sh'lahmar had lethal tools at his disposal. One
willing to kill without reason was a disgrace to the order and a
danger to others. Any Sh'lahmar who was also a shapeshifter would
be more so.

Galen was the one Haiberuk had warned him
about, the one almost forgotten.

The cat kneaded his claws. Jayson tensed and
silently formed the spell to trap the man if he reacted.

When magic swirled in a controlled reaction
inside him, Jayson said, "Not worth hiding. Is it, Galen?"

No reaction.

You've learned well.
Bitterness crept into Jayson's emotions.
"Murderer."

This time the cat blinked at him in mockery
and its tail twitched.

Jayson clamped his jaw on accusations. His
stomach churned at the irony and senseless loss. He remembered the
Son'tal assigned to watch the man and considered him a good friend,
as all the men he had called brothers. Haiberuk was right; he was
the only Sh'lahmar in the First Realm after Lusiradrol freed her
clan. Galen was not one of them, especially after killing
Breog.

After a deep breath to calm himself, Jayson
jumped for the cat.

The cat sprang to the floor and changed as he
landed.

"I'm disappointed in one of your training."
Galen smiled and stood upright.

On instinct, Jayson reacted. Before the
dark-haired figure could flinch, he unleashed the spell.

Galen flattened to the floor, pinned on his
chest as if crushed beneath a boulder.

Jayson stepped over the man and put his hand
to his back. The magic rendered the man's powers useless until it
was lifted. "How's that?"

With his cheek flat against the floorboards,
Galen growled a response.

"How befitting of an animal." The sarcasm ran
deep in Jayson's words. When he called forth the magic to perform
his duty, it flowed from his hand, a simple charge meant to slow
the man's heart to a stop. He'd lost too much to let this one
survive to kill anyone else.

"Jayson?"

He knew the voice but could let nothing
distract him.

"Leave him," Calli said, her voice raspy and
hoarse with the grogginess of one not fully awake. "This is not
you."

Indecision stole his concentration and the
power faded. The pleading in her voice tore him from his
intentions. She was right.

He straightened without taking his eyes off
the man.

Galen breathed hard, still pinned by the
spell.

Jayson turned and met Calli's gaze, falling
into her eyes. He would do anything for her, but Galen posed a
threat. After what he endured to save her, he wished to eliminate
all the risks he could. Had he not loved her, he would perform his
duty without question.

"Please." Her eyes begged him to
reconsider.

Jayson swallowed and dropped his eyes to the
man to avoid giving in to her. "He's dangerous."

His words fell flat on his ears without any
conviction, and he made no move. Something inside him spoke up and
said Galen might prove useful.

"Have we not faced greater dangers and
survived?"

All life is precious,
a familiar voice echoed in his head.

Master Haiberuk.
Before he could change his mind, he lifted the spell pinning
the man.

Galen changed back to the cat and raced
out.

"Thank you."

Calli sat up in bed wearing the smile he
longed to see again, and all his doubts melted away. He took one
look at the crack of the door through which Galen had fled.

"Forget him."

With a sigh to sweep away his concerns,
Jayson returned to the chair. He leaned forward and took her hand
again.

Calli smiled. The gradual increase of dawn
light defined her features more clearly with each passing minute.
The shadows faded, leaving the brightness for which his heart had
longed.

When a yawn crept out, she stole her hand
away and finished with a stretch.

Jayson watched her with all his interest and
moved to sit at the edge of the bed close to her. "Feel
better?"

"Yes. Thanks. How many times have you rescued
me?"

In jest, he held up his hand and silently
counted on his fingers.

She grabbed his hand and pulled it down.
"Stop that!"

Jayson chuckled, his eyes fixed on the smile
she could not contain. He could have gazed at her all day like he
had all night. Being near her always brought a sense of
completeness to his spirit. Not even Haiberuk's purification had
brought the same wholeness to him. He vowed never to leave her
side, whether she felt the same or not.

"I'm glad you let him go." Calli's voice
softened and she glanced at the door cracked open. "You've never
liked killing. Whether he deserves death or not, I know you'd not
live well with yourself."

Her words hit his core dead center. She knew
him almost as well as he knew himself, or thought he did. Why had
he been trained to kill if he would not? Why had Haiberuk chosen
him for the Son'tal?

A soft shudder passed through him in
response, and he dropped his eyes, avoiding the truth on her face.
Calli abhorred death, as most of the First Race had in the legends.
She trained to fight, and kill if necessary, but she despised it.
Her intentions had been to save her mistress, Istaria Isolder, but
that changed to aiding the land by ridding it of tyranny, a noble
cause but one which she could not lead. General Marjan had taken
over that, a task to which he was aptly suited.

Jayson lifted his head and searched her eyes.
"You are a true descendant of the Ancients."

Her brow wrinkled from emotions playing
across her face. He had explained it to her at the inn, but she had
a difficult time accepting she was any different from her
friends.

Perhaps it was too soon to resurrect those
memories. "I'm sorry—"

"No." Calli shook her head and grasped his
hand on the bed. "I appreciate the compliment. It's just... I
dreamed of my father again. This time—"

She let go of his hand and fell back onto her
pillow, her eyes staring up into a memory only she saw.

"I saw him holding a woman in his arms. I've
seen her before—in the vision when I died." She frowned. "He looked
so in love. I wish I knew more." She turned to him, and the look in
her eyes begged him to answer her question.

Jayson shrugged for lack of a suitable
answer. The First Race lived in exile and shunned any contact with
the Second Race. Her father could have loved a woman of the Second
Race—anything was possible. Or was the woman she in her dreams one
of the lovers Makleor mentioned in his letter? Had her parents both
been of the First Race?

"What purpose has he to show me this?"
Calli let out a deep sigh and fixed her gaze on him. "I want
answers, Jayson. I want to see Loringale. I want to meet his family
and speak to them. I must
know."

The intent look on her face told him she was
serious. He knew better than to argue. Besides, Makleor's note
indicated the First Race would be needed in the new war. Perhaps
now was the right time.

"Have you need for a good warrior at your
side?" He smiled, recalling their first meeting and almost the
exact same question he posed to her. She had toyed with the men in
the tavern until they would tolerate no more. He had been there by
chance, or perhaps fate had guided him. In either case, he helped
to subdue the rowdy bunch and followed her to safety.

From that first moment, he was unable to do
anything without some thought of her interrupting. Over time, the
friendship grew deeper than he ever expected possible.

Calli smiled, her eyes sparkling in the
increasing light of dawn. When she reached beside her to squeeze
his hand, he knew she remembered that first meeting. "I'd have
nothing less."

"I am honored, my lady, to serve you." He
lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back.

"Jayson." She shook her head. "I suggest you
rest now. The journey will not be easy, I imagine."

Taking the dismissal to heart and comfortable
knowing she would be safe, he stood up.

"Worry not for me," she said, still holding
his hand.

He gave her hand a last squeeze before
letting go, and walked out. Not until he closed the door behind him
did he allow himself to acknowledge his tiredness. He would rest,
but not for long.

__________

 



Makleor

 


From behind his veil of magic, Makleor
watched Tyrkam and his generals. He ran his frail and wrinkled hand
along the gray beard hanging down to his chest; he hated shaving.
The long robes he wore hid the weak old body beneath them and kept
him warm, as he tended to catch a chill easily in his old age. He
supported himself with a staff topped by a dragon-tooth carving in
the form of a dragon holding a special crystal.

He observed the debate without detection.

Tyrkam controlled most of Ayrule, but some of
the coastal provinces had not fallen. Those he could not capture
were on the coast closest to Rivonia, Cavatar's powerful ally
across the Darnasian Sea. Sovereign Farolkavin protected his ally's
remaining heir to the throne, Phelan Isolder, and provided support
to what remained of Cavatar.

From the darker tone of Tyrkam's skin and the
menace in his voice when he spoke of Sovereign Farolkavin of
Rivonia, the overlord could only have come from the continent of
Rivonia, but he was not the same. Tyrkam had not the tall, slender
form of the Rivon people but a more compact and tougher presence,
which came from life on the plains, the Caveshan Plains to be
exact.

But Makleor only had suspicions. Confirmation
would take research. He had no time for that.

"We need ships, and crews trained to fight at
sea," one of the generals said.

"No excuses!" The threat in Tyrkam's voice
halted any further objections. "Rivon support to Cavatar will
continue to flow into the port, along with their forces, until we
stop them."

"Gheorwen still holds command in the city.
His perimeter forces continue to hold off ours." The harsh voice
belonged to a rougher looking man with a scar from his mangled
right ear into the collar of his armor.

Makleor ignored the decisions about Candro
and what remained of Cavatar's army. One mattered no more than the
other if Lusiradrol discovered her true identity. They would all
collapse under her destructive forces.

He shuddered to think of what would happen
when the time came. At least Gilthiel was safe. The child was their
key to stopping the evil once and for all.

But they would need an army unlike any in
recent times. As in the past when the forces of Light nearly
destroyed the Darklord, all men would need to unite in spite of
their differences.

That meant the First Race would have to be
convinced to come out of their hiding and stand beside the Second
Race, whose ancestors had driven the Ancients from their
fortresses.

The realization brought Tyrkam's lieutenant
Dorjan to the forefront of his interests in recent moon cycles.

From a corner of the room, Dorjan, whose red
hair brushed his shoulders, observed Tyrkam's discussion in
quietude. Despite the grizzly appearance, he could not hide the
face identical to another Makleor had known. Not until recently did
Makleor notice the similarities hidden behind the ruffled, unkempt
hair. If Dorjan shaved his beard and trimmed his hair, he could
pass for Kaillen.

From beneath his hood, Makleor's good eye
focused on the man.

They could see nothing of him, although
the knowing eyes of Dorjan passed by him a few times. Makleor
smirked. You know I linger. He
had always recognized Dorjan's presence in the colors of magic as
one of the First Race, but the man seemed unable to sense him in
the same way.

Despite the limitation, Dorjan possessed a
fine-tuned skill in combat and his command of magic might well
equal Makleor's, if the descendants of those Makleor had known
millennia ago practiced the old ways. The Majera made them perfect
for battling the forces of the Darklord.

Makleor had not dared confront one of the
First Race, though, since he betrayed Gilthiel—Lusiradrol's spell
or not—and the best trained warriors of the Ancients had hunted
him, forcing him to change his identity. Lêath would not take well
to learn his true identity as Mallenor. Despite the morals of his
race, he would be sworn to kill, or at least try to.

When Dorjan's eyes fixed on Makleor for a
moment, he realized the man knew, somehow. Dorjan said nothing, but
continued to stand aside while Tyrkam discussed his plans. Never
before had Dorjan bothered to acknowledge him.

Has my interference in
Vahrik's assassination attempt made you more aware? Very
good! Perhaps his life was not at stake after saving
Lêath's when Vahrik sent his soldiers to assassinate the
man.

"One moon cycle," Tyrkam said. "Have your men
ready." With the warm season approaching, Tyrkam would continue his
takeover of Ayrule. His obsession with obtaining the power of the
white dragon had fallen to the wayside, but he had not departed
from his plans to conquer all of Cavatar.

Makleor had yet to know what the man was
truly after if not the power of the white dragon.

The generals took their dismissal, scraping
chairs back from the table and tromping out the door with heavy
steps. When the last one left, Tyrkam turned to Dorjan, his most
trusted advisor and friend.

Dorjan stepped from his corner, his hand
resting on the pommel of the sword belted at his waist. "They've no
wish to face the dragons."

Tyrkam nodded, a grim frown on his face. His
eyes fixed on one of the three windows on the long side of the
room. With his gaze on something beyond, he stepped to the
glass.

"What has she planned?" His eyes lifted to
the sky for a moment. Without the tension Makleor knew as a sign of
trouble, Tyrkam dropped his eyes to the yard below and the city
beyond the wall.

At once the overlord's body went rigid.

A growl ground through Tyrkam's teeth.
"Norwell!" Tyrkam clenched his fists, his eyes fixed on whatever
scene played below.

Made good time.
Norwell commanded the regiment sent to subdue Vahrik. If not
for the dragons interfering, Makleor would not have expected them
to return for at least another half a moon cycle. Tyrkam would be
thinking the same, but he knew not the outcome yet.

Gaispar had come and gone a few days ago with
news, following the battle at Wynmere and a brief check on Istaria
and the new babe in Eyr Droc. Tyrkam's men had won the battle by
default, since the dragons did most of the work for them. The elder
drake, Darmîndren, had not died in vain. His death was unfortunate,
though.

Makleor had sent Gaispar on to Arronfel, the
hidden valley of the Ancients, where General Marjan waited for
spring to return to the lowlands. He hoped the general accepted her
word as an ally rather than distrusting her as a foe.

Wearing a dark scowl, Tyrkam stormed from the
room. The door slammed open against the wall. Without a word,
Dorjan followed.

A smirk crept up Makleor's lips as they
left him alone in the room. Playing your
part well.

__________

 



Lêath

 


Tyrkam's wizard. It had to be—that subtle
shift of light.

Dorjan clenched his jaw to keep from saying
anything. The old man had his reasons for watching, but he lingered
near more often since Vahrik's attempt on his life.

Dorjan followed the warlord through the
palace of senthir rî Afdroc,
the hill of the dragon, as his people called it. They had protected
it, until the Second Race chased them off with their warriors and
magi.

Makleor had done nothing to stop the
bloodshed, but neither did he attack. The city and palace of
Setheadroc rose on the mound in which the white dragon was buried
in his death; a death caused by the same old man.

He was sure of it now. The old man, Makleor,
was the same mage of the old tales, but at that time he used the
named Mallenor—not much different than the name he now used. He,
Lêath, should have seen it.

That was in the past. The white dragon had
sworn to return to finish the task he was created to perform, and
his kind watched for signs of that return since.

Muriel rî Fellendar had researched the
history of the world and concluded that the time of the white
dragon's return would come soon. After detailing her findings to
the High Council, she had convinced the Nathel Morissî, the triumvirate executive council
of the Lôringai High Council, to let her observe without
interfering. Kaillen insisted on coming to protect her.

But something had happened. Kaillen and
Muriel never returned. Councilor Fellendar, father of Muriel,
worried that the violent Second Race discovered or killed the two.
After more than ten years since they left, he asked Lêath to find
them.

He, Lêath, had spent almost a year on the
large continent and joined Tyrkam when he heard rumors of his
younger brother's death. Only then did he learn his brother served
the Isolder family ruling the largest kingdom, a union of
semi-independent provinces, on Ayrule.

No news of Muriel ever surfaced.

Dorjan shoved the memories aside. Something
happened to Muriel, especially since no news of her circulated like
those of Kaillen and his heroic deeds. He assumed she died, since
Kaillen would never have left her side otherwise; their romance was
no secret to the families.

Dorjan followed Tyrkam's rush through the
grand hall, their steps echoing on carved stone. The hall's high,
arched ceiling, patterned floor tiles, and wide round columns of
Rivon architecture supporting balconies along each side made the
palace one of the greatest modern structures on all of Ayrule.

The overlord stepped through the tall front
doors and stopped on the terrace overlooking the stone-lined
courtyard.

Dorjan stood to the side and behind. He
stayed out of the overlord's way, as usual, watching and waiting.
One day Tyrkam would give himself away. As sure as the stars at
night, Dorjan knew the man had played a part in his brother's
death.

Dorjan played the part of confidante without
remorse, hoping one day to discover what role Tyrkam had. He sought
answers for himself and to take back to Councilor Fellendar.

Vengeance was for the weak, he told himself
every day, if only to fight off the desire within himself.

The riders clattered through the gates and
reined their mounts at the foot of the steps to the entrance
terrace, their horses' hooves scraping on stone.

"My lord." The lead rider jumped from his
horse and bowed. His eyes flicked around to the curious gazes of
servants. "We must speak...in private."

From his angle, Dorjan recognized the barely
suppressed anger in the shifting of Tyrkam's jaw.

"Indeed." The darker-skinned man took in the
group joining their leader. Norwell was not among them. "Where is
the general?"

The man blanched at the ice in the overlord's
voice. "He was injured in battle. The dragons—" He stopped when
Tyrkam's face hardened.

"You will tell me everything inside."

The group of men said nothing but followed
the overlord and their captain. As the last one passed him, Dorjan
took up the rear guard.

Would the old mage listen in on this too? He
hoped not. The man was a traitor to both races, except that he
helped the chosen one Muriel had come to investigate. In that
Dorjan found some satisfaction.

And Makleor helped him when Vahrik sent his
guards on an assassination attempt. He could not repay that with
death, not yet.

Finding no trace of the old man, Dorjan
relaxed and focused on the issue at hand. The mention of dragons
intrigued him. Tyrkam's dealings with the leader of the Red Clan
had not gone unpunished. What of the other dragon clans?

__________

 



Calli

 


After dressing in the clean, ivory gown left
by Gayleana, Calli wandered down the stairs to the main level,
refreshed and grateful not to have to worry about her safety.

On the entry floor, a sitting room to her
right coming down the staircase contained a rocker and a padded
seat for two before a cold fireplace at one wall and a picture
window on the adjoining wall. The front door stood closed almost in
a direct line from the stairs.

To her left was a small foyer lit with the
natural light through a large window and, beyond that, a closed
door. With no reference of the house's layout, she guessed where
the kitchen was.

Her stomach gurgled, and she crossed the
foyer and pushed the door open.

Four faces looked up, three she knew and one
she knew not.

The sight of the queen and Istaria brought an
embarrassed warmth to her cheeks. By habit, she curtsied.

"My lady and my lady."

Her friend wore no veil to conceal her face.
Although Calli had never seen Istaria without it, she knew by the
white hair. She considered her friend more beautiful than she ever
hoped to be.

Istaria smiled brightly. "Calli."

She froze in shock.

The man seated next to Istaria rose with an
amused grin and moved around behind Calli. With his hands gently on
her shoulders, he guided Calli to the chair he vacated. "Please,
sit."

Calli sat on the hard wooden seat and stared
at her friend. Amazement stole her voice.

After a quick kiss to Istaria, the man
excused himself. "I'll let you explain."

Calli watched without a word, but as her
thoughts caught up she realized this must be the man Jayson told
her about when he finally revealed the truth about Istaria. The
name escaped her at the moment.

She had served the Isolder family since her
father was called to train the royal guard. Although the family was
exiled and split since Tyrkam's takeover, the presence of the
former queen and princess brought back all the old habits. Whether
they held their titles or not, she saw them as royalty deserving
her respect.

"Relax." Istaria chuckled. "We've not the
need of formalities."

"So much has changed." Calli looked
from her friend to the former
queen, as she reminded herself, and Gayleana, whom she had
met in the dark hours of the morn.

Odd. Calli noted the similarities; the same
golden hair and blue eyes, the same fair jaw line. But where the
queen carried a gentle but austere poise, the other sat more
relaxed with an inner peace much like that in Jayson. She would
have sworn the women were related.

Istaria chuckled. "You look confused."

"Pardon my saying, but you could be sisters."
Calli noted the smiles that appeared on the faces of Damaera and
Gayleana. They looked to each other as if sharing a secret.

"They are."

Calli fell back in her chair and turned to
her friend. The smile on her face and the nod confirmed the truth.
"No."

"She speaks the truth," Damaera said and
turned to Gayleana. "I think it best if we leave them." She stood
up and pushed her chair to the table. "I'm glad you're well."

Calli watched them leave, noting the queen's
simple robes similar to Gayleana's rather than the stylish robes
she usually wore. She had helped dress Damaera once…

"Are you hungry?"

Calli blinked away the memories of her
service in the old life and returned her gaze to her friend. With
her thoughts pulled back to her reason for being there, the
emptiness of her stomach churned for attention. "Very much."

"Good. Gayle left you a section of bread and
some of her fresh tarts."

Before Calli could respond, Istaria rose. She
grabbed a plate with food already on it from the counter.

Belatedly, Calli realized what happened. "My
lady." Embarrassment warmed her cheeks as Istaria set the plate
before her. "I know not what to say. I should serve you."

"No more of that." Istaria's tone admonished
her mildly. "That life is gone. I owe you much."

"For what?" Not wishing to offend her friend
and starving for the food offered to her, Calli bit into the bread.
Sweetness greeted her tongue.

Istaria sat in the chair next to her. "You
risked your life for me. I can never repay that."

For a moment, Istaria gazed into another
world.

When her friend focused again on her, Calli
marveled at the brilliant blue of her eyes and the oddity of seeing
the face of her friend and hearing a voice. Istaria had never
spoken in all those years, and the queen had forbid anyone from
seeing her face. Their lives had changed dramatically since her
friend's abduction, and she could hardly believe her friend was a
mother now.

"But I can give you something in return."
Istaria paused while Calli washed down the delicious bread with a
drink of the cool water. A hint of mischief lit Istaria's smile.
"Jayson."

Calli's cheeks warmed and she choked a
swallow of water down. Before they parted, Istaria and she had
talked of her brother, or at least Calli had—Istaria never
spoke.

How did Istaria know of her feelings for
Jayson?

"Phelan is safe, but he was never right for
you. Jayson is here, and—" Istaria leaned close and lowered her
voice. "If you had no eyes you would know—he fools no one. You know
it, too."

The heat of embarrassment overwhelmed Calli.
She never had trouble talking to Istaria about anything, but never
had the princess—former, she reminded herself—spoken to her in any
way, much less about her feelings. She wanted her to be with
Jayson?

Wait. What did she say? "You think Jayson
feels that way for me?"

"You did not?"

"No. I…He never said anything."

Istaria's hand grasped hers with reassurance.
"He has not to say it, my friend. Surely you see it in his face
when he looks at you…That he never left your side and insisted on
rescuing you at the risk of his death by Lusiradrol's hands should
be enough to prove his loyalty. As you did for me, he did for you.
There's more than he lets on. What do you feel?"

Calli knew what she felt. He'd taken a big
place in her heart, and she wanted to be in his.

When her hand went to her chest in a habit of
touching the pendant, the royal seal, for reassurance, shock jolted
her to full awareness; she still wore it. It represented her
promise to Phelan, but she no longer held to that promise. She had
held onto the pendant simply for safe-keeping for the last few moon
cycles.

Calli lifted the chain from her head and held
it before Istaria. "He gave this to me, before I left." With it
off, she breathed easier. Not until that moment did she notice the
weight of responsibility she carried. "He made me promise to return
it to him, to be his bride...I think it inappropriate to lie to
myself and to him." Jayson was the one she wanted, if he would have
her, if Istaria was right.

Calli let the pendant dangle on the end of
the chain. Istaria opened her hand and accepted it.

"Keep it safe, for the next generation, to
carry on the traditions for a new Cavatar."

When the pendant fell into Istaria's palm,
Calli let the chain drop in with it. Giving up the seal to its
rightful owner took the burden from her shoulders, and removed the
last of her doubts. Istaria wrapped her fingers around it and
removed it from sight. It was gone, no longer hers.

A wry grin curved up Istaria's face. "Feel
better?"

"You have to ask?"

Istaria's smirk made Calli laugh. Both broke
out in giggles as they had in another life, although this was the
first that Calli ever heard her friend.

They talked while Calli finished her meal and
for a while after. When Darius returned with a fussing infant,
Istaria excused herself.

Calli watched her friend leave, a mother and
a woman; no longer the girl she had served.

They left her alone, and for the first
time she realized she had
changed and grown.

She had changed. How did that happen?
Amazing how time could wash away one's awareness of it.
Time no more to waste.

She wandered outside. The beauty of the
Second Realm soothed the troubles of her mind and heart. Dragons
glided high above. They perched on an impressive floating crystal
fortress shimmering with myriad rainbows of color. Dragons…Dragons
like those who ate Fenwar and Duke. But Istaria said these dragons
fought for them and for her. They were different from the Red Clan,
the ones who stole her friends.

Nevertheless, they reminded her of the deaths
she had witnessed, including her own.

By the fires of a dragon, she had died and
saw her father and the woman. Jayson saved her from that, but not
before her father assured her that she could trust him, the
Sh'lahmar. He also warned about shadows, whatever that meant.

At the memories of her father, sorrow crowded
out the joys in her heart. Calli had to get out. She had to be
alone, without dragons or floating castles.

She made a direct line away from the castle
and the dragons around it and headed into the trees behind the
house.

__________

 



Jayson

 


The sleeveless leather tunic fit snug over
the dark blouse much like a vest. Jayson overlapped the open pieces
of the front and tightened his belt over it.

The sleep had done him some good, as had
bathing. The clean clothes added a feeling of freshness like his
renewal from Haiberuk. That had been a spiritual freshness, though,
not the physical refreshment he now enjoyed. While this realm also
cleansed his spirit, his physical body needed care. Here, in this
island of hope and peace, he fulfilled both needs.

At the thought of his master, he let out a
sigh. Where was he? After healing him, Haiberuk dissolved into the
air. Majera possessed greater power than any and needed no physical
form, but he neither heard nor saw any sign of his former master.
Tahronen's presence made him wonder if Haiberuk would show up too.
They had as much, if not more, of a stake in the war now upon them
than anyone.

Master Haiberuk had never disappointed him.
He would appear when the time was right.

Wondering about the Majera would only lead to
madness. Besides, he had more important matters ahead. Calli was
awake, well, and safe, and they could talk about things now that
they could not before.

His heart skipped a beat at the idea of being
with her, though he dared not show it. He was ready now…maybe.

Jayson checked himself in the rectangular
mirror and took a deep breath to settle the trembling.

What scared him so much now that never
bothered him before?

The answer was obvious—he'd never had the
time to spend with her alone, especially where they were safe and
not running from danger. He had no excuses now for not talking,
except that she might still want the prince.

Bitterness slashed through his emotions at
the thought of her with Istaria's brother. It would do him no good
to consider it. If she chose Istaria's brother, he would die
inside, but he would not leave her side, even if it meant standing
in the shadows watching her love another man. For that reason he
said nothing of his feelings.

He did a final check of his mustache and the
line of beard along his jaw. Not even Haiberuk's tests made his
insides flutter as they did now, thinking about her; about being
with her without any interruptions or dangers lurking to distract
him.

Calli. His heart lightened in her
presence.

Now he understood why Haiberuk made them live
in solitude and forbid any attachments. It distracted him, drove
him mad to be apart from her. No matter how he tried to distract
himself, his thoughts always slipped to her.

He would not lose her again but would stay
always at her side. He could spend time alone with her for a while.
Once they left the security of Eyr Droc for their travel to
Loringale, they would be at Lusiradrol's mercy, and at the mercy of
her dragons.

But Galen—

He bristled at the thought of the murderer
loose in Eyr Droc. Would the others be safe with him around? How
could he, Jayson, leave with Calli, knowing the man could harm the
others at any time?

Two Lumathir, a Sh'lahmar,
and a Majera, he assured himself. Not to mention a new mother with all the protective instincts
of a lioness and the power to back it up. He was not
needed.

Besides, he could not let Calli travel alone;
and she was determined to trace her father's steps to his home in
Loringale, one of the islands of the First Race. Something told him
that was the right place to go.

Finding nothing else to delay him, Jayson
exited the room on the main floor. The manor house contained five
bedrooms, with the master bedroom belonging to Istaria and Darius,
and four smaller guest quarters, two of them—one his—more like
closets.

Istaria's voice, gentle but strange to his
ears, trickled from upstairs. She sang, though could not hold the
tune. Nevertheless, a mother's song was the most beautiful music to
her child, good or bad by the judgment of others.

He could not remember his mother. Like most
of the men under Haiberuk's training, he had joined the Sh'lahmar
before he could remember his parents.

The clatter of utensils rang from the kitchen
every few minutes, and paused for a while. Gayleana worked on the
next meal.

When he reached out through the magic, Jayson
found no trace of Calli in the house. The colors of magic flowed
differently around her than the others. He knew her presence when
he found it, but she had wandered a ways.

And she was alone.

Jayson exited the house and followed the
stirring of her presence through the trees.

Not far from the house, he stepped from the
trees to the edge of a clearing, the same where he had paced while
planning Calli's rescue.

Now, sitting in the midst of the summer
flowers, she could have been a dream. Calli played with a small
bouquet in her hands. Loose red waves fell about her shoulders as
he had seen her on few occasions. Throughout their travels she
braided her hair or tied it up tight for practical reasons he
supported. She was a fighter then.

Now she was a woman. A beautiful woman.

He stared in wonder, his breath stalled and
his mouth dry. Never had he let himself admire a woman as he did
her. With his original purpose in life gone, he let himself love
her. He had from the beginning, but had not let it control him,
until now.

If she asked, he would relinquish all control
to her. For a lifetime of visions as the one before him, he would
give up his soul to her.

Like one of the flowers in the clearing, she
turned her face to the sun. Its glow illuminated her skin and for a
moment his heart stopped.

Then he saw it, the moisture on her cheek
sparkling in the radiance of the sunlight. She wept.

Without thinking, he strode through the
clearing to reach her, intent on comforting her as he had when she
heard of the siege of Setheadroc and again while mourning those
killed by the red wyvern. Why did she cry? Was she not happy there,
with her friend, whom she had suffered so much to join? What
tormented her?

At his approach, she turned her face.

"Jayson!" Unlike that first time he held her
in his arms, when she resisted, this time she stood and rushed at
him.

At a run, she slammed into him and buried her
face in his shoulder; he could only guess the tears blurred her
vision.

Jayson held her close and rubbed her back,
trying to soothe whatever emotions ripped through her. Until she
was ready to tell him, he would not push her to explain.

Calli shook with sobs in his arms for a long
while, before she calmed. Each deep breath shook when she exhaled,
until she stood quietly against him.

Jayson laid his head against hers and closed
his eyes, content in the moment. His heart pounded in his chest, as
if racing the time until she let go. The softness and warmth of her
body next to his reminded him of those other few times. He absorbed
every moment while he could.

The birds twittered about them. The gentle
wind rustled through the leaves of the trees. Calli's breathing
steadied.

In the soft curls of her hair, perfumed with
the scent of the meadow, he asked, "It passed?"

Calli sniffed away whatever tears remained.
"Yes. Thanks."

"You're certain?"

"It's gone. I'm glad you came to chase it
away." He recognized the lift of a smile in her voice.

"I'll not allow any demons nor beasts near
you. I'll whip them sound and send them running with their tails
between their legs."

This time she chuckled and separated from
him. Her lovely eyes, red from the crying, met his. "I know you
will."

Jayson studied her face, unable to take his
eyes off her. That she stood with her hands still on his back
excited him. Something was different. She held him yet, unlike the
few other times they embraced. He swallowed the wave of emotions
threatening to overcome him; until he knew her heart, he would say
nothing.

When the last trail of a tear shimmered on
her cheek, he erased it with the back of his fingers. "No more
tears?"

"None," she whispered and placed her hand
over his with a smile on her lips.

Had he the power, he would take away all her
grief and leave nothing but the joy he experienced in her
presence.

How would he live if she loved someone
else?

The thought mortified him, even more so to
experience the jealousy and pain of the possibility that she would
love another when she came to him like that.

"You could have stayed here, where it was
safe, but you left this place for me. Why?" she asked. "What reason
made you risk so much for me?"

He clamped his jaw to keep from fumbling his
words. Words could never express the joy inside him in all their
time together. Part of him still feared she would leave him for her
prince. If that happened, all the life would pour from him, leaving
an empty shell. By saying nothing, he risked nothing more.

Calli took his hand from her cheek, enclosed
it in both of hers, and held it to her chest. She watched him
expectantly.

Wait. The line of her collar bone. The chain
was gone. The pendant she had clung to as her promise to another
man was gone.

Breathe! Doubts
and fears blew away like the wind through the trees. It might not
mean what he hoped, but he strongly wanted to believe.

"I could no more live a lie than deny my
heart." Her smile beamed in the sunlight. "If I say I gave up that
life long ago, what say you? Though only today had I reason to give
up the symbol of what was and will never be."

His heart must have leapt from his chest. He
breathed deeply to be sure it was still there. Her eyes danced in
his vision, reflecting the emotions racing through him. She
expected one answer, one that he had died a million deaths already
to tell her but restrained.

He would not disappoint her, but it could not
be that easy.

Jayson grinned and stepped closer to her. He
fought the desire to pull her near that instant, but gently
squeezed her shoulders in his hands to dispel his anxiety. "I'd
say, ask your first question again."

Calli gazed up at him with a knowing smile.
Her hands found their way to his neck, and she pulled herself close
to him.

"What reason made you return for me?"

All the doubts and fears that had plagued him
shattered. Jayson leaned over her, focused on her soft lips. Unable
to catch his breath, he managed only to whisper, "For this," before
gently kissing those lips.

She had been ready. Calli returned his kiss
with more depth and passion than he expected, wrapping her arms
tightly around his neck and pressing her body against his.

Her reaction energized and thrilled him. He
embraced her with the intention of never letting go.

All at once he understood; she had been
waiting for him.

__________

 



Tahronen

 


Tahronen smiled at the two from a banister of
the crystal palace. The third part of the Majera surrounded her,
formless but present. All three pieces were together in this place,
this realm Chaos had not touched.

"A more perfect union I could not have
planned."

The others will not accept it. Those who
came first take not kindly to those who came after.

Her smile fell into a frown at his—its—words.
While the third part of the Majera claimed no gender as she and
Haiberuk, it had taken the form of a man in the past. She often
thought of the amorphous spirit as "he".

"They'll realize the truth," she said.

"Not without pain."

She turned to a wizened old man in robes much
like hers, his eyes the same gentle eyes that had once set upon the
white dragon while training him.

He glanced over the balcony at the couple.
"Never has our world witnessed such an event. That the two would
join brings promise to yours and Haiberuk's creations."

He stretched out his arm in an indication for
Tahronen to walk.

With him beside her, she noted the organic
design of the palace, much as the First Race had taken as theirs.
While the corruption of the Second Race split them into factions,
each with their own separate cultures, beliefs, and languages, all
the First Race stayed true to their roots.

"You've come at a most opportune time." The
Unnamed One stepped ahead to a pair of crystal doors decorated in
gold vines and leaves swirling and curving upon them. He opened one
of the doors and led her into the inner chamber. "Though I must
question why you delayed."

Tahronen gazed about the semicircular
chamber, with the crystal benches along the curved walls and
nothing along the straight wall ahead. So much of this palace was
only for looks, although he probably found a use for it. Never
before had she visited Eyr Droc. She never had a reason. "I had
work."

"Ah. Yes."

With an understanding grin, he turned to her
as the wall ahead faded. A room of immense proportions revealed
itself. Large tomes filled every shelf from floor to ceiling. "I've
documented everything. You've given much of yourself to them."

Unsurprised by his neutrality, she stepped
into the library and stopped at a chair next to the tall window.
Her fingers traced the wood worn smooth on the nearest armrest. "In
every way."

"She sits here often, or did until the child
came."

And Tahronen would bet he had once sat there
too, long hours by the looks, writing his books, the history of the
world.

Tahronen gazed up at the shelves and the
books he had created. "A most unusual, though not unexpected, means
of returning." Neither she nor Haiberuk had foreseen Gilthiel's
intentions until the faere folk of Wynmere Forest led Istaria to
Darius.

"Yes." The Unnamed One took his place in the
chair, which seemed appropriate to her since it fit him perfectly,
and gazed on the book open on the table. "I could not have
predicted the outcome, but it's for the best. In good time too; she
caught up to when Lusiradrol discovered her clan alive and some
beyond that."

Tahronen raised her eyebrows. Istaria
read fast to reach that point in her studies. "She knows all the
history then." Including Tahronen's affairs with men and the truth
of the ones known as the m'athêrred rî
Lûmea. "Good."

He stared at the open tome, a frown sagging
his face. Words glittered to life on the pages, written in
Gairdran, the original language of the Majera, as they watched.
"The one called Lusiradrol sees the truth."

"You see her mind also?"

The twinkle in his eyes matched the
understanding in his smile. She knew the answer. Until the Darklord
emerged completely, the Unnamed One had access to Lusiradrol's
activities. Only Nekrâos had the power to keep him out.

Tahronen returned the smile. "You are the
mortar, the spirit that binds all."

"I am everywhere at once. As you and he were
given your roles, I have mine." He returned his gaze to the tome
with a grim expression. "Nekrâos is emerging. She feels it. The
truth lies within her."

"Already?" If the Darklord returned now they
would struggle against him. But, if he waited until after the two
races of men joined forces, they would be ready. Nekrâos would not
wait.

"She understands none of it. But others do;
others who wish to serve their master again. Already one has come
forward, the creature once asleep in the vaults of Linfrathâr."

"The Stone of Arromefîrdra has been broken."
Another demon had been released; she'd felt the shudder of cold
pass through her. Makleor had trapped that one and buried the stone
deep in the mountain.

"Your nekreth was the first."

Tahronen recalled the event as if it had just
happened. Drawn by Lusiradrol's presence from its dormancy, the
creature had attacked Damaera and Gayleana in their quarters. Since
she banished the creature long ago, Tahronen knew well the void of
its presence. In her meditations, she had felt its approach and the
sheer strength of it sucking life out of the two sisters. Only by
exposing her true form to the creature had she weakened it. But it
would recover, and it would awaken more. "Then the others will soon
return."

"Only one mortal creature of his making
survives."

She stared out the window, seeing the
abominations in her memory. The humans had destroyed the Garzun,
but the other creatures escaped.

Part man, part wolf, the C'Lupuc were one of
the Darklord's many twisted experiments from their noble creations.
The intelligent armies of C'Lupuc fought like animals. With their
strength, they chased the First Race from their grand cities in
many parts of the world, those that the Second Race led by rogue
magi had not taken. It was the Second Race, particularly the magi,
that drove out the C'Lupuc.

The Majera could do nothing to interfere,
unless they wished to destroy the world.

"You must leave them to this," he warned.
"Already you've interfered through your children. You gave them
something they were not intended to have." The lines of his aged
face softened. "But you taught them well."

The compliment warmed her, coming from one as
wise as the Unnamed One. He saw all events in both realms, but he
had created this sanctuary. That he approved of the outcome of her
training of those who descended from her—the children of the
Light—comforted her. She could not have left them to use their
gifts for the wrong purposes. Before she began teaching them, rogue
magi let greed and jealousy overtake them, driving out the last of
the First Race. That was why she trained them, and why Haiberuk put
the men to use. The magi were an unforeseen consequence of her need
for companionship and the children produced.

She used it to their advantage, however, and
ensured that they passed on their gifts in anticipation of the war
now upon them. The army of Light grew. Damaera had accepted that it
was necessary to direct the royal line to eventually produce a mage
strong enough to contain the power of the white dragon. Istaria's
timing could not have been more perfect.

"We will be one again, when the time is
right," the old man said.

"Haiberuk is here also."

"But he has other purposes."

"The First Race." Tahronen had wondered why
her brother hid in the one called Jayson. Now, it made sense.
Haiberuk would have known of Jayson's feelings and the truth of
Calli's family. He must have foreseen the possibility of such a
journey, though he could have gone directly. Or had he the
intention of learning also?

The destination is not as
important as the journey, she recalled him
saying.

"Indeed. Lusiradrol cannot see him," the
Unnamed One said.

"I see now that our work is incomplete."

"Their time of hiding is at an end. They must
learn to forgive the injustices of the past and fight alongside the
others." Before her eyes, he vaporized into nothing.

She bowed her head and strode away. The
wall hiding the room reappeared behind her. We will be together again soon, the three as one.

__________

 



Marjan

 


At the distinctive clang of metal, General
Marjan looked away from his conversation with the soldier walking
next to him. The thunder of hooves died, drowned by a cheer from
the hundreds of faces around the training stage. At least, it
could've been a stage for all the clapping and cheering.

The horse danced beneath the victor, who
lifted his sword in the air with a broad grin.

"Soakin' it up for all its worth." The husky
voice of Kale next to him grumbled the words.

Was that a touch of jealousy in Kale's voice?
His fiery sense of honor and pride often let his need for glory
carry him into situations few others would dare. But he was cunning
about such tactics, and skilled in fighting. He had never
challenged the Lady Calli, though. There would have been a match
for all to see.

In questions of honor, Marjan dared not face
him. He had a few times, most recently in their discussions about
the Lady Calli. After what Kale took as an insult to his honor, the
others had to pry the captain off Marjan.

Despite the temper, the grizzly-looking
warrior beat all others in loyalty, to the point of accompanying
him into the labyrinth of inner corridors of the mountain, where
they had awakened a demon.

Marjan suppressed a smile.
"Could you do
better?"

Dark eyes narrowed at his challenge.

"Not a one o' these scraps can beat me in
battle. I doubt not the same o' mere games."

The captain pushed his way through the crowd,
and Marjan followed behind through the forcefully parted men. He
would not miss this for anything.

The crowd hushed as Kale barged onto the
practice field with its tall wooden posts sticking up from fresh
soil. The scars of swords and axes notched the tops of each.

At the edge of the crowd, Marjan stopped.
Kale took the reins of one of the horses held on the sidelines. The
dark bay danced around the rough handling of the captain, but he
managed to move with it and swung his leg up over its back, a
testament to his agility. The horse tossed its head as he picked up
the reins.

From behind him, a chant started: "Ka-ale!
Ka-ale!" It rose in volume with fists pounding the air in time to
the chanting. Like wildfire, it spread through the men.

Games. The
realization struck his mind with a touch of sadness. They should
not be playing games when they had a traitor to bring to justice.
Tyrkam had laid siege to the palace of Setheadroc in one night,
with help from inside soldiers loyal to Baron Cathmor.

His insides burned at the thought of the
traitor, and he crossed his arms. When they were ready, Cathmor
would be the first to fall for his treason.

Kale unsheathed his sword. The horse reared a
foot off the ground and jumped forward into a gallop between the
alternating rows of vertical logs. With the precision of honed
battle skills, Kale swung his sword right, and over his rein hand
to the left. The metal flashed in the sunlight, swinging with
incredible speed and accuracy. Not once did he lose it for getting
stuck in the wood.

The cheering for the last rider was nothing
compared to that for the captain. Even Marjan applauded.

Kale thrust the sword into the air, his war
cry lost in the din of his audience. Excited by the commotion, the
horse reared up with him.

The captain had a way of stirring the men
into action. That, Marjan could not deny. With spring upon them,
they needed the men roused for battle.

The riches of Arronfel, the valley found
first by Calli and Jayson and the small group with them, had
softened the men. They had rested enough to take on the task of
reclaiming Cavatar from Tyrkam's forces.

Since coming with what remained of his legion
and supplies, their numbers had doubled in less than half a year.
Through the efforts of those willing to risk attack by the red
beasts reported by Taelyn in what seemed a lifetime ago, they
picked up soldiers separated from their units but willing to fight
again and new recruits.

In the moon cycles since Jayson led them to
the illusion of magic hiding the entrance, the training sharpened
those recruits. The valley itself was protected from the extremes
of weather in the Northern Mountains. The temperate climate of the
valley had allowed them to start crops immediately.

But all was not perfect in the valley. Not
long ago, they discovered a dark secret about the fortress. Deep
within the mountain from which the fortress was hewn hid a chamber
with pictures of monsters. He and Kale had investigated this
discovery. In the process, something escaped; a horrific evil that
scared him.

Few things could scare both him and Kale.
This creature was pure malice and rage. Nothing in his worst
nightmares matched the beast that escaped.

He and Kale agreed to keep secret the horrors
of the past. Marjan ordered the entrance to the vaults boarded up
and sealed. Even Kirin and Siannon, the two explorers who first
found the chamber with its gruesome images, swore to say nothing.
No one would accidentally release any other horrors that might be
hiding. And no one would spread rumors to frighten away the men he
needed to retake Cavatar.

The chanting of Kale's name continued after
the captain sheathed his sword and dismounted the stout little
horse, one of the many they had found inhabiting the valley.

Despite Kale's impression on the men,
Marjan's sense of fairness and diplomacy with those under his
command had gained him greater respect than the captain. His
formulation of successful long-term strategies had earned him the
respect of his then superior, General Hammel, who had recommended
him to the king for his position almost twelve years ago.

Never had he thought he would hide from
danger. He tried to stir the men into facing the beasts, but even
Kale only consented after witnessing the liquid shadow rising from
the broken stone in that deep catacomb. His denial of fear of the
dragons collapsed when he saw the creature.

Now, they prepared to face such creatures and
Tyrkam. Whether they succeeded or not, Marjan would not give up the
war to take back Cavatar.

Kale stomped towards him with an expression
that threw the challenge back at Marjan. The general said nothing,
nor gave away his emotions. He need not prove his skills to keep
the respect of the men.

"You've lost none of your grace." Before Kale
replied to his sarcasm, Marjan turned and parted the eager faces
before them.

Kale's heavy steps followed closely
behind.

Marjan cleared the crowd and caught another
of the captains heading his way.

As calm as Kale was quick-tempered, Caldwyn
picked up a step beside Marjan without hesitation. A bushy brown
beard hid the round lines of his face, and his sharp eyes missed
nothing. "They've their spirits back."

"Aye." Marjan glanced aside as Kale stopped
to chat with another.

With Caldwyn at his side, he continued to the
tiered fortress next to the waterfall. They had found the
rust-eaten remains of an old metal paddlewheel connected to dented
and bent pipes and gears. The blacksmith, Kirin, busied himself
reconstructing the parts, a means, Marjan knew, to keep his mind
off the death of his brother. Besides the baths fed by the mountain
flows and heated by furnaces beneath them, the waterfall provided
the power needed for such things as milling.

He could not imagine
not being there.

In the beginning, all able bodies worked to
clean away the ages of dust and replace doors, which had rotted
away. They made the place livable once more. In doing so, most of
the men learned the intricate layout of living quarters, community
rooms, atria, baths, and various other spaces whose purposes they
could not identify. Images carved into the stones displayed a
peaceful life. All over, whether in faded or chipping paint or
carvings, they found designs of vines and leaves.

Those designs intrigued him. The patterns of
repeating figures made him suspect a code or language, but he
didn't have the time to study it with administration duties taking
all his attention.

"Time fast approaches to organize once more
for battle," Caldwyn said.

At the interrupting shriek of a hawk,
Marjan's eyes strayed to the azure sky. The bird flew across the
sun along a wide circle.

"You delayed plans too long; pardon my
saying."

"Only in sharing." He had not ignored
strategies all this time. Rather, he had not yet shared those plans
with anyone else, save Quentin, the scholar who assisted him.

"When did you intend to say anything?"

"When I knew the men were ready, and willing.
Such comforts shall not be easily left behind," Marjan said. Crops
grew lush in the fields to his left, opposite the lake on his right
into which the water fell, the beauty and peace not escaping him;
but his attention belonged on the fortress and the discussion at
hand. Caldwyn was right in some ways.

The doorway of the lowest level stood open
before them, towering in an arch over the smooth stones that
started before the entrance and disappeared into the courtyard
beyond. They had no need of a front gate, not with the damage of
the first two levels smashed in one section.

"My plans are almost complete."

Caldwyn gave a nod and turned his gaze
upward.

Marjan caught it too, a movement. The bird
glided down to one of the glassless windows on the next level. It
landed on the sill and cocked its head, watching him, and he found
himself staring at it with a new interest. He knew men who used
such animals as tools, but knew not how to train them himself.

This bird sat on the sill without indications
of moving. He almost thought he heard it calling to him, but that
was impossible.

"Problems?"

Marjan shook his head as they entered the
ancient fortress of stone. "Curiosities." He headed for one of the
dark inner staircases, Caldwyn still at his side. "I would like to
see this bird." And learn why he heard his name.

They climbed to the third floor to find the
room in which the bird had landed.

Marjan and Caldwyn passed many of the various
rooms, and several corridors, before reaching the room where he
suspected the bird waited, or had at least landed. It probably flew
away, although something about it told him it waited.

When Marjan opened the door to what had once
been Calli's bedchamber, his eyes fixed on the empty window.
"Thought as much."

He turned to leave but caught a movement out
of the corner of his eye. A cloaked figure stepped from the
shadows.

Marjan stopped, his hand on the hilt of his
sword in readiness.

Small, delicate hands lifted from the robe
and pulled back the hood.

He stared dumbfounded.

A young woman gazed back with sun gold hair
and blue eyes, a hint of a smile on her face.

A second later, his thoughts gathered into
suspicions of a trick. "Where did you come from?"

"At ease, General. I bear news of some
importance."

"What news? Who are you?"

The smile bloomed in full, a disarming
expression that almost broke his suspicion, but with the horrors he
witnessed in the last cycle, he could not afford to trust
strangers.

From behind, Caldwyn spoke in a low voice.
"What happened to the bird?"

The woman's eyes focused on the man for a
second before meeting Marjan's gaze again. "You'd do well to fear
in these times and stay. Though the creature now freed may return,
it returned to its master. It will seed doubt and turmoil to serve
the Darklord."

Before he realized, she moved closer. Pieces
snapped into place in his mind. "You were the bird."

"Shapechanger?" Caldwyn's sharp intake of air
hissed behind Marjan, but he heeded not the man's fear.

"Sent to warn you to stay here until the time
is right. The perils beyond the valley would tear apart your good
work. You are to continue gathering an army. Tyrkam will fall, but
not by your hands."

"How can we trust her, a creature of magic?"
Caldwyn murmured.

A good question. Marjan turned his head
slightly to speak over his shoulder, but his eyes never left the
woman. "For good or ill, I know not; but wish not to risk
destroying what we worked hard to rebuild." Or was her purpose to
keep them all in one place that something worse could dispose of
them in one strike?

One corner of the woman's mouth curved up,
her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. "Perhaps your trust I'll
find with news. You may worry not about Calli or Jayson, General.
They're safe."

He took a deep breath. "Where? What words can
you say that I might prove true?"

"They are with what remains of the future of
Cavatar. But I cannot prove myself to you." She turned and walked
to the window. There she stopped and said, "I will return."

In an instant, she threw up her arms. She
shrank into the bird and flapped away.

Marjan ran to the window. The magnificent
raptor soared over the valley with a shriek. His thoughts caught up
to formulate questions in his head too late. Like everything else,
shapeshifters had been thought myths. He never expected to meet
one. He had been as unprepared as a new recruit on his first
day.

Her news brought relief and caution. In all
that he had seen in the last year, he hoped he could trust her.

__________

 



Nekreth and Greechik

 


A subtle wave passed, almost imperceptible.
From the twist of forces of a powerful beast it emanated. Not any
magic creature generated the presence. Only a dragon could cause
this disturbance of magic. Only a red dragon, a beast of the Lord
could turn the magic inside out.

Better yet to the cold of the deepest bowels
of the world, the magic darkened into an oily black of death and
decay. A void of blackness formed, feeding the dormant sleeper with
its resonating power.

A touch of the Lord awoke deep within its
prison of rock and sorcery. It hungered for the essence of life,
for the power to grow and return to its master.

To serve death to the world with the purpose
of its creation.

 


* * *

 


He hunched in his hiding place, a creature of
the hunt and loyalty to his pack. From the red mesa of the canyon
he could see for miles. The sun overhead glared on the red clay and
sandy buttes. A haze of heat shimmered from the land, but the eyes
of all C'Lupuc adjusted to avoid illusions.

With the senses and strength of a wolf and
the cunning of a man, they had at one time dominated the world,
according to the old stories. After the defeat of their lord
master, the coordination of those ancestors fell apart. The magi
and the Second Race of men crushed their armies and drove them into
the wastelands of the harshest place on Gairdra.

In the arid climate of the wastelands
called Amril Nos—the Land of
the Sun—by the First Race, the packs waited for thousands of years
for a sign of their master's return. No humans claimed it as their
home. The humans stayed to the verdant shorelines of the continent
they called Voshtrau, leaving them alone. The packs had no contact
with humans for generations.

Despite their fine, grayish blue pelt, the
C'Lupuc found the wastelands habitable. The many rodents and
reptiles of the desert and canyons making up a large part of the
continent sustained them. The underground rivers flowed through
their dens, cooling them and providing water for drinking and
crops. The vast caverns carved by the underground river systems
allowed them to stay hidden.

The packs had watched for thousands of years
since their exile, and he, Greechik, watched in his lifetime for
signs of humans come to finish them or for a messenger of their
Lord Master, particularly the black dragon rumored to lead the Red
Clan.

The red dragons had not been seen in
generations, but he, like the others, knew they would return. The
black dragon had promised to call on their services again after the
defeats of the past. She vowed they would have revenge for the
defeat of their Lord when the pack was strong again, but she had
disappeared. Still, they believed and waited for the day to come
when the servants of the Lord Master gathered to serve him once
more and finish his task.

When a large shadow passed over the
landscape, his heart stopped for a second. He curled his lips back
from wolflike fangs in the equivalent of a smile and looked up for
the source. Drawings in the caves depicted shadows of the shape in
the sky. They were dragons. Through the drawings of their
ancestors, they passed down the stories and orders.

They had returned!

From his meager shade of the boulder,
Greechik crawled into the open. With the hands of a man whose
fingers ended in sharp-pointed claws, he grabbed his gracha staff
and waved it in the air. The black, yellow, and green tangle of
knotted rope signaled those in the dens.

Perhaps too late. The dragon continued its
flight over the land, unaware of the commotion its presence caused
as the members of the pack raced out of the den at the bottom of
the canyon, which was hidden in the shade of the butte.

All ages and sizes stood upright on the rough
pads on the fore of each foot and shaded their eyes with their
hands. According to legends, their humanlike form allowed their
ancestors to walk among the humans with a cowl hiding their faces
to gather information prior to attacking. The slightly extended jaw
and flatter forehead, and the upright ears distinguished them from
humans if they were seen without coverings.

Greechik spotted the pack leader by the
baldric hanging over his broad shoulder down across his torso. In
his right hand, T'chakree gripped his spear, around which the bones
of a viper twisted with its open jaws at the top. The poisonous
snake had killed several pups before the warrior hunted and killed
it. Despite a bite that should have rendered him unconscious in
seconds, the young warrior survived and broke the neck of the
snake. For that, he chose the name T'chakree, meaning "Snake
Killer". The former leader named him successor for his bravery and
strength.

From his vantage, Greechik counted thirty
members and rising, all of them scanning the sky. Their voices
drifted up to him, questioning the reason for the alert. From the
number of heads of straight black hair, which grayed as they aged,
most were young warriors. Those same warriors wore baldrics
containing trophies from their kills across their broad chests.
Many of them desired to add pieces of humans as the warriors of
ages past had done.

A couple broke off from the group and climbed
the mesa on which he sat. He waited, watching the dragon soar over
their lands without noticing them.

The other packs would notice also. Hopefully
one would grab the dragon's attention to speak to it.

The dragons in the old stories had not
touched the armies of C'Lupuc, but who knew how hungry the beasts
would be.

More than a hundred, a fraction, of the pack
now stood outside in the hot sun. Some pointed in the direction the
dragon flew.

Two warriors reached the edge of the mesa.
Their clawed hands crunched on stone as they pulled their sweaty
bodies up. When they joined him, Greechik pointed in the direction
the dragon had flown, but all that remained was a blot in the
distant sky that could as well have been a bird.

The C'Lupuc needed the dragons to accomplish
their purpose for being. If the Red Clan had returned from their
hiding, the Lord Master would need the C'Lupuc again. They were
ready.

Without a word, the two warriors climbed
down. Greechik followed. The pack leader waited for them, his sharp
eyes unwavering.

Greechik knelt before the leader in respect,
his side braids swinging against his chest.

["The dragons have returned."] The language
of the C'Lupuc sounded similar to the barking and growling of the
wolves they resembled.

T'chakree looked in the direction of the
dragon no longer visible over the top of the mesas around them.
["Then the time has come. We must gather the packs."]

Greechik shuddered with anticipation.
Generations before them never had the chance to satisfy their
inborn need to kill the enemies of their Lord Master. He and the
other warriors of his generation would see that day.

They would raise an army greater than their
ancestors, and he would be among them. With all the packs together,
and the dragons and demons of the Lord, the humans would fall
before them.

 


* * *

 


The power of the enemy called to it, drawing
it from its rest. After waking from dormancy, it must feed. It
needed the life energy of living creatures, but this was stronger.
A buildup of power lay still nearby. The source of magic called to
it like a beacon.

From the shadows, the nekreth materialized.
Its appearance startled the three beings sitting around a fire
inside the tent. It would use their life force to strengthen its
power.

The energy they possessed filled it.

One of the women, her hair fastened in more
beads and braids than the others, and her face aglow with calm,
resisted. She demanded it leave, but it would not.

No. It would grow off their power and take
it to its master. Already it felt stronger.

She and another with her tainted the power,
harnessing it in a way that hurt.

The nekreth shrieked at the pain of the
Light they called forth. The enemy! They contained the force of the
enemies of the Master.

Before it weakened too much, which would
mean dormancy once again, the nekreth fled. The old man had done
the same. As if it had happened not a day earlier, it remembered.
The pain. The Light.

Only the Master, Nekrâos, could defeat these
new beings. It would seek him out and merge with him again when he
was ready.

__________

 



Galen and Istaria

 


The chant of a spell reached Galen through
the soggy trees. A woman's voice spoke Gairdran with a bit of an
accent.

Curiosity drove him to find the source. He
stepped on four black paws with all the stealth of a cat hunting
its prey. His whiskers twitched with a touch of magic, like the
charge of the air before the thunderstorm recently passed. A
glaring light hinting of green shone through the boughs of dripping
leaves.

"Very good."

Galen froze at the deep voice, his heart
pounding.

Sonthenîel
talri, he cursed silently. Jayson.

When the man pinned him to the floor, his
heart had slowed, choking him while he could do nothing to escape.
Now, he could swear the same feeling passed over him. He knew who
performed the magic.

"That was easy." Surprise dropped Calli's
voice almost into disappointment.

At the edge of the trees, Galen stopped. At
the tree in the center of the clearing, the woman stood with a
delicate but long blade before her.

"Words are unnecessary."

The hair along Galen's back stood on end at
the hated voice.

Jayson sat slouched in the shade of a tree,
while the woman stood in tunic and breeches as she had when he
first saw her, before Lusiradrol trapped her in crystal. The
brilliant fire of her hair in the sun reminded him of the same
color of hair on a man he once killed at Tyrkam's request. Or was
it Dorjan he was reminded of?

Calli lowered the sword to her side. "What
else can I do?"

"I suppose whatever you can imagine that
you'd need the sword to do. The weapons of the Ancients disappeared
with them, so only rumors exist."

Ancients? How has she such a weapon?

"But you
used it to defeat the dragon." Calli knelt down facing Jayson
and laid the sword in the grass beside them.

"I had no thought of my actions at the time."
He sat up from his slouch and leaned close to her, his hand
caressing her cheek. "I cared for only one thing."

When Jayson kissed her, Galen's heart
chilled. He needed none of this.

Before they sickened him, the two sat back
from each other.

"I want to know more before tomorrow," Calli
said. She picked up her sword and rose to her feet.

When she stood over Jayson, Galen saw only
her back.

"I'll be no victim of
that...that...woman, again. I
want to learn how to defend myself against her."

A crooked grin spread across Jayson's face,
until she put the sword at his throat. "And you wish to practice on
me."

Before she answered, he vanished from sight.
Galen stiffened, his heart thudding against his chest. Had they
seen him? Did Jayson intended to finish what the woman stopped him
from doing?

No one had ever scared him as this man.
Jayson was no ordinary Son'tal. His attack had caught Galen
unprepared. He could only imagine what other methods might be at
the Son'tal's disposal.

The shriek of laughter from the woman snapped
Galen back to reality. Jayson held her from behind with her arms
pinned to her sides. He swung her around, and she giggled and
dropped the sword.

Galen listened but could not be sure of what
he heard when Jayson stopped and leaned close to her ear. "You'll
not be alone, remember."

They stood in place for several seconds, her
giggles dying away.

From the subdued expression on her face and
Jayson's embrace around her middle, Galen could only guess what
else he whispered.

He wished they would talk about the weapon
and the Ancients and how it related to Calli.

As if in answer, Jayson let her go and bent
down for the sword in the grass. He handed it to Calli with the
pommel toward her. "Your sword, my lady."

She took her weapon and sheathed it at her
waist.

"I know not what else the dragon scale allows
of this weapon, but I'm certain we'll find the answers in
Loringale."

Loringale?
Galen searched his memory. He had heard of the place—one of
the strongholds of the First Race. He ran his tongue over his sharp
cat teeth. That's where they were headed. Good. They'd be long gone
for him to finish his task.

Calli grimaced and put her hand to her
middle. "I wonder if Gayleana's finished lunch."

"Shall we ask?"

Smiling, she took Jayson's hand in hers and
led him in Galen's direction. When they passed, Jayson turned his
head.

The casual glance of those blue eyes sent a
shiver down Galen's spine.

He silently cursed the man, before noticing
he stood frozen in place. No one should have been able to inspire
such fear in him, except Jayson had been trained to kill without
remorse, but probably never had.

He, Shadow, had learned it from
experience.

In the quiet of the shadows, he followed a
distance behind. Jayson knew he lingered near. If the Son'tal
wished to finish his job, Galen could not hide.

But you'll not,
Galen thought. A promise you made and
will keep, upon the honor of the order. In that
reasoning, he found security to carry out his task.

He would find a way to take Istaria with him
back to Tyrkam.

At the thought of the new mother in the hands
of the warlord, Galen's stomach twisted. She was kind to him. The
hardness around his core had cracked in the time he spent near her,
watching her and waiting.

He should not have delayed. Now he had
the Lumathir and the Majera to fight him, and his own
hesitations. Emotions are weakness. Fear is
a weakness. He must not let them influence
him.

At the manor house at the edge of the trees,
Jayson opened the door for Calli, but Galen leapt through ahead of
her and raced up the stairs. He had to see Istaria, and most of her
time was now spent in her chambers with the infant.

He reached the top and hesitated. Why did he
feel the need to confront her now? Did he need to reassure himself
that he could complete his task? He had only ever hunted or killed
men well capable of fighting. Never had he been requested or had
reason to attack a woman. Something about that disturbed him,
although had she been defiant or even cruel, he would have had no
problem.

No one followed him, but Istaria could
probably defend herself. Only the Majera controlled more power than
the woman. He felt it radiating from her as if a fire greater than
the sun burned in her core.

He still despised Haiberuk for keeping him
under a tight rein and wished to see the master and his remaining
students suffer; but this situation was complicated.

A soft humming reached him through the crack
of the door. Galen squeezed through, but the door creaked on its
hinges when he nudged it open.

She sat in a rocker near the bed with the
swaddled child cradled in her arms. Her brilliant blue eyes lifted
from the child to him.

Galen hurried beneath the dresser near the
door.

The corners of her lips pulled back a little
higher, her eyes dropping to the infant.

"You have a choice," she said in a hushed
voice. "You will sacrifice no one here; that you must know." She
adjusted the infant; he fussed for a moment but settled into
sleeping again.

How did she know? She could not have known
his purpose.

She made no move to look at him, but
gazed over and beyond him. "You are mâj
serfeshâl. Have you the knowledge to use your
gift?"

Galen crept out from under the dresser
and crossed the floor to her feet, where he sat and stared up in
curiosity. He knew he was a changeling mage. Gifted as any
m'athêrred rî Lûmea but with the
benefit and curse of shapeshifting. His was a rare gift, but he was
cursed as any shapeshifter with sterility. He could not pass on his
gifts.

I've the training of the Sh'lahmar and the
talents of the woman Gaispar. I am both and neither, my lady.

She looked down at the child in her arms,
emotions passing over her face faster than he could translate.
Istaria had changed since the birth of the child, a birth he had
precipitated by upsetting her on purpose.

When she looked down at him, she bit her lip.
A conflict played across her face, as if she argued with herself
about what to reveal.

"You are more. If you will face me, I'll tell
you your choice."

Willing to cooperate with whatever game she
played for the sake of amusement, Galen transformed before her.
When he gazed down, she made no move away from him. The sight of
the infant sleeping soundly in her arms cracked his hard core with
the edge of an emotional knife twisting with mockery.

She watched him with a quiet calm, not the
hatred that had been there half a cycle ago. He had seen the child
before but not like this. Here he saw not the resurrected Gilthiel
of the prophecy but the child of Darius, a colleague in their
former lives.

"Haiberuk is not the true target of your
hate."

Her soft voice cracked his core further. Of
course he hated the Majera. Haiberuk had held him back, restrained
him…or had he? Her words sent up a plume of questions inside
him.

Galen struggled to push the doubts aside. In
an effort to keep from drowning, he distracted himself with
attention to the child and reached down to caress the baby's
cheek.

She made no move to stop him; but the moment
his hand touched the infant, a shock jolted through him. His knees
buckled. Galen caught himself with his hands on the floor at her
feet. What had she done?

Images reeled through his head. Memories
flooded over him, mostly the faces of those he had killed.
Backwards through his past he fell until scenes of his life in the
Sh'lahmar whirled through the vortex of confusion.

"Seek the truth inside you, Galen."

Her words barely penetrated the torrent
flooding through his mind. He saw Jayson and Darius and dozens of
others. He saw Haiberuk teaching them the history of the dragons
and the demons of the Darklord and the magic of defense. He saw
himself sneaking out to wander the hills in different forms. As a
boy he had been punished many times with extra chores and warned
not to transform or reveal himself to the others as a
shapeshifter.

"They will not show their
contempt but inside will revile you. I warned you before.
You must not be
seen." The voice of the master and Galen's apologies
and promises to behave echoed through his head.

Haiberuk's reprimand had been a warning; but
warning meant protection. Haiberuk had no reason to be jealous. The
Master was one of the Creators and had none of the physical needs
of the humans he helped to make.

Galen had fooled himself into believing that
as an excuse.

Protected me?

He blinked, the memories fading away, and
breathed hard and trembled on hands and knees. In his mind he
sought to make sense of the epiphany. "Why?"

"The Son'tal knew."

He looked up at her with a furrowed brow. How
did she know? Had she the power to see into his soul?

"The true gift of your kind is the ability to
take the form of any person, to make yourself a perfect copy in
appearance and voice. Only those Haiberuk entrusted with the
deepest secrets knew."

She adjusted her hold on the child to reach
down with a free hand.

Galen shook his head. He could not accept her
help.

Her fingers under his chin lifted his face to
her, but he could not meet her eyes. Though confusion reigned
within him, the shame of his actions and the pain he caused her
forbid him from accepting her forgiveness.

"You have your choice. I trust you,
Galen."

Her words stabbed his soul.

Only when she sat back and dropped her eyes
to the child could he look at her.

Slowly, he stood, dizzy from the turmoil
shattering the shell. A cleansing light grew from the spot he had
denied all these years. He had run from it, letting his
frustrations and hatred cut him off from the truth. He told himself
he could kill to justify his hatred. Was it not easier to blame
another for his weaknesses?

He had chosen to cut out what he thought to
be weaknesses rather than face them. Now, he could not ignore them.
The child did something to him, made him face what he had
buried.

Still stunned, he looked down on
Gilthiel—

And understood.

When Istaria looked up, her smile enchanted
him.

"He is special." His words sounded flat and
lifeless, but nothing could describe the transformation inside him.
The child had freed him, opened his eyes as if he had been blind
all his life.

He needed time to sort through it all. He
needed to get away.

Galen turned and walked out the door, lost in
his thoughts. He barely noticed the others watching him with silent
stares, though he felt their eyes on him until he left the house
and shut the door behind him.

He would return to the First Realm, perhaps
to Tyrkam. Wherever he went, his life would never be the same.

 


* * *

 


Istaria gazed down at the sweet face
peeking out from the swaddled blanket. Lips twitched for a few
seconds with the rhythm of sucking. She knew he was special, but
even she had been surprised by the surge of power from the
infant. Do you know who you are?

The thought brought with it an overwhelming
wave of sadness. Her child had never been hers, nor had her fate.
He had determined to choose her and use her for this purpose. She
loved him no less than she would any child that she would have
borne, but she wished it was any other child but him.

In her desire to deny that it could be him,
she had returned a few times to the crystal palace. The results had
been the same, except that she had discovered the truth about
Galen's conflicting feelings in the more recent recordings in the
books.

Where she had feared and hated him before,
she discovered pity within herself. Pity for Galen and pity for her
child. Neither would know true peace.

At least for a while, she could give that
much to her child, to Gilthiel.

Istaria held him close, treasuring the
precious moments she had of him before the world took him away.

__________

 



Lusiradrol

 


Pacing did nothing to warm the fear chilling
Lusiradrol's bones. Forces inside her, which she tapped in moments
of waning strength, struggled to break free of her control.

She would not allow it. The powers of the
Darklord were hers to master. Hers. Her years of exile in a human
body entitled her to it. Nothing would take it away.

She blinked and watched the first hatchlings
chasing one another and play-fighting. They had grown from the
relative size of adult eagles to that of young foals. A second
group had hatched not two days earlier. To protect them from the
older hatchlings, the queen had rolled boulders into place around
them.

While watching the group shriek and bite and
claw and tumble with each other, reality melted away. Lusiradrol
gasped. An overwhelming blackness enveloped her. It filled her with
a purity of nothingness. In that she found true power—the power to
take away life and existence. She reveled in the sensations
coursing through her.

But the power contained an essence. Something
or someone else controlled the blackness.

Who are you?
she demanded.

Inaudible whispers echoed back to her.

Tell me!

The voice whispered its indiscernible words,
if they were words.

Frustration boiled up to a point. She
growled, but the blackness echoed the same back to her.

What is this? If you'll not tell me, I will
destroy you!

Faint mocking laughter reached her.

I will destroy you!
The words rang in the emptiness around her.
I will destroy you! I will destroy you…

Suddenly she battled the Majera. Light versus
Dark, magic upon magic. The three surrounded her, piling on their
powers to weaken her.

She was not to be subdued. The Lord of
Darkness could not be destroyed by any being.

She gasped. Master.

The focus of the nothingness in her core grew
with the intent of extinguishing the meddling Majera.

She never saw it coming. The dragons
surrounded her and formed a web of magic. It tightened around her,
burning and draining her powers.

Lusiradrol cried out, the agony of the
master's death searing through her like wildfire...

When she blinked her eyes, the hatchlings
gazed down at her.

"Get away from me!" she snarled and jumped to
her feet.

Before they asked questions, she transported
to a cliff overlooking a rocky, lifeless valley smoking from
underground rivers of fire. No others in her clan had the power to
transport themselves. It was one of the many talents she discovered
after her exile to human form.

"Why is this happening?" The wind carried
away her words.

She grabbed her head, which overflowed with
visions piling one on top of another. "What is it you want of
me?"

The great void of what could only be the
Darklord whispered to her unintelligibly.

"Tell me! Speak to me in words I
understand!"

When only whispers echoed back, she screamed
in a voice that carried over the jagged landscape. The frustrations
escaped with her voice, taking the images from her mind with
them.

Stay out of my head!

Fearing another assault worse than this,
since each incident grew in strength over the last, she set her
mind on a task. She had to distract herself.

And she knew exactly the means.

__________

 



Makleor

 


A chill of the soul rushed through him, a
warning of the familiar danger approaching.

Makleor called his staff to his hand from
across the small room and frowned at the cloudy color of the
crystal held by the dragon carving at the top. Dark magic, and he
knew of only one who could cause such a reaction of the
crystal.

The last time Lusiradrol came for Tyrkam, she
had not come to attack. This time, he feared she intended no
peaceful pact but rather to break the tenuous alliance. Even then,
the crystal had not reacted to such extremes. The immense power
detected by the crystal now forewarned of trouble.

Despite his dislike of the man who now
claimed himself Overlord of Ayrule, Makleor could not let the Red
Clan feast on innocent lives. Setheadroc lay outside the palace
gates. Women and children, many of them the families of the men who
once defended the palace from Tyrkam's siege, would suffer worse
than they had already for their losses. He could not let that
happen.

Makleor pulled his hood over his head and
hobbled out of his study. When the door closed, the latch clicked,
a spell to keep out intruders; not as effective as the one on his
tower room in Wynmere but enough to prevent Tyrkam from
snooping.

The other spell had not kept out the
Sh'lahmar and Gaispar. She told him of the battle and how they had
hidden in the tower room, where Vahrik's men dared not tread. He
mourned the loss of his hard work, though. The books he had left
behind might be recoverable, but he had not the time.

The other dragons would not come to their
rescue this time. His was the only magic that would protect
them.

Without using any magic, he knew where to
find Tyrkam.

Makleor hobbled through the corridors, his
mind busy organizing the spell to form a barrier around all of
Setheadroc.

By the time he reached the room on the second
level overlooking the courtyard and city, his barrier held
strong.

Makleor opened the door. Like any other time
he visited Tyrkam without warning, he ignored the scowl fixed on
him.

The man turned back to the frosted doors of
the balcony. Winter had not yet left the land, but the warmth of
spring's approach melted most of the snow Lusiradrol had dumped on
them a few moon cycles ago. New snow had fallen since then, but it
would not last long.

Tyrkam stood alone in the room, as he often
did in recent days. Was it the loss of Wynmere Castle, his son, or,
perhaps, Rivonia that occupied his thoughts? Makleor wondered if
this conquest of Cavatar was connected to his hatred of Sovereign
Farolkavin of Rivonia; but if Vahrik had been his true son, as the
dark complexions would suggest, what had happened to the woman who
bore that son?

Those questions would have to wait for
another time. Now, they had an attack to deter.

The steady tap of Makleor's staff echoed
through the room. Not even the fire crackling faintly broke the
still the way his staff did.

Tyrkam gazed out at the sky. "I need no
'advice' from you, old man."

Makleor chuckled. If Tyrkam knew...

He would soon enough. "This place I can
protect for a while, but a price will be paid. I'm not strong
enough to keep her out indefinitely."

A twitch in the man's cheek told Makleor he
had the overlord's attention.

"Lusiradrol," Tyrkam said. "How soon?" He
spoke with the calm of one who expected trouble and had already
reconciled it in his mind.

"You listen to me? I thought that not
possible." Amusement erupted in a raspy chuckle.

Frustration smoldered in Tyrkam's dark eyes.
"Play no games with me, wizard! Answer the question."

Makleor quieted and stroked his long
gray beard. A side glance of the darkened, clouded crystal told him
the effect on the magic was either close or powerful. The dragons,
like their leader, left empty holes within the colors of magic. The
crystal detected such trouble, among other magic. The
Sôrath Ron was the seeing stone,
given to him by Tahronen as a gift. She had presented one to each
of her original children when they mastered their powers. It could
change to warn of danger or be used as a means to focus his
power.

In this case, he suspected several
dragons.

"Very soon. Too soon, or very powerful."

Tyrkam's eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched.

A sly smile crept to Makleor's lips. He spoke
the truth but gave the man none of the information he desired.
"Dragons she brings."

"Enough!" Tyrkam turned to him, muscular arms
tensed and a tight fist of one hand. He ground his words through a
tight jaw. "Your riddles bring no amusement, old man. Speak
clearly!"

"I cannot." Not long ago, he could have felt
through the magic for the effects of each individual. Now,
something had changed. A greater force hid the rest; but he had not
to feel them to know Lusiradrol brought dragons. If she wanted to
come alone, she could appear before he detected her, as she had on
many occasions with Tyrkam.

This darkness approached them at a rapid pace
from a distance.

Without any further word, Tyrkam strode from
the room, and the door slammed behind him. Makleor lifted his gaze
to the afternoon sky with its lazy clouds drifting by. A line of
dark spots appeared along the horizon.

Very soon, indeed.
At the speed of her clan, in less than an arc, perhaps half.
He would maintain the barrier for that time, which required little
effort. Fighting to keep her out once they reached the city walls
would drain him, however.

 


* * *

 


From the room at the fore of the palace,
Makleor could both watch and feel the attack.

Like a flood of dark water, the power of the
Darklord flowed through Lusiradrol now. Makleor had never known the
master of Chaos—that one had vanished before his time—but he
recognized the void of magic.

He also knew the story Lusiradrol did not.
Only the Majera had been strong enough to detect the Darklord when
he disappeared, and then only vaguely, according to the story
Tahronen told him. The magi had not the full power of Light and
thought him destroyed. When the black wyvern made its first
appearance, they pieced together what happened. The Majera shared
the secret with the magi but swore them to never speak of it except
to those most trusted.

After all this time, the power of the
Darklord crept out from within his second incarnation. When his
full consciousness awoke, nothing could stop him, except the
Majera, but their power would be strongest united.

With his power focused on protecting the
innocent lives of the families below, Makleor watched the assault
of the six wyverns and the woman leading them. Lusiradrol attacked
with every spell she could but with more strength than she had ever
displayed in previous encounters.

The fire of her clan had not the same effect
as her power, but Makleor's strength waned. He would not be able to
keep up the barrier for long. The people of Setheadroc would suffer
in the end.

After what seemed an eternity and every trick
Lusiradrol tried, she shattered his power from a section over the
city. A loud rumble reverberated from the city and carried through
the floor of the palace as a faint tremble.

Makleor could not protect the people as he
hoped, but he could fight her in other ways. To reserve, the last
of his strength, he relinquished the barrier.

With their fire affecting the city, the
beasts landed. Houses collapsed beneath their size. Scaly heads
dipped down, lifting up with people and animals hanging from their
jaws. Their leader was nowhere to be seen.

"You are mine!"

Makleor turned at the menacing voice. The
blackness of power around her had waned from her initial attack but
she still overpowered him. Without realizing, she drew on the
dormant powers awakening inside her.

Lusiradrol's magic ensnared him. Although he
could not move, he could think. Untangling the web of her magic
proved simple. He freed himself before she could gloat.

"I no longer fear you, old man." Her eyes
narrowed with a sneer on her face. "You will bow to me."

Through his mind, a voice whispered. It
conjured images of his desires and how to achieve them. He saw
himself leading humans, obtaining power over men. But her
temptation was the power of greed and exploitation.

The last time she threaded her way into his
young, naïve mind bound him under her control. By tapping into the
dark desires of his human side, she made him believe he could take
the white dragon's power, but time had taught him the true
treasures of life. He had lived that lie under her deceit once and
regretted it.

He had broken her spell then and did so now.
The desire for ultimate power no longer appealed to him.

Chuckling, he swept her from his mind like an
irritating cobweb. In return, he followed those tendrils of power
back to the source and attacked the void of her core with the last
of his strength.

She screamed in agony—the Light followed her
power to the source. Like a twisting, writhing tangle of snakes,
the two forces struggled about her.

Lusiradrol fell to her hands and knees,
trembling and breathing hard.

Makleor stood without a hint of the weakness
of his frail body. He would not let her see that she had weakened
him the same.

"Only fools heed not the lessons of the
past."

She turned her face up to him, black hair
falling from the complex knots she used magic to suspend around her
head. "Do not mock me!" She growled like an animal through clenched
teeth and tried to stand. Before she could bring her feet beneath
her, she grimaced and curled over.

Through the second sight of magic, he
watched the struggle within and around her. His power could not
destroy her. But, by attacking her core directly, he would weaken
her enough that she would need time to recover. May it be enough.

She closed her eyes and gasped. After a few
seconds, she opened them and tried to snarl, but the twisting of
forces, though fading, made her grimace. "I will not be defeated by
you!"

The shriek from a red form filling the view
outside shattered the glass of the doors. Makleor lifted his arms
to protect his face from the flying shards.

When he looked up, she stood on the balcony,
but he saw nothing of the beast. Lusiradrol climbed the banister,
black hair whipping about her face, and jumped.

Seconds later, a red wyvern rose up and
carried her off.

The chill air ruffled Makleor's robes and
caught his hood to lift it from his head, while the beasts flew off
with their dark leader. Fires crackled from the land below, sending
up a cloud of soot that swallowed the sight of the retreating Red
Clan.

With her gone, Makleor allowed himself to
give in to his desire to rest. He stumbled back into a chair as his
knees buckled.

The victory had cost him, which was nothing
to what the people suffered, but he delayed the emergence of the
Darklord. No delay would be long enough, though.

__________

 



Calli

 


Calli stopped at the edge of the cliff and
stared across the plains below. At the water's edge stood a city
encircled by a high wall. Beyond it stretched the bluest water she
had ever seen into the horizon. "It's beautiful!"

A gentle squeeze of her hand drew her eyes to
Jayson, and his smile pulled the rest of her close to his warmth.
She leaned against him and gazed out over the vista, glad now that
she had accepted the dragon's offer.

Only reluctantly had she agreed to ride the
dragon. After watching her friends eaten by the ones known as the
Red Clan, she never wanted to see another, but Istaria and Jayson
insisted the true dragons wished no harm to them. They convinced
Calli to ride one of the dragons, at least for a ways to shorten
their journey.

The flight of the dragon had been no worse
than riding a horse and, in fact, much smoother, except for
take-offs and landings a few times a day.

She was glad to see the dragon leave them a
few days ago, after almost half a moon cycle of its company. Though
she had learned to trust the dragon, its company made her
uncomfortable.

Now, she was glad she had agreed. What would
have taken nearly two moon cycles on foot passed in only nine days
by dragon, with time for rest and for the dragon to hunt while they
walked and stretched their legs. She and Jayson would reach the
port city of Lankarn within a total of twelve days. While the
dragon's flight had helped, she was glad to have the last few days
of private time with Jayson. Another day of travel would yet pass
before they entered the city gates.

Calli wrapped her arms around Jayson.
Although their coats restricted any warmth she might have gained
from him, she held to him for other reasons. Excitement tingled
through her that soon she would see her father's homeland,
something she had only dreamed in his stories to her as a
child.

Jayson chuckled and extended his arm around
her waist. "We can stand here all day staring, but we'd be no
closer to Loringale in the end."

"Never have I seen the ocean. Give me some
time. I'll not stay all day." She could not have imagined the depth
of blue, but she had seen it before. It reminded her of the blue of
Jayson's eyes, or Istaria's and Damaera's and Darius's—mage
eyes—but mostly of Jayson. For that reason alone she could gaze on
the ocean for an eternity.

But she had not an eternity, and she would
rather gaze in his eyes to enjoy the color than stare at the ocean.
Besides, she longed to see the place her father had called home, to
learn of the ways of the people he had left, to learn who she was
or was meant to be. Somewhere in that maze of tall buildings of
brick and mortar and timber they would find a captain willing to
take them. Or she hoped they would. Staring at it would get her
nowhere.

Unable to contain her excitement, she
tightened her arms around Jayson.

He pried her loose and took her hand in his.
"We're going."

Calli followed him down the incline, her
insides twisting with excitement to reach the shore.

The bottom came not soon enough for Calli.
The shadow of the cliff reached the city with the falling of the
sun in the west. The distance to reach the gates would take a while
to cover. Either they walked through the night or, as Jayson
suggested, rested for the night off the road and finished the
crossing the distance in the morning. Then they would have the day
to find a ship.

When the first stars twinkled at the eastern
edge of dusk, they wandered from the road and, in a copse of trees,
found a secure place to rest.

After a quick meal without a fire, Jayson
leaned against the natural backrest at the base of a tree. In the
chill that came with the setting of the sun, Calli sat back against
him. They wrapped both blankets around them to block out the cold
while their coats held in the heat.

Despite the memories of their travels through
the mountains before her entrapment, her mind drifted back to her
father's descriptions of his homeland in the stories he told her
while he still lived. But it was not her imagination of the land
that kept her awake most of the night. The thought of finally
seeing where he had come stirred her excitement.

In the late dark of night, after the moon had
passed its waxing crescent through the starry sky, the rhythm of
hooves brushed through the grass nearby. Calli stiffened, but
Jayson shivered and tightened his arms around her.

Sleep. They'll not find us here.

How had he known? He had been sleeping, or so
she thought.

I saw no sign of Tyrkam's army here. These
are likely the king's, or what remains of Cavatar's army, insuring
no such surprises.

Calli laid her head back against his
shoulder. Sleep refused to come with the pounding of her heart.
That Tyrkam had not secured all of Cavatar gave her hope, though.
If Marjan stayed in Arronfel until he rebuilt his legion to full
strength, he would have a chance to reclaim the freedom of the
people.

That freedom would be nothing if the Red Clan
still terrorized the land. Jayson told her they would need both
races of men from all the lands to defeat the Darklord and his
allies.

Problems for another time she tried to
forget. Dreams carried them away.

Before she realized, Jayson shifted behind
her and the sun shimmered over the horizon. She forgot her dreams
but knew by the film in her eyes that she had slept.

After a quick meal of their waning food
supply, they continued to the city, passing large empty fields
waiting for the year's plantings. Patrols of six to eight mounted
soldiers bearing the rearing white horse and five stars of Cavatar
upon their chestplates passed them with no concern. Relief passed
through Calli to see the city still holding onto the loyalty of
Cavatar. Relief and hope that Cavatar could be restored.

Near midday, they reached the gates. After
accounting for their weapons, the guards ushered them inside and
closed the gates behind them, a precaution with the coming of
spring, when Tyrkam would likely renew his quest to capture the
last vestiges of the old kingdom.

Once inside, Calli forgot her anxiety about
Loringale. People of all types filled the narrow streets between
buildings three and four stories high of wood, plaster, and brick.
Signs hung outside shops opening for the day's business.

Jayson held her hand and wove through the
crowds. Like water parting before the prow of a ship, she imagined
as her thoughts returned to their reason for being there.

Children in ragged clothes chased one another
through the crowds. One of them bumped into her. With a swiftness
taught by many years of purchasing with the other servants in
Setheadroc, she caught his hand beneath her cloak.

Brown eyes looked up in shock.

Calli shook her head and released his empty
hand. The boy hesitated, likely surprised she would let him go, and
raced away. The dirty, tousled hair vanished amid the crowds.

"Problems?"

"Pickpockets."

"Ah!" Jayson nodded. "Of course."

They continued their way through the maze of
streets, following the smell of the ocean and the direction of the
lengthening shadows. Near the center of the city, a well of fresh
water overflowed into a pool contained by a circular retaining
wall. Women with pitchers and buckets filled them in the well and
walked away into the crowds of the plaza around it lined by
merchants' tents.

Jayson stopped and sat on the wall around the
well. He removed his waterskin and dipped it in. "We need a place
to stay. Best place would be near the sailors, near the pier."

Calli filled her own waterskin, realizing it
likely was not necessary but aware from experience how swiftly
fortunes could change, requiring sound preparations. "A good place
to find someone heading our direction."

She sat down next to him, glad for a brief
rest, and held his hand in hers. When she looked up, he kissed her
softly. Calli's cheeks warmed at the embarrassment of the public
display. "Not here."

A wry grin crooked up his face. "You'd have
me hide?"

"Not that. Why now?"

"Why not?"

She shook her head. While embarrassment made
her blush, she found comfort in his confidence.

They sat together a while longer, watching
the crowds shift around the plaza.

After time to rest their legs, Jayson stood
and pulled her to her feet. "We'd best go."

With her hand in his, Calli followed him to
the pier. The crowds of people changed as they neared the water.
Men of rougher appearance eyed them with suspicion. She avoided
their gazes and stayed close to Jayson.

A few ladies waved down from upper windows,
but Jayson ignored them, or at least never acknowledged them.

His disinterest of the other women and the
way he held her hand reassured her of his intentions.

Perhaps he wished she were more like those
women, ready and eager to bed him. If he was, he never showed it,
or at least had not done or said anything yet.

The afternoon waned into evening as the first
glimmers of the water reached them through the streets between
buildings. Despite the odor of fish, the sight of the water and the
ships berthed in the harbor taunted her.

Before they reached the pier, Jayson turned
down a narrow street with few people. A sign hanging over a door
bore the likeness of some creature she had never seen before. She
guessed that the curled shell with tentacles sticking out one end
and what appeared to be at least one eye was some sort of sea
creature. Hopefully they would never meet one.

Jayson stopped at the door. Light shone
through the window onto the street, and the din of muffled voices
carried through the door. The place was full. "You think we'll find
someone here?"

The charming smile warned her before he said
it. "I have a feeling."

Despite her trepidations, she followed him
into the full tavern. From the bar behind the door to the dark
corners on the opposite side, men filled every table. The only
women in the place carried plates of food and frothy pints of
drink. The heavy odor of working men mixed with the bitter sweet
odor of inebriation.

Calli frowned and pulled her cowl over
her face. Have a feeling? I have a feeling
I'd rather not be here.

They made their way through the tables and
chairs of the dimly lit tavern to a darkened table in the farthest
corner from the bar. No one bothered them passing through, as all
seemed to be too occupied by their own tales and games. Thank fate
for that.

When he sat down, Jayson slid his chair close
to her at an angle she guessed would give him a view of the entire
room. Calli could also see most of the room, but wished to
hide.

Jayson grinned. "This is better than I'd
hoped."

"What part of this had you hoped?"

The air was thick with the combined warmth of
too many bodies, and Jayson had his coat off and hanging on the
back of a chair before she thought to do the same.

After shrugging off her pack and leaving it
in a pile near the wall behind them, Calli breathed easier. Without
the extra weight, she sat straighter.

Jayson settled into his chair and leaned near
to her. "We've a good choice. I think I'll introduce myself."

Introduce himself? Not yet, he would not.
Calli grabbed his hand to stop him, but h only smiled down at
her.

"I'll not be long."

"I've heard that before." Calli grumbled the
words, recalling the inn in Selton and how she had waited in the
room for him to bring her food, which never materialized. Had
Ellead not brought up their supplies, which included their
remainder of travel food, she would have gone hungry.

Jayson patted her hand. "I'm sorry about
that."

And she had not let him live it down, but he
was right; they would find no transportation to Loringale if they
stayed hidden. "Do what you must."

He sprang away and jumped into a conversation
amongst a group of men as if he had always been a part of it. When
the serving maid came to her table, Calli requested dinner for
herself and Jayson. While he worked the room, she could eat. He
could pay for any delays with cold food.

She avoided eye contact with anyone, except
the woman when she returned with food. Calli hoped not to attract
attention, but that seemed unlikely. The patrons that evening paid
no mind to her alone in the dark corner.

When Jayson returned, Calli looked up to the
rarity of a frown on his face.

He slid into the chair next to her, his eyes
on the busy room. "They say the island is cursed, that nothing
lives there except sea monsters. They fear it."

"Cursed?" Calli sat back, too stunned to
eat.

Jayson said nothing and started on the cooled
soup and loaf of bread left for him.

Cursed... She
crossed her arms. "They sound like Marjan's men when they heard of
dragons."

Jayson swallowed a mouthful of bread. "Since
any can remember, legends speak of horrible 'accidents' to those
who sail too near. Men have disappeared."

"But my father—" At a look in his blue eyes,
Calli cut off her objection. That was not the place to discuss the
subject openly.

"I understand." The intensity of his
gaze caught her. The First Race has
secluded themselves with magic. Servants of the Darklord, and the
Second Race, chased them from their homes once. I suspect they wish
isolation to prevent history from repeating.

She nodded her understanding as a new worry
crept up. "Can you break through their magic?" Would she even get
close to her father's homeland? Were the rumors true?

With his mouth too full to speak, Jayson
shrugged. During their journey from Selton into the mountains, he
had told her what he knew of the First Race from Haiberuk's
teachings. Jayson told her that her ancestors, the Ancients, used
magic to defeat the Darklord alongside the Majera and the dragons.
He compared their power to the magi from which he was
descended.

The first magi were the children of the
Majera. A few let greed prove the Ancients right in seeing the magi
as a threat. The Ancients held their own, but in the end succumbed
to the power and ambition of the magi.

Whether Jayson alone could neutralize any
spells by those on Loringale to keep out intruders worried Calli.
She wanted him to say he could, but doubts hammered against
reason.

When a warm hand squeezed her shoulder, Calli
blinked away her thoughts and turned to him. She reached up to
place her hand over his.

"We'll find a way." He pulled her hand to his
lips and kissed the back. He had never disappointed her; but some
things even he could not control. "I promise."

Calli searched his eyes but saw only
confidence in making her dream a reality. "I know."

__________

 



Tahronen

 


A chill shivered down Tahronen's
spine. This cannot be!

She read the lines again as the Unnamed
One recorded them. It's too soon. He'll not
be ready when we need him.

The second nekreth had awakened and sought
its master. The C'Lupuc gathered their packs into an army intended
to destroy the humans of both races. The army of Light was not yet
ready, and Gilthiel was a newborn babe.

She had to return to the Lumathir. She had to
prepare her children for the war she had trained them to fight
after thousands of years of building that army.

Tahronen closed the tome and leaned back from
the table. The chair worn out by the corporeal form of the Unnamed
One creaked with her movements. For a moment, she glanced out the
tall window. A pair of dragons soared in the distance.

The dragons were ready, protected by the
portal they created between the First Realm and this untouched land
known as the Second Realm, or by its ancient name of Eyr Droc. The
remaining elder drakes passed on what they knew from the last age,
four after the loss of Darmîndren.

She had taught her descendants to use their
inherited gifts, but whether they were ready for war was another
matter.

After a moon cycle away from Euramai, she
needed to return. But the other Lumathir around the world needed
her too. Her only reason for staying at Euramai had been to guard
against the nekreth reawakening.

It had, and she had defeated it, for a while.
It would return, but the women would be ready to face it. She had
shown them the way.

Not Euramai. Instead, she would visit
Narethal, Fetharn, and Mossînea. Her priestesses of the other
abandoned cities of the Ancients needed her more than those in
Euramai.

The priests of Euranê had not seen Haiberuk
in generations. Like her, he had focused on one group, those who
most needed him. The men not chosen for the Sh'lahmar trained in a
separate location and knew not of the secret. She would go to them
in Haiberuk's absence.

First, she would return to Euramai. If
another nekreth awakened, it would be drawn to its brethren, the
one she had recently defeated. That would account for two of the
monsters. The third was sealed by the Ancients in an object they
carried with them when they fled. No more of the hideous demons of
the past remained, except the Soul Eater.

Tahronen hoped Calli and Jayson could reach
their destination in time to stop the other nekrethe from awakening
the third in Loringale. The First Race were not equipped to handle
more than one such monster. Or perhaps that had been part of
Haiberuk's purpose. Her brother had given the gift of riddles to
the dragons, a part of his wisdom not to impart knowledge easily to
those not ready.

In less than a breath, she made her
decision.

A wise choice, sister.

She smiled at the image of a wizened old man
from her memory. He watched, and recorded, events.

She walked out of the secret room and across
the sitting room in the crystal palace. One task remained.

Gilthiel. The child had demonstrated his
potential by healing the soul of one troubled man. With no effort,
he showed Galen a truth buried deep.

The boy possessed the wisdom and power from
his previous life. He would be greater than any of their creations,
but because of that, he would carry the burden of the hope of the
world on his small shoulders.

Like the last time the fate of the world
dropped on his shoulders, he would not be ready when he was needed,
unless they could help him.

In less than a thought, Tahronen stood in the
foyer of the house. As had become custom, Damaera and Gayleana
washed laundry outside, leaving Istaria upstairs with Darius and
the child.

Tahronen climbed the stairs, making no sound
on the wood. At the top, she pushed the door open and stepped
in.

Istaria sat up from the bed, where the baby
slept next to Darius.

"You've returned." Even in her whisper, the
girl sounded surprised.

"I was never away." Tahronen crossed the
floor to the bed.

Istaria stood up and backed away to make room
for her.

"Studying the writings of my brother."

Istaria would understand. She knew the
history, and the mystery, that was the Majera.

Tahronen stroked the soft cheek of the
infant, recalling the many she had nurtured. For those experiences
she would live the past again. She appreciated the chance that
being split from her other selves had provided, although she longed
to be whole with them again. The companionship of those men had
been only temporary reprieves from the loneliness of being
separated from her other selves.

The child smiled in his sleep.

"One last gift have I for you." Tahronen
leaned down and gently kissed his forehead. If not for her
"mistakes" of the past, this incarnation of Gilthiel would not be
possible. In respect, he was as much her child as Makleor was.

Thank you,
Istaria said.

The mark of Tahronen's kiss faded as she
stood up. The child now had a connection to the Light equal to her
or Haiberuk, although he was not a being of that same force as they
were. When the time came, he would know best how to use his
gift.

You're leaving?

Tahronen turned to Istaria.
I have work to do. The armies of the Darklord
gather their forces. All my children need me.

Istaria looked down on her own
child. I understand.

Tahronen left them. Gilthiel was in good
hands, those of a mother and father who loved him.

__________

 



Nekrethe

 


In one place the power of the Darklord rang
strongest, but all traces were weak. The master had not the
strength remembered. In other places it pulsed as if subdued. The
nekreth would seek them all to find the master. When he reabsorbed
his servants, the master would again be powerful. Their purpose
would be fulfilled.

Within a cage of rock, a hint of dark power
was splattered as if an explosion of black water sprayed
everywhere.

The pieces of another.

Traces of Light tainted the emptiness,
preventing the other from reforming.

With its reserves strengthened by its last
feeding, the nekreth touched the essence of its brethren. Around
its strength, the void of its core, its pieces pooled together. The
Light faded, extinguished by the power of the darkness.

Creatures of eternal night, they would carry
out the master's purpose. But their power waned. They required the
life of others for strength.

Nearby, the power of Light pulsed,
protecting the lives that created it. Wicked, blinding Light. It
scattered the Dark, dispelled it and neutralized its power. But the
Dark brought fear and fear gave them power.

In a combined effort, the nekrethe attacked
one alone. The human was no match for their power. Her fear
overcame her and her Light extinguished. They fed on the
remains.

As the life faded from her, a new threat
approached. It flared with the power of the enemy. Stronger and
more aware, the nekrethe fled. The Light did not follow.

They found the trail of the master, but his
power faded. He needed them, but he needed them strong. Their power
would be his again, as it was before he created them from his
being. They would return to him, growing along the way.

Life abounded over the world, most of it
weaker than the first feeding, but the enemy had spread.

And the Light followed them. It hunted
them.

It would not catch them. They fed on
isolated lives unable to fight them, leaving a trail of corpses and
growing stronger, while evading the Light.

Faster than the Light could catch them they
moved. In one day they grew ten times stronger.

They could fulfill their purpose now. The
master waited for them and they would return to him.

__________

 



Galen

 


In the form of a crow on one of the untouched
spires of the palace, Galen watched the activities in the city
beyond the palace gates. People cleared debris. The blackened ruins
of large sections of the city could have been caused by a failed
siege attempt, but the early season and seeing no armies during his
flight to Setheadroc negated that conclusion.

That left one other option—Lusiradrol. The
name left a stain on his mind that had never bothered him
before.

Since the cleansing of Gilthiel's touch, a
new sensitivity to the colors of magic surrounded him. He had taken
his time returning to Tyrkam, giving himself a chance to explore
the sensation of wholeness.

No matter how much he meditated in the days
since that touch, he could not explain what the child had done.
Rather, he felt it—like the air after a thunderstorm, a draught of
a clear mountain stream, the first snow of winter. All these could
not fully compare to the new purity of his core—the disintegration
of the walls and the washing away of anything standing between him
and the Light of the universe within him.

He regretted now all the wrongs of his past.
Gilthiel's touch forced him to face the truth he had denied yet it
inflicted no remorse or shame on him. That he inflicted upon
himself. Galen was free of the burdens he had fostered within his
heart, except for those things he now regretted.

He breathed easier than he had before
touching Gilthiel.

From his perch, Galen watched the sun set
over the distant hills. A new respect filled him for the creations
of the Majera and the wonders of this world. Peace enveloped his
soul, or at least as much peace as his guilt would allow.

A familiar voice drew his attention to the
balcony below.

Tyrkam. His promise to the man raced to the
forefront of his thoughts. He could no longer give Tyrkam what he
desired, nor had he an interest in serving him. Istaria was
right—he had a choice.

He had chosen to ignore the right choice,
until now.

The red-haired advisor, Dorjan, walked out on
the balcony to join his lord. Their voices lowered. Some pieces of
their conversation reached him, but not all. Curiosity drove him
down to a closer perch.

"Some good, that mage." Dorjan's boots
crunched over something. From the empty panes of the doors and the
glimmer on the stones of the balcony, he stepped on broken
glass.

Tyrkam's cheeks twitched with his clenched
jaw. Dark eyes smoldered.

"Weak old fool." The words muttered under the
overlord's breath barely reached Galen.

Dorjan scanned the area, his eyes passing
over Galen as they had on many occasions. Not even Tyrkam knew his
shapeshifting secret.

For the first time, Galen shivered at the
sight of the lieutenant. His face brought up memories of another of
clean-cut but similar features. He had killed the other a few years
ago at Tyrkam's request, a man of great skill who had improved the
training of the royal guard. Because of that man, a few other
attempts on Isolder's life had been thwarted. Tyrkam demanded the
training master's head, and Galen obeyed without question.

Galen remembered the confidence and precision
in Kaillen's manners. Dorjan possessed the same controlled
movements, the same stern look in his brown eyes.

But Galen saw more in that moment when those
eyes passed him. Dorjan hid something.

Never before had Galen noticed, but with the
new sensitivity, the controlled fire radiated by Dorjan changed the
colors of magic around him. No ordinary man stirred such a
pattern.

What did it mean? More important—what did
Tyrkam know of this? Had he a clue of the true potential of his
lieutenant?

"Weak?" Dorjan scoffed. "I'd not say 'weak'.
If you recall, he sent her away."

"Not without sleep taking him." Tyrkam
gripped the balustrade and leaned over to gaze out at the city. "At
last she has acted. No more questions have I of her
intentions."

"Have you nothing? She let you live."

Tyrkam's lip twitched, but he said nothing.
After a few minutes of silence, Tyrkam turned and strode back
inside. Dorjan followed.

Galen glided to the balcony and transformed
into a mouse. He scampered along the corners, following the men
through the cold, dark room. From the shadows of the table in the
center, he watched them.

Tyrkam stopped at the table with his eyes on
a chair as if gazing through it, and Dorjan turned to face him.
"What wish you of the old man?"

After a few seconds of consideration, Tyrkam
looked up. "Feeble he may be, but still useful. Leave him. If he is
as strong as you suspect, we'd best stay out of his way."

"Good choice."

The tone of Dorjan's answer made Galen shiver
with doubts. The man had other intentions.

"Meddle not in his affairs. I need his
cooperation."

"As you needed hers?" Dorjan's eyebrow lifted
with his voice.

Fire could have scorched him from Tyrkam's
glare. "Speak not of that! I'll have her power yet. Lusiradrol will
not take that from me."

A glimmer touched Dorjan's eyes. The man
played with the overlord. Tyrkam wanted the power of Gilthiel for
his own selfish purposes. The creatures of Wynmere had lured
Istaria away before Tyrkam realized Istaria possessed the power.
That loss burned a new hatred within him. Galen saw it, and heard
it, as he had when Tyrkam asked him to bring the bearer of that
power, Istaria, to him to satisfy Lusiradrol. Tyrkam knew not of
the child's rebirth, though.

Returning empty-handed would risk Galen's
head. Not that Tyrkam could stop him if he wished to escape, but he
had no desire to reveal his abilities. He no longer wished to
return the woman to Tyrkam. He could not.

He could refuse to return, but something told
him Tyrkam had a part to play yet and he wanted to know what that
was.

Perhaps by other means. If true are her
words, I can be anyone I desire, anyone Tyrkam may trust.

Dorjan shrugged away Tyrkam's fury.

Maybe... We
shall see.

"She'll return in time."

A flicker of worry passed across Tyrkam's
face to vanish behind the steel visage. "Leave me."

With a bow of respect, Dorjan obeyed, and
Galen followed.

__________

 



Dorjan

 


The mage had proven his true power. That he
could survive a direct confrontation with the dragon woman and send
her away confirmed Dorjan's suspicions. Only one of the original
magi, those known as the Great Magi, possessed such power.

A nagging sensation alerted him to someone
watching. As hot as the fire of the pyres when Tyrkam captured
Setheadroc, their eyes burned him.

He saw no one.

Makleor. The
name came to him like a curse. Was the sleep an act? The mage often
watched from the shadows, hidden by his magic. Never had Dorjan
been able to confirm his suspicions, though.

This time he would. If Makleor was not to be
found sleeping in his room, Dorjan could be sure the old man
followed him.

Through the corridors of the palace, he
strode, ignoring servants who stepped out of his way without a
word, his focus on reaching the mage's isolated chamber.

Like in the old castle of Wynmere, Makleor
used an isolated room of no significance, this time on the topmost
floor.

When he reached the door, Dorjan hesitated.
The old mage used tricks when he wished not to be disturbed,
although he had always known when Tyrkam came and let him through.
Others had reported being knocked senseless at a touch of the
door.

Dorjan could not afford to take chances.

With little effort, he felt it—a tingle of
power holding the lock in place. He broke the enchantment with a
thought and shoved it open. That was too easy.

Hinges creaked a faint note.

The old man slept on his back on a blanket
against the wall, or he pretended very well. He laid with his hands
folded on his chest, which rose and fell in a slow, steady
rate.

"Trickster," Dorjan muttered. "This ends
now." For all purposes, the mage could have followed and
transported himself the instant before Dorjan opened the door.

He intended to know once and for all. No more
games.

Dorjan pulled his dagger and closed the door
with barely a scrape. He crossed the room and knelt by the old
man's head.

The blade slid beneath the gray beard along
the tender flesh of the neck. Using any magic would reveal himself,
which he could not afford yet. He had to find out what the old man
knew of him, if anything, but with a simple threat. The old mage
could easily reveal the truth to Tyrkam, and, by the insatiable
desire for power, Tyrkam would likely seek to use him as he had
wanted of Gilthiel.

Dorjan pressed the sharp blade against the
wrinkled skin hiding beneath the beard. Nevermind if Makleor was
Mallenor and he was immortal. Even immortals had to heal.

"Wake up!" The command snapped from his
lips.

Makleor yawned, his jaw pressing against the
blade. As the yawn faded, he broke into a chuckle. "Has the time
passed so fast, only yesterday here and today gone?" He opened his
eyes, the one good blue eye sparkling with life, and peered up with
a smile.

Dorjan had no answer for his question, if it
was.

"They teach not the poems?" Makleor made no
move but gazed up at Dorjan. The amusement in the good eye goaded
Dorjan like a sharp jab to the ribs.

"A pity." Makleor's eyes followed the arm
leading to his throat. "Had you plans to use that?"

The old man's calm demeanor and passive
question plucked at Dorjan's sense of justice. He would not cut
down an unarmed man. The threat should be enough to force
cooperation; but Makleor played by his own rules. "Your place is to
answer questions, not ask."

"Yes, a book of knowledge I am. Ask anything.
What do you wish to know?"

Dorjan pressed the blade against the throat
hidden beneath the beard. No matter how much the old man irritated
him, he could not follow through with his threat. He struggled with
the effort to reason that the same old man could snuff out his life
with a blink of an eye.

After a long pause with no response from
Dorjan, Makleor sighed. "You've not the bloodlust nor the cold
heart for killing. Save your troubles. Put away the blade."

"What do you know of me?"

Makleor pursed his lips and shifted his gaze
away. A moment later he smiled and focused his good eye on
Dorjan.

"Lêath, right? Brother of Kaillen. No trust
of me, I fear, but to be expected, I suppose. The First Race knows
nothing of events. That is why they came."

His heart stopped for an instant. How had the
old man known? He spoke as if he had met Kaillen.

Dorjan lowered the knife, and Makleor sat up
with a smile. "I was right. A strong resemblance."

"What do you know of Kaillen?"

"Twins I thought when I saw you. I let you be
for other matters to my attention."

Dorjan sat up, his mouth dry. How long had
Makleor known? How much did he know? He wanted answers to the
questions that had plagued him for nearly twenty years. "What
happened to my brother? What happened to Muriel?"

Makleor peered at him, his eyes piercing
through his soul. "A legacy to their deaths they left. First Muriel
passed—a real pity; such a beauty. She left the child in the hands
of the nursemaid. Kaillen followed years later, killed in duty to
Cavatar."

Dorjan blinked. Muriel had borne a child and
later died. Both were gone. His reason for staying was gone.

Except for one. "Where is their child?" He
should take the child back to their family, to where they
belonged.

"Trapped, or was." Makleor frowned and
shrugged it away. "Lusiradrol's spell and capture. But friends
saved her."

"Her? A girl?"

Makleor climbed to his feet with a grunt of
effort.

From the images merging at the suggestion of
a girl child, he rest of the mage's statement caught up to Dorjan
and froze his blood. "Lusiradrol? What has she done?"

Makleor straightened his robes with a brush
of his hand down them. A second later, he sat on a chair that
materialized behind him. "A present for Vahrik was she, until the
others came with the dragons."

"What of the dragons? Speak plain!" Dorjan
stood up, struggling to contain his frustration with the mage's
short replies and to make sense of it all.

Makleor took a deep breath. "I know only what
I was told. A great fuss over Wynmere. The dragons fought the Red
Clan."

Norwell. In the general's report, he said a
large blue dragon with several red crashed onto the castle and
destroyed it; and Vahrik in it. If the child of his brother was
inside—

"What of the child?"

"Child? What child? I said nothing of a
child."

Dorjan clamped his jaw on the
frustration. I'll tolerate no games! Tyrkam
does right to avoid you. He took a deep breath to
loosen the tightening of his fists. "The girl."

"A girl? I said nothing—"

"Muriel and Kaillen's girl!"

"Ah, yes! Mind you, no girl. A woman, marked
by the same hair as her father." Makleor tipped his staff toward
Dorjan's head. "Red as flame."

A woman with hair red as flame? Dorjan
frowned as rumors sifted up from the recent past with questions.
When had Lusiradrol taken this trapped woman to Vahrik? Had that
been the deal he made? Why would Vahrik want her?

"A woman of fighting skills passed down by
Kaillen. To protect her, I suppose, in a world tainted by
darkness." A sly grin crept to the mage's face. "Her head Tyrkam
wished once, before they found the hidden valley."

"Her head?"

Dorjan stiffened as the answer shot through
him. "She was the one!" The one with the telltale color of her hair
and her riding abilities who had caused trouble for Tyrkam's men
around the planning of the siege of Setheadroc. Kaillen had taught
her well.

"Calli, my sources claim." The old man let
out his breath.

A wistful smile crept out. Muriel and Kaillen
named her after Muriel's mother, or part of the name—Kallisara.
That Calli used Kaillen's training against Tyrkam balanced his
death by an agent of Tyrkam. She honored his legacy.

Morî Fellendar would desire to know of this.
For that matter, all three of the Nathel Morissî should know. The
three executive administrators residing over the High Council of
Loringale had barely approved Muriel's request to pursue her
studies of the prophecy of the white dragon's return.

"Where is she?"

Makleor shrugged. "I know Tahronen took her
to Eyr Droc. From there, I know not. She was trapped at last
report."

"Trapped? How?"

"In crystal." The old man's good eye peered
about the room as if searching for something.

"How?"

Makleor said nothing but fixed on something
in the shadows.

When Dorjan looked for the source of
distraction, he saw only a mouse. Could the old man not keep his
attention focused?

"No more questions." Makleor dismissed him
with a wave. "I suggest you return to Loringale. The child of
Kaillen is safe, in good hands. No more have you to worry."

"I'll not go without her."

The blue eye fixed on him. "Leave her. If
she's not broken the spell, she'll stay safe. You can do nothing.
The others must know. You must make them understand. A new darkness
will spread over Gairdra if they're not ready. The process has
begun."

Dorjan frowned. He assumed the darkness the
old man meant was that defeated by his ancestors. How could it
return? "What process?"

"Time wasted. Time wasted...You must hurry
and warn them. The Darklord awakens in Lusiradrol. Not long have
we. In battle I set back the process, but the nekrethe will awaken
him if they have not yet."

A shiver ran down Dorjan's spine at the
mention of nekrethe. The legends of the past spoke of horrible
creatures of the Darklord's making. "Nekrethe..." The death demons
could leave an army of the dead for their master, unstoppable dead
bodies reanimated by his power and feeling no pain.

He met the old man's gaze. "If what you say
is true, I'll go. Before I do, you must promise."

"A promise to keep to one of the First? Never
had I thought—"

Dorjan stepped close, determined to keep the
old man's focus. "Promise me the child of Muriel and Kaillen will
stay safe." The woman was the last piece of his brother and the
only part of Muriel left to the man he served.

"I cannot."

Dorjan clenched his jaw on the rising
frustrations and anger. His fingers tightened around the dagger
handle. "Why not?"

"My part is not to interfere. I observe; no
more. Mine is penance for my crimes against Gilthiel. That have I
served."

Dorjan's insides tightened with a desire to
force the old man to cooperate. He grabbed the frail throat and
pulled the mage to his feet. "Be glad I'm not one of you."

He could do nothing more. Dorjan shoved the
old man onto his chair and slammed the dagger into its sheath on
his way to the door.

Makleor's voice called after him, "They must
contact the others on Motharel and Lôrigrath."

Dorjan paused long enough to consider the
mage's words before yanking the door open. The other islands.
Loringale was the home of their leaders, but the people on the
other islands would need to know also.

He marched out, a new purpose in his
step. Although he disliked the old man, Makleor was right. Though
he still knew not how Muriel and Kaillen died, they lived on in the
woman. Calli.

He had news for Fellendar.

His service with Tyrkam had ended.

__________

 



Galen

 


The door shut behind Dorjan, leaving Galen
inside with the old mage.

"Will you tell your master?" Makleor leaned
on his staff, his eyes on the door or, rather, the man beyond.

Galen would not have guessed Tyrkam's
lieutenant to be one of the First Race.

Nor would he have guessed the girl who saved
his life was one, much less related. Now, after all he experienced
in the last moon cycle, none of it surprised him.

"He'll not take well to failure." Makleor
shook his head. "But have you failed or has something changed?"

Did the mage speak to him or simply voice his
thoughts aloud on the matter of Dorjan, or Lêath? As Jayson had
detected his presence, so must have the mage—he had watched him
scurrying in the shadows. The children of the Light felt the subtle
changes of magic each individual affected upon it.

Gaispar said she was sent by Makleor. If so,
the mage had noticed his presence when he walked by with the dog.
Makleor could have stopped him then. Instead, he sent the woman to
observe him, to follow him.

"The colors are changed about you; do you
see?"

With that, Galen understood.
Makleor had spoken to
him.

"You could be more." With a glimmer of
promise in his good eye, Makleor looked down at Galen. "I suspect
you abandoned your chase for 'good' reasons. Now you know much of
the truth. What will you do?"

What would he do? He had no purpose. He had
his skills and his more open connection to the power that gave him
those skills.

Since letting go of the past, he had a new
future but nothing to do with it.

The old man fixed his good eye on Galen, a
rueful smile playing across his face beneath the beard. Galen
stared back through a mouse's eyes.

"Dorjan has not to leave Tyrkam's side,
though Lêath may." The old man turned his eyes to the door. "You
know this."

Of course, he knew what the old man
hinted.

Galen transformed in a thought to his true
form and stood in his dark cloak before Makleor.

"Ah!" The mage grinned and nodded. "You are
the one called Shadow."

"Galen."

"Yes, yes. I suspected, yes. No matter."
Makleor waved away whatever thoughts filled his head. "A changeling
mage with all the skills."

"I know what it means." With his hood over
his head, Galen spoke in a gruff voice. He would not tolerate the
old man's tricks any more than Dorjan had. Besides, Istaria had
told him the truth, that he could imitate any person. Would he want
to? What benefit would it provide him?

"Can you do it? Have you tried?" Makleor's
eyes narrowed. "Yours is a rare gift; one most useful."

Galen snorted and stepped away, into his
private thoughts. He served no one, but the guilt of dishonoring
Haiberuk, who had protected his secret, increased since Gilthiel's
touch.

He had also dishonored Lêath by killing his
brother for Tyrkam, as a result of the lie of his ignorance.
Makleor had paid his penance for killing the white dragon. Perhaps
this was his, Galen's, way to atone for the crimes he had
committed. Kaillen's daughter asked that his life be spared, a debt
he might repay.

With his back to the mage, Galen muttered,
"I'll talk to him." Whether Dorjan struck him down or not, he would
not fight. Perhaps it would be easier than living with the guilt
tightening like a vise around his chest.

The chair creaked behind him.

"Perhaps it's best if you not go alone." The
tap of wood on stone warned him of the old man's movements.

"I need no one's help. You know what I did."
He needed none of the old man reminding him of his wrongs, or
interfering with his punishment.

A hint of sorrow touched the old man's smile,
and he gave a nod.

"Then you understand I must do this
alone."

"He'll not take it well."

"I killed his brother! Of course he'll not
take it well!"

With a sigh of resignation, Makleor made a
motion of his hand and a fire sprang to life in the fireplace. "If
you wish to face Lêath alone, so be it." The old man set about his
work, ignoring him, or seeming to.

Doubts crept up Galen's spine at the warning
tone of the mage's words, but he had to face Dorjan. The new sense
of guilt inside him refused to let the idea fade into reason.

Seeing no further point in staying and
tolerating Makleor's harassment, Galen transformed back to the
mouse and scurried out.

The sooner he faced Dorjan, the sooner the
tearing of his soul from the guilt of this discovery would mend.
The healing begun with Gilthiel would continue, as long as he
allowed it. He needed it. He desired it now as a way to grow closer
to the Light inside him. The child had lit the path he must follow;
he had only to take the steps.

On tiny legs, Galen hurried after the warrior
Dorjan through the halls to his chamber in the section that once
belonged to the royal family. The reading hall with its skylight
high above the shallow reflecting pool and benches around it was
quiet but for Dorjan's steps echoing from the balcony overlooking
the hall.

Tyrkam's lieutenant entered Phelan's old
room, and Galen slipped in before the door thumped closed. Dorjan
passed the bed at the near end with its tall corner posts and
luxurious sheets and velvet blankets. Intricate tapestries hung
from two walls opposite each other, far enough from the fireplace
at the end of the room not to catch stray sparks.

After he started a fire burning, the
attentive warrior scanned the room. "Face me."

Galen froze in a corner next to the chest at
the foot of the bed. The face of the man haunted his memories. He
had killed Kaillen with the venom of a viper. One bite. Before the
man died, his face had contorted in pain and misery.

Now, gazing at the shadows cast by the fire
on Dorjan's face, Galen shivered. The dead returned for
vengeance.

A grin stretched up the shadowed visage of
the man near the fireplace. Without a word, Dorjan turned away and
sat in the chair next to the crackling flames.

Killing the man would make things easier, but
his face would haunt Galen forever. No more. Reliving the past
opened faults he had covered to forget the vileness of the acts. He
hated what he had done. The only way to heal was to reconcile the
past.

Here.

Now.

Before he lost his confidence and his chance
to reconcile the past with the present, Galen stepped out and
transformed. He stepped cautiously toward the fire.

"You've more courage than any ordinary
man."

Three strides from where Dorjan sat, Galen
froze. "I could have killed you."

The gruff warrior rose to his feet and turned
to face him but made no move to attack.

"But here we are." Dorjan took two steps to
stand in Galen's face. "How you entered without being seen I can
only guess. You say you could have killed me. Why have you
not?"

Galen studied the menace in the brown eyes
and the hard set to the man's jaw beneath the scruffy beard. Only
one answer came to him—Kaillen. He had not realized then that the
king's best warrior was one of the First Race. He had no reason to
consider the slight differences in the magic around him might be
anything but a variation of what he felt around any person. With
his new sensitivity, he saw that difference as far more than any of
the Second Race.

"I already killed you."

Dorjan frowned. After a moment, it gave way
to a smile that opened into a mocking laugh. "I think not. I stand
here before you, very much alive."

Galen swallowed his uncertainty but made no
move. He had to say it, before his courage faded. "I killed
Kaillen…at Tyrkam's bidding."

The amusement drained from Dorjan's face. His
cheeks twitched with the emotions passing across his face. For
several long seconds, he stood in place, unable to speak.

Galen waited for the worst, hoping the man
would make it a fast death, and welcomed the release from his
guilt.

Instead, Dorjan turned away.

Galen let out a breath.

In a flash, a cold blade pressed into his
throat. Dorjan's face hovered inches from his own. "You expect
mercy?"

"No." Galen's heart pounded in his ears at
the threat, but he made no move to defend himself. From the
closeness, he saw the glazing of the man's eyes, the restrained
grief.

"Why are you here? Why now?" The words ground
out from clenched teeth holding back tears.

"To escape the guilt."

Dorjan stared into his eyes for a long time,
his expression teetering back and forth from rage to sorrow.

In the silence broken only by the gentle
rattle of the wind against the window pane and the fire crackling
in the hearth, Galen took a breath. "The one called Calli has plans
to visit Loringale. She broke Lusiradrol's spell." He refrained
from telling the man about her asking Jayson to spare his life.
Part of him longed for death, an escape from all the troubles. She
might have done him more of a favor letting Jayson end his
life.

Slowly, Dorjan lowered the knife at his
throat and backed away. "You deserve the guilt," he growled.

Galen took a deep breath that calmed his
racing heart. He thought he had been ready to die, but the desire
to live beat strong within him. Relief washed through him to be
spared a second time, although this time he had faced death by his
choice.

Dorjan backed to the chair by the fire, but
Galen remained in his place. "You can leave without Tyrkam
knowing."

Dorjan snorted. "Why would I care? I owe him
nothing."

"This is not about Tyrkam. But what would
stop him from chasing you down, from following if you leave?"

The shadowed visage turned to him. "Is that a
threat?"

Galen shook his head. "A fear. I can delay
any questions of your absence."

"You underestimate my skills..."

"Galen, or Shadow as Tyrkam knows."

"Galen." Dorjan sank into the chair and
turned his face to the fire again, the light of the flames
flickering across his countenance. "No one will follow me."

"Not—" Frustration blew out when Galen
exhaled. The man would not listen to reason. Focusing on Dorjan's
face as he remembered in better light and the voice, he called
forth the power. Rather than changing form, only minor changes took
place, though defining them into another person tested his
abilities.

"Not if he thinks you're still here." The
voice matched Dorjan's exactly, although he spoke with subtle
differences in the inflection of his words. The change was easier
than he expected, but drained his energy more than any other
transformation.

Dorjan turned to him. "So that's your
secret." With his eyebrow arched in curiosity, he rose to his feet
and approached. "Shapeshifter."

Galen almost flinched from the lash of ice in
the man's tone. He removed the cowl from his head.

"A good match, but you'll be discovered in
time."

"You'll be long gone before Tyrkam realizes
the truth."

Dorjan's eyes burned through him with
scrutiny. After a complete circle, he stopped with his face inches
away. "It's your head to lose." With that, he unstrapped his
armor.

Galen waited while the man changed clothes,
wasting no time with preparations to leave that night.

After dressing down into simple breeches and
a tunic, Dorjan studied Galen. "Tyrkam knows not my home. How can I
be sure you'll not betray me?"

"What choice have you?" As an afterthought,
Galen unstrapped his cloak and tossed it to the man.

Dorjan caught it and looked on him with a
question.

"This is my penance, handed down by
Gilthiel."

For several seconds, Dorjan gazed at the dark
mantle. He flipped it over his shoulders and secured it around his
neck with the cowl hiding his face.

Galen shivered at the image. He had worn that
mantle for too many years. This would be a fresh start for him.

Lêath left without a word, and Galen settled
into the room for the night, the first of many, for as long as he
could keep Tyrkam fooled.

__________


 



Lusiradrol

 


Had she her dragon form, she would have spit
fire.

Lusiradrol sat on her throne in the cavern,
disliking the heat from a nearby crack of fire fed by the molten
stream flowing beneath. The volcanoes kept the caves warm enough
for the eggs to mature but too hot for her comfort as a human.

Makleor! The
name seared through her mind. She had underestimated the mage's
power. He had been ready for her attack, his power directed
precisely at her dark core.

But his power was too weak. When she attacked
Istaria and Darius on the road to Eyr Droc, they directed her
nemesis's power at her core, leaving her barely able to crawl. The
mage loosed his weaker power to attack her essence, but the essence
of her power fought back. Two forces clashed about her, each
opposite of the other. The struggle would have torn her apart had
she not contained it, and she escaped. The mage's power
incapacitated her but no more.

Nevertheless, she was too weak now to use
more than rudimentary magic, including the ability to sense the
approach of others. Her normal sensitivity was weakened into a dull
haze. She could not have returned if not for her brethren carrying
her.

Damn them all! She should have been a
dragon!

In a blink, the room chilled, despite the
fire, and snapped her from her sulking. Something approached.

Lusiradrol lifted her chin from her fist and
called on what power remained to detect the intruder. Cold,
emptiness. A void of purity. Had the shadowy demon returned
already? Impossible.

The hatchlings squawked and thundered to
their nest and huddled together.

The black silhouette of a winged creature
formed in the air, its connection to her strong. Something inside
her struggled to escape, but the mage's power had weakened it
enough to keep it under her control.

A second demon materialized next to the
first. The combined blackness of the void they formed surrounded
her. A second later, only one remained in her vision.

Before Lusiradrol could question the
intrusion, she fell into darkness. The last of her strength drained
away, but, unlike the many times recently of blacking out and
reliving memories of the master, this time she remained
conscious.

She stood in pure nothingness, a black as
pitch as a night without stars or moon. From all sides, the essence
of the master whispered to her. It crushed her, pulled her, twisted
her, fought her attempts to subdue it.

She screamed in the agony of every particle
in her body fading out of existence until only her memories
remained and exploded into full awareness.

__________

 



Calli

 


While working on tying some of the heavy
rope, Jayson staggered near to pitching over the rail of the
ship.

Calli gasped, wishing she had stayed by him
rather than crossing the deck. Her feet flew across the listing
deck, and her heart pounded to catch him before he tumbled into the
frothy white caps.

Luckily, a couple of the crew caught him
before he lost his balance and plunged into the cold depths. By the
time Calli reached him, he looked at her with a frown.

"You were just—" He blinked and shook his
head.

"Yeh go rest, lad," one of the old sailors
suggested, clapping him on the back so that he nearly went over
after all.

Calli caught Jayson along with one of the
smaller crewmen, and he shook his head and blinked as if still
dazed, although after Ro's friendly pat, that might well be the
case.

"I think so." Jayson put an arm over Calli's
shoulders but leaned little weight on her.

A side glance revealed the worry in his eyes.
What happened?

With no objections from the others, Calli
"helped" him to the crew quarters below, where Captain Carter let
them stay. They agreed to work for passage, and even with that, the
captain only offered to take them within sight of the "cursed
island" of Loringale. From there, they would be on their own in one
of the lifeboats, a generous offer by his standards.

As they descended the stairs to the
forecastle of the large merchant vessel, Jayson straightened. Once
Calli realized no one occupied the living quarters, she breathed
easier. Jayson squeezed her shoulder but said nothing.

She walked with him to the corner where they
left their packs and unrolled his blanket. He stretched out on it
with a sigh, and she placed her rolled blanket beneath his neck.
Jayson looked up at her and held her hand. Footsteps nearby drew
his eyes away for a moment.

"Best they not hear," he whispered. They
agreed before boarding not to reveal any hint of magic for fear of
being thrown overboard.

When the footfalls faded, Calli leaned
over.

"I fear the worst."

She pulled back. Her thoughts scrambling for
pieces that made sense. "You, afraid?"

"Yes, I know. A real tragedy." Despite his
dry humor, the playfulness faded from his smile. "This was
something to worry about, for all of us."

What had he told her about the history of the
world? Something about—

"The Darklord?" Calli shuddered.

Jayson pushed himself up on his elbow. "I can
think of no one else."

Calli stared aside, falling back into her
thoughts minutes ago to recall the weight that settled on her for a
moment and passed. "Is that what happened?"

He nodded and stroked her cheek with his free
hand. The softness of his touch reassured her, despite her
trepidations about what this meant.

After a moment, his frown lifted slightly
with a touch of humor. "At least you're not 'ill'."

"Liar," she whispered and leaned down to kiss
him. The warmth of his lips chased away the insecurities in her
heart brought on by this news.

When she parted, he laid down on his back and
twined his fingers across his chest.

"I see now. You wished to quit working
early."

"Maybe. What answers I seek can only be found
in a calm mind." Blue eyes gazed up at her. "I need to meditate.
I'd suggest you return topside to allay any suspicions."

Heat rose to her cheeks, but he was right.
From the first day, the crew made lewd comments. As the only woman
on a ship full of men with no other way to sate their lust, she had
to be extra vigilant. Already one had tried to corner her. Without
Jayson near, she might have failed to fight off the brute.

For such reasons, she wished she could stay
at his side as she did at night for protection, but the exchange
for passage was a day of work for each day of travel, if for
nothing else than gratitude for the captain's willingness to take
them within sight of her father's home.

Desiring one last touch, she smoothed down
the hairs of his beard, an act that made him smile. With regrets
they had no time to be alone together, Calli pulled herself
away.

"Rest." She stood above him ready to
leave.

"I'll not be long."

His words gave her no reassurance about the
half of the crew she dreaded.

__________

 



Greechik

 


Groups of C'Lupuc warriors—male and
female—spread throughout the barren valley of wind-smoothened rock.
Each carried several weapons, most made from the bones of animals,
others of what metal could be found and forged in the
wastelands.

The pack leaders sat in a circle on the bluff
overlooking the nearly twenty thousand, a fraction of those ready
to fight.

["The beacons should have alerted others,"]
Nak'chor said. Long ago, they established a system of beacons on
the mesas, forming a network over the entire wastelands of Amril
Nos. The smoke of burning brush on the mesas was visible for vast
distances. The pyres should have networked out to all the packs by
now, though some had longer days of travel to reach the valley.

The packs knew to gather in this area,
the large valley named Raych'kree, or the Claw Mark. They believed the
hand of their master gouged it from the world in his fury. It could
hold almost a quarter million C'Lupuc, according to legend, or had
at one time. They hoped to gather that many before marching over
the world to the domain of their master.

Greechik stood aside as counsel, although he
had already answered all their questions about the dragon.
T'chakree had ordered him to remain with them rather than join the
warriors, at least until all the leaders reached agreement on a
strategy. And, he realized, as the one to confirm the sighting if
any questioned it.

The only other question was—who would lead
each part of the army amassing? They served their Darklord master,
but the honor of leadership was earned by the bravest, hardiest
warriors.

The one called Grakkor played with the
bone-handled knife normally strapped to his waist. On his baldric
hung the finger-length teeth of a large freshwater reptile
comparable to the dragons. His defeat of the creature was well
respected. ["Delay will bring his wrath. We must begin the
Purge."]

["Too few,"] T'chakree said. One of his
upright ears cocked aside, listening to a new sound; Greechik heard
it too. ["Too few have we yet to begin."]

All heads turned to the drumming of feet in
the valley. A large group marched in perfect unison to join the
others. Two of them broke off and headed for their vantage. Among
the orderly rows, several gracha staffs waved their patterns of
tassels and knots in the air.

["The Prakshay packs are here."] The approval
in Nak'chor's voice was affirmed by the others.

They awaited the arrival of the one who led
the organized packs of the Prakshay, one of the farther regions to
the south. As they watched, the lines of warriors continued to fill
the valley.

["The Terkagar are with them."]

Before the two newly-arrived leaders reached
the top of the bluff, the numbers of warriors more than doubled in
the valley.

["Joined as they passed through the Terkagar
territories."] With a swing of her head, the female leader,
Kaparree, threw her banded sidetails of hair over her shoulders.
The blood beads she wore in them clicked with the motion.

Though females rarely took the position of
leader, she had earned her right as any other; and she was not the
only female pack leader. Despite the relation to human females and
the discretionary top covering, along with the standard loin cloth
of the males, C'Lupuc females possessed the hardiness of their wolf
cousins, not the weaknesses of humans.

The two leaders of the territories just
arrived reached the top of the mesa. There, before the group of
four leaders already seated, they each fell to one knee. In that
moment, they dropped their heads, showing the backs of their necks
in a gesture of respect and submission.

["Summoned, we come. We are Groukar of the
Terkagar and-"] The tall leader glanced aside at the one next to
him. ["K'chaka of the Prakshay. What news of the Master?"]

["His dragons are free. The time he promised
is here."]

Blue-black lips with a mark of pink skin
curled back to reveal Groukar's sharp fangs. ["We are ready."] His
assertion growled out with a glee barely restrained.

["We're honored he chose our generation for
his return to glory,"] K'chaka added.

["Yes. Too long our ancestors waited and
hoped."] T'chakree spoke with a firmness to which the others voiced
their assent.

["Sit. Join us. Plans we now make of how best
to carry out the Purge."]

The others made room for the two newcomers,
who took their place to form a circle.

Greechik listened to their opinions of the
issues of strategy. At one point, they asked for confirmation of
the dragons, and he gave the same answer he had to all the
others.

By the end of the day, only three more
territories arrived, bringing their numbers to half of what they
hoped.

When the day's talks concluded, he walked
behind his leader among the fires of the camp. On the trek, he
overheard many of their brethren speaking of bloodlust. The humans
of the stories sought to destroy their kind because they were
different. The Lord Master had created the C'Lupuc to serve one
purpose—to kill the humans the Majera put on the world.

One problem plagued his mind on that thought.
The Darklord made them by crossing humans with wolves, or so it was
said in the history of their origins. Did that not make humans
their brethren in some distant relation?

Greechik shook the thought away. Humans were
their mortal enemy. Their Lord made them to eradicate the humans.
The Darklord made them. He was their Master. They obeyed the Lord
Master.

__________

 



Gaispar

 


"Must you leave?"

Gaispar looked up from the sleeping child to
Istaria's eyes. They shone as vividly blue as she remembered, but
the sun from the picture window of the front room ignited them with
a fire that needed no magic.

Cradled in her arms lay Gilthiel, bigger than
Gaispar remembered; but she left less than a day after the battle
of Wynmere. Because of her "gift", she was cursed and wanted no
reminders of her immortality. Not bearing children to the man her
parents sold her to had brought his wrath. That wrath caused her
death, until she was rescued with immortality.

Part of her died that day more than three
hundred years ago. Not until she was healed was it explained to her
that the abilities she hid from her family were the reason for her
sterility. She had no love for her husband she was sold to—for a
sum that allowed her family to survive.

Before she could denounce the whole ordeal as
a mistake and reclaim her right to death, the guardians of Wynmere
led her to Makleor. He opened her eyes to a world she never dreamed
possible. More than that, he became a father, with a loving but
disciplined hand; more than her family had ever given her.

But she would never have her own family.
Although she loved the child and took pride in her part in his
return, seeing Gilthiel dug up too many painful memories, mostly of
what she could never have.

Gaispar had only returned for news on the
mother and child to take back, but other problems along the way
provided a good excuse to cut her visit short. "I must return to
Makleor."

A smile touched Istaria's lips. "I
understand. You've been away too long."

Gaispar returned the smile, glad Istaria
asked nothing more of her. That she had to return was no lie. On
her way to the Second Realm, something dark and menacing had passed
through her. Her heart had frozen for a moment, chilled by the
overwhelming immensity of the power. Makleor should've felt it too.
He would know what it meant, and she had questions for him.

"I must know, my lady."

Istaria nodded, her smile turning grim when
her eyes dropped to the infant. "Do what you must. But please, be
careful."

"I will."

Eager to leave, Gaispar strode from the
house. She had already seen the others in her brief stay. They
understood that her teacher awaited her, although they would never
know the full truth for keeping her visits to the Second Realm
brief. She also had a duty to fulfill.

Makleor had introduced her to the
dragons. They in turn requested she carry messages for them, since
they could not communicate through their seeing orbs. In exchange,
she was well cared for and trained. She had seen the world, visited
all the Ancient cities occupied by the growing numbers of
the m'athêrred rî Lûmea,
learned the history of the world that Makleor and the dragons
shared, and more.

Gaispar stepped over the bridge crossing the
small creek near the house and threw her arms up to transform. With
a rush of wings, she flew to the portal to the First Realm.

She had to leave, to get away from the
painful reminders of her past and present. In many ways, she wished
she had been allowed to die, but at the time, had not known the
true curse of immortality.

Nevertheless, she carried out her task, the
only purpose worth living for. Gilthiel and the others were well.
That news she would convey.

In a flash, she passed through the shifting
colors of magic concentrated at the portal. With the layout of the
large cavern imprinted on her mind, she flew through the darkness
in a few seconds.

Gaispar emerged into the shadows of night and
aimed for the clear, starry sky. The chill wind of the last of
winter whistled through the crags of rock and the scattered trees
of the Northern Mountains. It ruffled her feathers, but the down
kept her warm while soaring on the shifting currents.

Gliding free in the sky lifted her from the
troubles of her heart, and her attention shifted to her
surroundings. Moonlight shimmered on snowcapped peaks. Far below,
the land fell away and the snow faded. Spring came to the
lowlands.

From her altitude, she saw for miles. One of
the hills in the distance sprouted wings. Moonlight slivers
reflected from smooth, gold scales.

Of the rare few gold dragons, only Dethanea,
one of the elder drakes, had left Eyr Droc.

Wings pounded down in the dragon's
flight.

Gaispar steered towards the dragon in
curiosity.

A shadow fell over her soul. As if the worst
of winter returned, her core chilled. Her world blackened. She
screeched in fright, struggling to hold onto consciousness and
right herself. The ground rushed up fast. In her tumbling fall, she
caught sight of a shadowy creature. With what appeared to be wings,
the demon dove after her.

All sense of magic faded.

Somewhere in her fuzzy mind, a voice called
to her. She landed on something moving, gently rolling in motion
like a wave but firm yet not the ground. A piercing shriek sent a
shudder through her body, and a deep roar reverberated from the
warmth beneath her.

Rest now while you may,

before tomorrow comes the day.

The soft, familiar voice of Dethanea chased
away the chill of her soul. Gaispar sighed. The flap of giant wings
assured her of the dragon's well-being, lifting her on the gentle
undulations of the dragon's muscles beneath hard, protective
scales.

What happened?
Despite the dragon's suggestion, she was not tired. Curiosity
drove her strength, and Gaispar righted herself but was too
exhausted to transform. She needed rest, but her fear would not
allow it. What less than a demon was that?
Will it return?

A deep, pensive rumble vibrated beneath her
talons.

The nekrethe awaken to feed

on the life of those they need—

the humans their master hates.

Worry you must of your fates.

Gaispar shuddered and settled herself
on the smooth scales of the golden dragon's back.
At least you're well.

Take not my words so light,

I was weakened too this fight.

Gaispar knew better than to argue with
a dragon. They would twist words to prove themselves right, or make
riddles of hers to confuse her. Cunning and wise, they proved their
intelligence many times. Although Dethanea seemed well, she would
know best if she was weak. What direction
do you fly? Her heavy eyelids drooped shut.

When a presence I felt attack,

I was on travels of the land come back.

Fatigue threatened to overcome
Gaispar. I need to see Makleor.

No rush had I to make

that to Setheadroc flight I'll not take.

Sleep now and when the sun is morn,

to your teacher you'll be borne.

Without argument, Gaispar gave into
Dethanea's comforting words. The dragon would not let her fall, and
neither would the talons with which Gaispar gripped the gold
scales. When they reached Setheadroc, she could ask Makleor about
the nekrethe and the Darklord. Had the darkness on her way to Eyr
Droc been as she suspected? Had the Darklord awakened in
Lusiradrol?

__________

 



Makleor

 


Beneath a dark cowl, a smile curved up into
the deep lines of eternity. Makleor stood at the balcony in full
view of the men in the quiet hall below. Tyrkam cared not. He
strode with his lieutenant, "Dorjan", through the reading hall of
the palace.

They stopped near the pool in the center,
where the sunlight from the windows and dome above reflected from
the water in a vibrant display that danced with any disturbance of
the water's surface. Part of the reason for the pool was to take
advantage of the natural light. The Rivon designers located it
perfectly as a place of tranquility. He could not have asked for a
better meditation focus.

You've played your part
well, he thought of Galen. I
doubt he suspects you're not the true Dorjan, though that one was
not true either, I suppose.

Lêath had departed ten days ago in the middle
of the night. Since then, Galen put his full talents to use to take
his place. The man must have observed the lieutenant enough times,
because his manners were nearly identical to those of the true
Dorjan. Not so difficult when both were men of few words and keen
observation.

"The supplies are not fully stocked," Dorjan
said.

Tyrkam's lip curled in menace. They discussed
the upcoming spring and the drive to take the port cities of the
east coast of Ayrule. Little else of the old kingdom of Cavatar
remained. The segments of the old army still holding garrisons near
or in the larger cities would prove formidable. Tyrkam knew it. He
had discussed it many times with the original Dorjan.

That could make Galen stumble, but he was
quick. He might be only a shadow of the original Dorjan, but a very
close representation in cunning and appearance.

Makleor's smile climbed higher.

"The sooner we take them, the sooner we end
the ties to Rivonia and Farolkavin's support." Tyrkam spat the name
of the sovereign as if it burned his tongue.

If not for his role in the new war upon them,
Makleor would take the time to research Tyrkam's past.

Dorjan's right eyebrow raised in a perfect
reaction of curiosity. Although he could not place it, something
bothered Makleor about it, triggering a sense of warning.

"When and who?" Dorjan asked.

Tyrkam studied him a moment before dropping
his eyes to the pool and deeper into his thoughts. "Half a moon
cycle, or little more. A legion under Lee's command to Candro and
half that many under Thilleon to Fessen. That should keep them
busy, if not defeat them."

The overlord's eyes passed by Makleor with a
scowl. "Stay close, wizard. I've work for you."

Makleor tipped his head to the man in
acknowledgement. He had aided Tyrkam using his spells many times
against his enemies, but never offered much. Only when the
strategies of the man and the needs of the dragon spirit coincided
did Makleor fully cooperate. He claimed weakness or fatigue other
times for the limits on his spells. Tyrkam dared not cross him but
his fury seethed beneath the surface when the spells "failed" by
Makleor's will.

Dorjan grunted with a sneer on his lips. "You
trust that old man too much." Galen played his part almost too well
at that.

"Perhaps. He has his uses, though."

Makleor stood unmoved, catching Tyrkam's
scowl. In the right angle of light, the blue of Galen's eyes met
Makleor's. Any other time, the brown of Lêath's covered it.

Perhaps a few flaws, but
hidden enough to allow him some distance placed. Tyrkam will
wonder. Yes, he will. No matter. For the moment, Galen
kept Tyrkam's attention from the absence of the real
Dorjan.

Makleor hobbled away, chuckling to himself.
Part of him longed to see Tyrkam's face when Galen revealed
himself. The other part of him cringed at the fiery hatred that
would burn on his face. Galen could protect himself when that day
came.

In his steady pace with his staff tapping on
the smooth stone tiles of the corridor, Makleor left the royal
quarters. He had business to attend in the privacy of his
study.

The light touch of Gaispar's presence awaited
him there. She had been too long gone. He looked forward to what
news she brought with her of Marjan and wherever else she traveled
since her last visit.

Despite his many years alone, or due to those
lonely years, he missed her company. Too briefly she came and
went.

But his time would soon end. Whether he would
be mourned or even missed he could not say. At least he left a
legacy in all his works, including her training.

As usual, most of the servants ignored him.
In the beginning, a couple offered their help and he accepted, but
they vanished shortly after. Those who remained kept to themselves.
All had changed within a short time of Tyrkam taking over the
palace.

He reached his door alone. A hint of magic
opened it before him.

Gaispar stood at a window with the shutter
open. Loose blonde hair waved in a cool breeze. She turned her
youthful face to him.

Ah, to be young again! He would not have
attended his studies to the detriment of living, as he had done in
his ambitions to surpass his older siblings and their wonders.

A slight smile alighted on her face, touching
him for a moment with the lost desires of youth, but she said
nothing.

Makleor entered the room and altered the flow
of magic to close the door behind him. Without a word, he eased
himself into a chair next to the crackling fire. After sending his
staff to a corner, he closed his eyes. His old bones could not take
the long walks without tiring.

"Sit, my dear. Tell me news."

The shuffle of fabric told him she sat down
on a mat near the fireplace.

When he opened his eyes, she gazed into the
fire and beyond.

"Marjan trusts not a magic user, but the
valley has dulled his caution. Still, I believe he will stay a
while longer."

"Good enough. Others he'll need. They must
know where to go." Marjan would need all the men he could gather to
rebuild a formidable army against the encroaching dark.

All humans would have to set aside their
differences to join in the fight, if they expected to win.

"I feel the strangle of darkness on my
core."

Makleor blinked away his thoughts, her words
startling him. So, she had felt it too.

"Afraid so, my dear." With a nod, he added,
"Flesh no more, the true spirit emerged. It draws on the darkness
in us all."

"It crawls through me, under my skin, and
into my core." She curled her knees to her chin and wrapped her
arms around her legs. "It is cold, death, loneliness, greed. All
these things I fear or desire."

A smile crept to his face beneath the beard.
"Such is the place in us all from his touch."

Her blue eyes pleaded for help, but he shook
his head. "Fight nothing. Accept it and work through it."

In all the millennia he spent barely alive,
his experiences revealed the truth. That was the reason he could
fight Lusiradrol's treachery the second time. He had long ago
accepted the jealousies and greed and lust within himself; but let
none of it control him. He was the master of his emotions, not the
other way around.

"If the answer is to accept the darkness, why
must we battle it?"

"The core of the matter!" Makleor clicked his
tongue against the roof of his mouth, focusing on her puzzled
frown. "We battle the tools of Chaos with Order; the forces of the
Darklord with creations of Light. But the corruption in the Second
Race is a fact we cannot escape. No. No... It has the capacity to
destroy or strengthen us. Which is it?"

She shrugged.

"Both. At times it overpowers us; but when we
overcome our dark emotions, we are made stronger. The key is to
accept them as part of us."

He would expect the Majera to have realized
it. He had and he was only half Majera. Or perhaps the human side
revealed the insight.

"This I learned in my years waiting. Accept
who you are; you are in charge. Use emotions to your advantage, but
never to hurt others as the Darklord intended."

Still she frowned, but he would say nothing
more. Full understanding would come only with time and
experience.

She stared into the flames, which reflected
on her face. Someday she would understand.

After a few minutes, she broke the silence.
"Can he use that?"

Makleor blinked in surprise. She considered
the possibilities, but that the Darklord needed demons for such
purposes gave him the answer. "Only if you let him."

A hint of a smile chased away the gloom on
her face. She stretched her legs and leaned back on her arms.
"Thank you." After a moment, she said, "Demons are loosed."

Makleor nodded. He had suspected.

"I was attacked returning."

He pulled back his hood and studied her
through the magic. Familiar dark threads wove through the colors
normally flowing through her. He recognized the traces immediately.
"The nekrethe are awake."

Tahronen had taught him of the foulest of the
Darklord's demons, but they all bore the same stain on the forces
of magic as Lusiradrol. That knowledge had aided him in the initial
entrapment of the Soul Eater. After almost four and a half thousand
years, it had escaped the Stone of Arromefîrdra.

But nothing topped the vile purpose of the
nekrethe. They stole the life and magic from living creatures and
could not be destroyed, only dissolved temporarily.

That Gaispar survived when even immortality
would not save one from the demons surprised him. She must have had
help.

"Dethanea was nearby. She fought it."

So, that was it. "Of course."

A clear shift of the magic nearby alerted him
to company and the end of their conversation.

At the stomp of boots outside the door,
Gaispar jumped. Without warning, Tyrkam shoved the door open. A
small gray cat curled up next to the fire in perfect timing, and
Makleor looked up at the door.

Age conspired against his prudence. Next time
he'd take the time to seal the door with magic.

A step behind Tyrkam, Dorjan stiffened, his
eyes on the cat.

Makleor restrained a smile. He doubted the
two had been in any close proximity since their fight in the
snow.

"Sneaky crow," Tyrkam said. "You know what I
need."

Makleor bowed his head. "No better the ways
of fools. A favor I can provide, though best not trust. Eyes may
see but know not of shadows."

The shapeshifter's eyes narrowed.

Tyrkam growled his frustration. "Speak
sense!"

"A shadow. Yes. As before shall I hide them?"
At the fire, Gaispar hissed.

The men glanced aside for a moment before
returning their attention to Makleor.

"Can you block the port?" Tyrkam asked.

"All ports?" Makleor snorted. "No magic is
that sufficient. Have you not ships?"

Tyrkam's fingers balled into fists near his
chest. "You know the one port I mean, old man!"

"Hmm? Yes. Yes. Candro." He shrugged and
turned to gaze into the fire. "What wish you of it?"

"Can you block ships from entering the
harbor?"

"Not easy." Shaking his head, Makleor stared
into the fire. Had he the combined power of the First Race, who
used magic to keep intruders from their islands, he could. However,
he had no spells for the task. He would have to watch every minute
of every day.

Besides, he had no interest in allowing
Tyrkam an easy victory over the coastal cities. The Rivon would use
the ports to send reinforcements to their ally.

"Too much. Yes, too much. I've not the
strength. No." He met Gaispar's eyes. "Would you not agree?"

She mewed and turned her eyes to Tyrkam, her
tail hooking back and forth at the tip.

"Old man." Tyrkam growled the words. "I'll go
it without you."

Makleor sat back and closed his eyes. He let
out a sigh as the echoing slam of the door cut off the men.

Good. I've other concerns
than you now. The awakening of the Darklord cut their
timeline for organizing all the armies of Light to
nothing.

He had much greater matters to attend than
Tyrkam's war.

__________

 



Calli

 


The ship shrank into the distance, its sails
stretched taut against the breeze. From the rowboat, Calli
appreciated the majesty of such a vessel. The crew was another
matter. They crawled beneath her skin from the first look.

For almost a whole moon cycle since boarding,
she lived with a constant fear for her safety. Despite her inland
reputation, which had never reached the port cities, she could not
fight off three men while pinned beneath them. Jayson had warned
them, but they tried several times to catch her alone. Ultimately,
only the subtle use of his magic kept them away.

The whole time spent watching her back gave
her an understanding of what Phelan tried to warn her about before
she left the palace so long ago.

A soft touch on the back of her hand drew her
attention back to Jayson. He had stopped rowing to lean forward
from the seat facing her.

"Heed them no more of your attention."

"I know; but the menace, the—" She shivered
from the memory of the look she had seen in the men's eyes, worse
than anything she remembered. "It haunts me."

"Let it go. Besides—" His blue eyes sparkled
in the sunlight as he took up the oars and continued rowing to the
island behind them. "I fancied myself in your thoughts."

Had they not been in a flimsy rowboat, she
would have joined him on his small seat. He knew how to make her
smile. The few dishonest men on the crew of the Sea Rose had failed
in their intentions. Most left her alone and a few stood up to
those who harassed her. Now, she had more important matters to
attend. He was right. She would rather think of him than them
too.

And she now had to wonder if getting away
from the crew, and the ship on which they sailed, had been the
right choice.

Two sentry cliffs in the distance formed an
entry into what appeared to be a natural harbor. The harbor of
Loringale, her father's homeland. A new anxiety crawled up her
spine, making her restless so she wanted to run to it.

"Had I the power, I'd change you to a fish to
swim there faster. It appears my speed is not sufficient."

Calli tried to calm her nerves and the
fidgeting of her hands. "That obvious?"

"You could guide a ship through the thickest
fog." His smile broadened with the twinkling of his eyes. "Shall we
try?"

Calli gave him a dark look, or tried to.
Instead, she closed her eyes and let out a sigh. If he ever quit
his playful ways, she would worry.

Over the steady slosh of water against the
side of the rowboat and the steady tow of the oars, a new sound
rose up.

"Too bad."

The disappointment in his voice made her
shake her head and open her eyes.

"Would have been fun." A second later, his
smile dropped as the rush of water filled the quiet.

Calli stared at the wall of blue water rising
up behind Jayson to blot out sight of the island. Her breath
stopped in her throat as the tidal wave rushed towards them.

Jayson turned. His shoulders slumped and he
nodded his head. "Ah! Ancient curses, I believe." With a calm as if
the cresting wave bore no more significance than a fly on his
sleeve, he dug the oars into the water and swiveled the boat around
so he faced the wall of water bearing down on them.

While she waited for him to use whatever
magic he could, he sat still, his eyes fixed on the scene behind
her. Any time would be good for him to do something.

Her heart raced, but her father had taught
her how to swim. Deep water was nothing. However, the wave would
drown them with enough force.

Chilly spray splattered over her like a light
rain. Jayson sat immobile, his eyes focused on the wave. On both
sides of them, it curled over with a deafening CRASH of water. The
small boat rocked violently, tipping up almost vertical on its side
several times with the resulting tumult of waves.

Calli clutched the edges with white knuckles
to keep from pitching over and hopefully keep the boat upright.
Only when the waters calmed could she breathe.

"That was fun." He sounded far too
enthusiastic. Still, it reassured her to hear his playfulness had
not waned in the face of danger.

As the boat returned to its normal rocking
motion, it lurched again.

"What more?" While holding the seat beneath
her, Calli leaned over to see if something stirred up by the wave
hit them. The least they needed was some flotsam punching a hole in
the small boat.

A large, sinewy shadow passed beneath the
surface of the blue-green water, dwarfing them in its immensity. It
undulated from side to side like a snake.

Her heart caught in her throat.

Turn back from this place

and remember not your path a trace.

She shuddered at the voice in her head. It
reminded her of the dragons.

"Sea dragons!" Jayson nearly jumped in his
enthusiasm.

Calli stiffened, still clutching the sides of
the rocking boat. How could he sound so happy? His wide eyes
searched the water.

"Tell me I heard wrong." Dragons still made
her uneasy, but an intelligent creature would be preferable to a
monster ready to eat them without consideration.

"I could, but I'd speak lies."

"I'd rather lies you speak than more
dragons."

Not ordinary kind are you

to know of us is true.

From the water rose, a large, dark blue head.
Crashing torrents of water cascaded nearly on top of them. A fin
ran down the back of the dragon's head, along its neck and to its
back beneath the surface. Smooth, dark blue scales shimmered with
pearlescent rainbows in the sunlight.

Calli swore her heart stopped. No doubts
remained that this was a dragon, and indeed one adapted for the
water.

The dragon gazed on them with intelligent
eyes.

In the other realm our brethren hide.

Your witness cannot be denied.

Despite the knowledge you possess,

you are welcome even less.

The dragon lowered its head to their boat,
which it could have swallowed in one gulp.

Had these dragons the same growth as the
others? If what Jayson told her applied to these sea dragons, then
this one must have been thousands of years old.

No harm to you we wish,

but will if on this journey you persist.

Jayson sat with a calm Calli recognized. "We
came from Eyr Droc. We've seen the child Gilthiel."

The dragon pulled away as other heads rose
out of the water around them. Calli tightened her grip on the boat
to steady her mounting fear of something worse than capsizing.

If what you say it must be

nothing less than prophecy.

Six other serpentine dragons surrounded them,
but without a sound, she could not pinpoint the new speaker.

This the Nathel will decide

if they take the matter to be tried.

A mortal born, you say is he?

"A child of the Lumathir, blessed by the
Creators."

The water around the seven dragons swirled
with the movements beneath the surface. They looked from one to
another. The first, the largest of them, turned to the island.

This unexpected and unforeseen of his former
state

that choose he would of mortals fate.

The large head lowered.

Calli cringed from the reptilian eye, which
blinked at her.

You will stay 'til we return

after passed this news to others learn.

Without further word, he dove beneath the
surface. The serpentine form glided beneath the waves.
Occasionally, the long dorsal fin broke the surface.

"We have to wait?" And she thought this would
be a simple matter of rowing into the harbor.

"Unless you'd rather challenge a dragon."

Calli shook her head. Definitely not.
She could do nothing. Not even her sword could kill a
dragon. Why dragons? Why must they always
interfere?

When comes the one called Forlenien,

a word from land will he bring then.

"I thought the sea dragons vanished," Jayson
said.

The largest of the remaining six dropped its
head closer to them.

You are no ordinary man,

if such knowledge you command.

Right you are in thought of mind,

that creatures of Him destroyed our
kind.

No more females we have to breed,

so our safety we do heed.

Protect do we the Ancient Race

with some of us at each place.

The dragon tilted its head and blinked at
him, but Jayson sat with perfect calm.

Mind you magic you possess,

that saved you from wave's distress.

A smirk gleamed on Jayson's face, but his
voice carried an air of reverence when he spoke. "You're correct.
I'm m'athêrred rî Lûmea. I'm honored by your presence."

Such it is now I see,

and this friend along with thee?

She is not the same mage born

but something from this island torn.

Calli stiffened. Jayson met her eyes, a
question deep inside. The dragon sounded like it already knew.

She swallowed her uncertainty, trusting few
dragons after her experiences with the Red Clan. These dragons
watched her but made no threats...yet. After a deep breath to
subdue the desire to flee, she answered the question. "I am
Callisara—"

The dragon moved closer, its large eye within
arm's reach.

Calli leaned away in the small boat.
"—Daughter of Kaillen."

The dragon shifted away, swirling the water
with its movements and rocking the boat. It focused both eyes, the
nostrils at the point of its snout blowing putrid warmth on her.
For an eternity it studied her. The others also lowered their
heads, their blue eyes gleaming with something unsettling.

Heat rose to Calli's cheeks. All at once she
wished she had kept her mouth shut.

For too long questions asked,

of Muriel and Kaillen's failed task.

What happened to those whose journey
fought

for the news you to us have brought?

For lack of words, she shook her head. Her
father had said nothing of traveling with someone named Muriel nor
of any task. He told her he wished to see Ayrule; that he came from
Loringale to escape the isolation.

The dragon's gaze made her uneasy, prompting
an explanation. "I know nothing of a Muriel, but Kaillen was killed
serving the king of Cavatar."

Disturbing will this news be

to Fellendar and his family.

You will be welcome, I can say;

but I know not if the other may.

The dragon looked to Jayson when it finished
its statement.

Who was Fellendar? Why would she be welcome
and Jayson not?

Defiance rose up at the suggestion. How dare
they accept her but reject him! "Jayson saved my life more than
once. He helped me reach this place. I will go nowhere without
him!"

From deep inside the dragon came a rumble.
The large head turned to the others a moment and she imagined a
conversation between them.

When the dragon returned its attention to
them, its tail broke the surface and sloshed the water aside far
behind it.

I this news to them will share,

to aid their wisdom in your care.

We cannot allow you further in

until approval by the others win.

"I understand," Jayson said with perfect
calm.

The dragon dove into the water and swam away
with the same undulating motion as the other.

"Feel better?"

Calli turned from the disappearing serpent to
the face she loved, the only person who could wash away her
worries.

"That leaves only five," he said.

"They're still dragons." And if they
disagreed with their presence, where did that leave them?
A long ways from shore. Maybe she
should have forsaken this idea and stayed in the Second
Realm.

But the thought of never knowing her father's
home, of missing the chance to find something to bring him close to
her again, would have nagged her with the vision of him with the
woman.

Jayson shook his head but said nothing. She
wished he would hold her, to add that security around her and
because she wanted to be close to him, but he made no move. Would
it unbalance the boat too much?

"Jayson." She watched the dragons but those
that remained made no move toward them. Assured they would stick to
the promise not to attack unless she and Jayson tried approaching
the island, Calli reached out for his hands and found comfort in
the strength and warmth there.

His gentle smile returned.
Your wait will soon end.

"Promise me," she whispered, "You'll never
leave me."

Although he smiled, he dropped his
eyes. Not by my choice.

"What do you mean?"

Jayson shrugged and squeezed Calli's hands.
His throat flashed with a swallow before he stumbled out an answer
to her question. "They—the First Race—may not accept or allow me to
stay."

"What?" Calli squeezed his hands, and he met
her eyes. "Why?" He had done nothing wrong to them.

"My ancestors chased the Ancients from their
homes. Some of the magi saw them as a challenge to their power.
That was before Tahronen and Haiberuk started schooling them to use
their powers for moral purposes."

"Right. Things have changed." Calli stared
into the deep blue of his eyes, determined to will him to stay with
her. No one would separate them again. "They'll understand. Did you
not tell me they're also needed in this war?"

"Yes. According to Makleor, they must join
the fight, but I've doubts they will listen to me."

"I will make them listen. If I am one of
them, they must listen to me." She lowered her voice and gazed into
his eyes. "I'll not go without you."

"'Oh, the lonely o' heart please hear my
plea. Take this traveler's soul unto thee and make it a home.'"

What was that? Before she could ask, he
leaned close and kissed her. The soft touch of his lips chased away
her anxieties. Although she wished the kiss to last, the boat
wobbled with the shift in weight, and she was relieved when he sat
back again.

Jayson sat down with a mischievous smile.
"Something I remembered from a poem long ago. I never understood,
until now."

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. "I
might have known."

Despite her lack of enthusiasm, the strange
references he occasionally spouted inspired her. She could have
listened to all he remembered, which came from more than three of
her lifetimes, although he rarely acted like it.

For several minutes, they sat in silence
holding hands. As if a spell wove around them, Calli let go of the
situation. Or perhaps it was a spell. Jayson's caress drew her
focus to the longing to be near him. She thought of nothing but his
gentle touch.

Until the boat jerked sideways and she caught
her breath.

Jayson sat back as a plume of sea spray
misted them. Forlenien's massive head rose out of the water
opposite the one that had followed him. His gaze made Calli shift
and wish she could escape.

This one I am told to bring with haste,

that no more time to waste.

His slit pupil rotated towards Jayson.

You are permitted for the time to stay

with the other if you may,

but a warning I've to give—

with intentions honest you will live.

The other dragon pressed its head to the flat
stern of the boat behind Jayson. Slowly it pushed them toward the
cliffs behind Forlenien, who swam with his head just above the
water's surface.

When Calli twisted around, the barren cliffs
merged into pillars of glaring white stone.

"Illusion," Jayson said.

"Magic?"

"The magic of illusion."

Like sentinels to the entrance of the harbor,
the towering white pillars rose into the sky with their shining
pinnacles of gold, the end points of a high wall. What had been a
natural rock formation was now a glaring wall of white stone with
figures taller than life etched into the outside.

As they neared the pillars, words appeared
carved into the stone. With the sun shining almost straight on
them, she could discern only a few of the words. They formed part
of what seemed to be a warning and another line describing the
island as the home of the First Race.

From the distance she had expected the
pillars to be tall but was unprepared for the immensity as they
crossed between. The gigantic structures dwarfed them as ants next
to a man.

Beyond the entrance spread a vast harbor.
From the shore to the horizon stretched a city greater than any she
had ever seen. Magnificent columns and arches supported structures
of a dozen floors with large windows, some of painted glass. With
enough room to navigate between them with ease, the buildings grew
into the sky. Delicate carvings decorated the peaks and domes of
those closest to the shore. From her viewpoint, Calli saw three
fountains of water, which caught the sunlight and transformed it
into rainbows.

"Arronfel falls short," Jayson said.

Calli nodded with a smile. "I'd say as much
for Setheadroc."

"Never seen it."

"Maybe someday, when the war is over, I'll
take you there."

He said nothing.

The city grew with their approach. Ships
moored at the pier displayed a touch of handcrafted flair and a
hint of what must have been magic added. Like everything else, the
natural beauty enhanced masterful touches of detail from bow to
stern, starting with the perfect representation of a waterdrake at
the prow. Unlike the merchant vessel they left, she saw no places
for oars; but the larger ships had windows accented in bronze and
none appeared to be made of wood, so smooth the lines of each.

On the waterfront, a crowd gathered. Although
their faces were strange to her, they showed a warmth and curiosity
like other people from her travels across Ayrule. But these people
were unique. Each possessed a beauty that few on Ayrule displayed,
with aristocratic and noble features. They wore clothes of a
different design and fabrics which flowed over them like spun
liquid. The way the elegant gowns draped around them accentuated
the elegant lines of their figures and the grace of their
movements. She could not have come from such people, could she? She
was ordinary.

The dragons guided them past the larger ships
to an empty place at the pier, where a group of uniformed figures
separated from the crowd. Four helmed and gray-robed guards with
metal spears approached so their steps sounded as one. In the
center of their formation strolled a single white-robed figure with
dark hair pulled into a loose tail behind his shoulders.

The long robes struck her as odd on the armed
guards, since any warrior would find them a hindrance. Her cloak
had interfered several times.

"Honor guard," Jayson muttered. "This should
be interesting."

The side of the rowboat bumped against one of
the thick stone columns supporting the pier, and water sloshed over
the edge of the boat. The dragon dove down and swam away, sending a
gentle wave that rocked them closer.

Only Forlenien remained and lowered his head
to the group marching to meet them. They paused for a minute before
he dove down into the water and swam away with the others.

When the honor guard stopped on the pier near
them, Calli waited with Jayson.

{"Strangers from the outside, I am Darin,"}
the man said. {"The Nathel Morissî mafline your presence will. Join
me."}

Calli frowned, uncertain what some of the
words meant. She could translate most of it. Her father had used
his language around her in private, but he left some out, or so she
had just discovered.

When the boat rocked sharply, Calli grabbed
the sides. Jayson tossed their packs onto the pier and stood in the
wobbly craft. She waited for the boat to settle as he stepped out.
From the pier, he reached down, and Calli took his hand. With his
pull to help her out of the boat, she stepped up with no trouble
and breathed easier, glad to stand on solid ground.

"Thanks."

He handed her light pack to her.

The white-robed man gazed on them with a
disapproving frown and an air of arrogance.

{"Follow me."} He turned and started toward
the land. The closest pair of guards waited rather than immediately
follow.

Calli looked to Jayson, whose warm smile
reassured her of his promise. After a deep breath to loosen the
knot in her stomach, she walked next to him. The last two guards
flanked them.

Before the procession, the crowd parted. The
eyes of the people fell on them with whispered questions floating
among them.

Calli recalled the time they first met Marjan
in the foothills of the Northern Mountains and the minimal
curiosity of his troops. She had walked with as much poise then as
she could. Now, she tried to keep her head up but found it far more
difficult. She had no reason to hide in fear of retribution or
embarrassment. In fact, she had every right to walk among them, if
Jayson was right.

That was the problem. Maybe he was wrong.

Darin led them through the stone-lined
streets. From balconies above, faces stared down on their small
procession. Horseless carts waited for them to pass, but she
twisted her neck as they passed by, trying to see how the carts
moved. Their drivers sat on a seat at the front, their hands on a
panel before them, but no shafts for horse or oxen, nor anyone
pushing. How was it possible?

Beyond them towered magnificent buildings
elegant in every detail. The walk confirmed what she expected—the
city grew more entrancing with each street inward.

The streets angled upward as they traveled,
steepening. The city was built on a hillside. Now she understood
why it rose so high, yet the buildings still high and strong for
several floors.

Near what must have been the crest of the
hill, they turned left onto a wide avenue parallel to the
coastline. Calli glanced aside and marveled at the scene between
buildings. Far below them lay the coast. The golden sun touched
down on the shimmering ocean beyond the entrance to the harbor.

To keep from tripping on her feet, she
returned her eyes ahead to a wide plaza before a domed building,
the one to which Darin led them. Two large statues of men stood
before the steps on pedestals that alone were almost as tall as
her. The silent sentinels towering over them guarded an important
place. Eight wide columns of green marble supported a peaked entry
roof bearing scenes, which, by her experience, could have been a
trio of kings surrounded by others looking to them for guidance.
Was this their palace?

Following behind their guide, Calli climbed
the dozen steps with Jayson at her side. Gold trimmed the
dark-oiled wooden doors ahead of them. Like everything else, no
detail had been left out. Why would her father have left this place
of such elegant buildings and amazing magic?

The leading guards took up positions at the
doors and pushed them open. Darin led them through without missing
a step. {"This way."}

Calli followed, walking close to Jayson. Her
eyes missed nothing of the corridor into which they walked.
Crystals arranged in a circle overhead glowed with a light source
she could not discern. It explained why they had found so many
crystals in Linfrathâr.

Scattered small tables along the corridor
bore decorations of flowers or displays of the light crystals. A
few padded benches lined the corridor from the door they entered to
the closed doors ahead.

Their steps echoed through the corridor with
its glossy, stone walls. At the opposite end, another set of fancy
double doors awaited them. Two guards stood sentry.

When they reached the doors, two sets of eyes
peered from beneath helms of polished steel with bronze trim. An
ornamental fin like the dorsal fin of the sea dragons ran down the
center from just above their eyes to the back. They wore green
robes, but from the side pulled away to hold their staffs,
revealing decorative steel chest plates and leather bracers. The
gray-robed guards must have worn much the same beneath. She would
bet they could toss off the robe-like capes to fight.

Darin stopped a respectful distance from the
guards. {"I've brought the outsiders."}

{"We have orders to hold you here until
the Nathel Morissî is ready,"}
the guard on Calli's right said without any hint of movement. The
threat in his voice and the focus of his gray eyes sent a chill
down her spine. She pressed close to Jayson.

"I guess we wait." Jayson's hand on the small
of her back calmed her.

"I've had enough waiting," Calli muttered. "I
came to learn about my father, not to deal with politicians. I had
enough of that in Setheadroc."

{"Speak not here the language of the
savages!"}

Calli blinked at the harshness of Darin's
tone. He eyed Jayson with a contempt that would have slain a boar,
before his eyes fixed on her with less disdain.

{"If you are as you say, Kaillen taught you
to speak with respect."}

Calli gave him a dark scowl. Sure, her father
taught her, but she refused to let this man harass her. A soft
touch on her hand lured her eyes from the robed figure to the face
she loved.

Jayson pulled her to one of the benches with
enough room for them to sit together.

When she sat, her legs ached with relief.
After half a moon cycle aboard the cramped ship, the long walk here
tired her. She laid her head against his shoulder and sighed away
her anxieties.

Darin's glare made her shiver, so she closed
her eyes.

Be glad they allowed us this
far, Jayson's voice said in her mind.

Calli smiled and wrapped her arms around
Jayson's.

Whatever these politicians wanted worried
her. She came simply to learn about her father, not to stir up
trouble.

So much for that idea.

Hopefully they would not wait long.

__________

 



Lêath

 


The dark cloud hanging over his thoughts grew
in its oppressiveness, but that was nothing compared to the ominous
sound. Like a maid shaking out a tapestry with slow, steady beats,
the flap of wings rose on the air.

In Wynmere the dragon had only sought to
destroy the forest and left men untouched, but Lêath rode alone.
Caught in the open, he had nowhere to hide from the beast. Only his
training could help him now.

All his life he had prepared for such
an attack, alongside his brother and others, in training for
the Shî Lôrin, the elite
island guard of Loringale. Although awkward on dry land with their
short legs and webbed feet, the waterdrakes helped train them.
Unfortunately they breathed no fire. They commanded water and
lightening. Fighting them was not the same as the Red Clan, but
they had taught him and the other warriors of Loringale how to kill
dragons. A dangerous game, it demonstrated the immense trust and
cooperation between the waterdrakes and the First Race, something
the Second Race would never gain.

The shadows stretched far before him to the
east. The sun nestled onto the western horizon and the moon emerged
from the east. The dragon's shadow would soon fall on him. The
horse beneath him knew it; its head rose high and its body tensed
at the ominous flapping.

In a few short minutes, the dragon would be
close enough to reach him with its fire. The easiest way to
neutralize fire was with water. Since the snow had melted, the
closest water lay underground.

He could use that. He stopped his horse and
called the water to the surface. The ground shook beneath the
horse, trembling up through its body to his seat. His mount pranced
and tossed its head from his firm hold on the reins when it wished
to flee.

The distraction cost him time, but a pool of
water formed within seconds and continued to grow. The horse
snorted and jumped away from the puddle around its legs.

The sound of flapping increased in volume.
Facing the direction from which he had come, Lêath realized he
still had time. The red beast approached quickly but still was a
ways off in its dive.

His shield was ready; he had only to freeze
it. A smile grew up his grizzly face.

Freeze, indeed.
The water from the soil would prove more useful than he first
thought, but it would not take the dragon more than a few seconds
to break free of an icy prison. Its internal fire would melt it in
seconds. Nor would it fall for the same trick twice.

He could only hope it gave him enough time
for the killing blow.

With his plan calculated, Lêath stood his
ground. A light touch of magic convinced the horse to stand for the
meantime.

As predicted, the dragon swooped down on them
with fire blazing. Lêath commanded the water to arch up and douse
the spray of fire, but he'd underestimated how much of the water
would vaporize. When the dragon continued its dive at him, he had
only half the water he needed to freeze the beast.

Another idea arose. With only a blink of a
thought, he transformed the liquid water into a spear of ice.

The dragon opened its jaws to swallow him,
but he stayed his ground. In less than two seconds, the ice spear
swept into the path of the opening jaws full of sharp teeth. It
gouged the dragon through the soft tissues at the back of its
throat.

Lêath drove the horse from its path.
Unnecessary. The horse jumped forward with a squeal of fright. The
beast crashed to the ground a fraction of a second behind it.

The earth rumbled from the force of the
dragon's weight, and clods of dirt launched through the air,
sending a rain of earth over him. Upon turning his mount to prepare
for the dragon to rise and attack, Lêath blinked in surprise.

He expected the spear to distract it, not to
kill it. The dragon lay still, its head snapped back and twisted
under its wing. By luck, the dragon had landed wrong and broken its
own neck.

Power crackled and sputtered from its body as
black liquid oozed from the scales covering the wound of the broken
neck. The sea dragons had failed to mention such a dangerous escape
of power. He would have to inform the others of this.

As the still form blackened and smoldered
from the release of its power, he rode away. Luck had been on his
side this time. Next time he might not survive the encounter.

He rode on in quietude to the eastern coast,
thinking back to his confrontation with the man who had killed his
brother—Galen. The name left a bitter stain on his emotions. He
could have killed the man, perhaps should have killed him.

Something in Galen's calm willingness to die
changed Lêath's heart.

Galen bore not the cold, hard look of someone
who had probably killed countless men. Instead, regret and the
inner glow of sincerity shone from behind his blue eyes. Lêath
wanted to believe Galen changed even while his need for justice
called for revenge. His revenge would be that the man lived with
his guilt. He spoke the truth when he said death would be too
easy.

Besides, if Galen lived by his word, Tyrkam
would not learn of the absence of the real Dorjan until Galen
missed a step. This way no one followed him home. By the time
Tyrkam figured it out, Lêath would be long gone, perhaps home
already. Then Galen might find the death he sought to escape
remorse for his crimes.

Lêath's people would be safe from intruders,
at least for a while.

The steady beat of the horse's steps brushed
through the tall, dry grasses of the previous year. The rising moon
cast its wan light over the land not yet alive with the new season.
Soon, he would be home. If all went well, he would meet the
daughter of Muriel and Kaillen described by the mage.

Although he would never again see his brother
and Muriel alive, they had left a part of themselves. That gave him
hope.

__________

 



Calli

 


When the doors to the inner chamber opened,
Calli struggled against the urge to seek Jayson's hand. He had
warned her through mindspeech that they should no longer openly
display their affections, but it was hard not to when her heart
pounded with new anxieties.

The judgment of the executive triad would
determine whether she and Jayson were allowed to stay on Loringale
for any length of time.

Darin stepped through the doors ahead of them
and halted just inside. {"Gracious Morissî, the dragons bid you
well. I present the two outsiders the dragons allowed to
pass."}

When he turned to them, Calli sucked in a
deep breath and stepped forward with Jayson at her side. Her heart
pounded in her ears.

The splendor of the room stole her attention
from her anxiety. The room shone bright as day from the spikes of
crystal glowing from the center of the ceiling above. A tall podium
rose up from the bottom level with three figures seated behind it.
She and Jayson walked down a stairway to the bottom of a stadium of
tiered seats broken by three other stairways to the top. Supported
by columns, a balcony arched around the outer edge of the chamber
with a bronze rail. A pattern of curved metal supported the top
rail of the balcony. The room stood empty except for the three at
the podium, but she guessed at least two hundred could fill it.

Darin led them down the stairs from the doors
to a circular pattern on the floor made of the same green marble as
the columns outside. Two guards followed behind them.

From the circle, Darin bowed his head before
looking up. {"This one—"} He indicated Calli with a look. {"Claims
to be the daughter of Kaillen."}

The room grew hot suddenly as three sets of
eyes fixed on Calli.

The auburn-haired man seated to Calli's right
of the three stared at her with hard eyes, his auburn hair trimmed
short from his lean face. {"Where are Muriel and Kaillen?"}

The edge to his voice made her cringe but
also stirred up defiance inside her. Hearing them say her father's
name returned the pain of losing him four years ago. No one said it
with such contempt. {"Kaillen was killed in service to Cavatar. I
know of no Muriel."}

The man fell back in his chair.

In the silence of the room, Calli caught the
words of the man seated next to him. {"She looks much like Muriel.
It may be true."}

Who was this Muriel they asked about? The
frustration mounted inside her at every mention. Her father
mentioned no one by that name. He would not have kept any secrets.
Would he?

{"Excuse me."} Calli swallowed. Jayson's
steady calm next to her gave her the courage to speak. {"Can
someone tell me who Muriel was? I came to learn about my father,
Kaillen."}

When the man on the right said nothing, the
woman on the far left answered. Her dark hair was knotted
intricately around her head, exposing a gentle but puzzled
expression on her face. {"What is your name?"}

{"Callisara is what my father called me.
Calli by friends."}

The woman smiled. {"I see."}

The man on the right recovered and sat
upright, his eyes studying her with a hard gaze. {"I won't accept
this without proof."}

{"We will test her."}

Calli's patience wore thin. They spoke in
riddles like the dragons. What tests would prove her to be the
daughter of Kaillen? When would they get to the heart of the
matter—a yea or nay on whether they could stay so she could learn
about her father? {"What is it you will not say?"}

{"Then you don't know."}

{"What!?"}

{"Muriel rî Fellendar, the daughter of
the Morî,"} the woman said
with a look to the man on the far right, {"was sent to the
continent of Ayrule to study the...Second Race. Kaillen joined her
as her guard and for other reasons well known to us."}

When she paused, the man in the middle
stepped in. With a conciliatory nod from the one on his right, he
said, {"They were lovers."}

Lovers? Calli frowned. Her father told her
nothing like this. Her mother had been the head cook of the royal
family of Cavatar.

{"That you didn't know means she's gone,"}
the man on the right said. {"I should not have let her leave."}

{"A regret best left for later."} The man in
the center looked from the man to the woman on either side of him.
His long brown hair added to the impression of slender height.
Despite the solid color in his hair, he wore a mantle of age beyond
the other two.

{"Our purpose now is to decide the fate of
these two. The other is not one of us; that's clear. He is mage
blood."}

With half her mind trying to work out what
the triad told her, Calli barely noticed the tension now seeping
into Jayson, but from the corner of her eyes, she saw him
straighten.

The woman's face hardened at the change of
topic. {"Confirm the statement."}

{"I am as you say,"} Jayson replied. {"I
would not deceive you."}

{"What association have you with this one who
claims to be our child?"} The right-seated man spoke with a
hardness to his voice that hit like a stone mallet.

With her mind still trying to make sense of
things, Calli half listened to the question and Jayson's reply.

{"I pledged my loyalty in all respects to her
endeavors."}

{"What purposes for you does this 'loyalty'
serve?"}

The accusation in the man's tone stole
Calli's attention from her confusion. She would stand by Jayson,
even if it meant offending these three. Jayson had never abandoned
her and she would not abandon him, no matter how desperately she
sought answers about her father.

When Jayson looked on her, she smiled at the
warmth shining down. {"Only that which makes her happy."} He turned
to them and added, {"And to join her in coming that I might bring a
warning from the continent."}

Their expressions turned to a range of frowns
and scowls. The man on the right glared at Jayson. {"We will
tolerate no threats!"}

Calli jumped as if whipped.

{"Excellent! Then I'd expect Nekrâos will not
succeed in his purpose here."}

How could he carry such humor in these
matters?

{"Insolence!"}

The man in the center put a hand before the
man on his right. {"Fel."}

Fel…Fel…as in Fellendar? As
in Muriel of Fellendar? Calli studied the fuming man.
Was he the father of Muriel? It explained the pain in his eyes when
he spoke of her. If that was true, and he thought she, Calli, was
Muriel's daughter, then—

Calli sucked in a deep breath as the
answers collided in her mind. He thinks I'm
his granddaughter. Impossible!

Or was it? Could this Muriel have been the
woman to give her life?

Can it be? Why would he not
have told me? The idea that her father could have lied
to her made her heart ache. Her father could not have lied to her.

{"What purpose has that one here?"} the woman
asked Jayson.

{"With all due respect, he has reawakened. I
would not doubt that soon his forces will march over the world once
more."}

They whispered amongst themselves.

Fellendar's eyes fixed on her, despite
leaning into the others in their quiet discussion. As with the news
of Cavatar's fall to Tyrkam, the revelations here stunned Calli
into disbelief. Fellendar nodded to something asked by the
others.

When they sat back in silence, the center
figure spoke. {"We must bring this before the full High Council to
determine the validity of your statements."}

Fellendar's eyes never shifted from Calli.
{"In the meantime, you may stay with us. My wife and I would like
to know more about you, Callisara."} His voice softened on her
name. {"Your friend may join you, as an honor for returning you to
us."} Despite his words, his tone frosted with contempt.

{"Come the day, you'll make your presentation
before the High Council,"} the other man added and tapped three
times stone on stone to ring throughout the room. {"This hearing is
ended."}

Darin bowed and turned to Calli and Jayson.
{"You will wait outside for your host."}

Calli glanced up, but the triad rose to
depart. Fellendar piqued her curiosity with his offer of
hospitality and the idea that he may be related. Most of all, she
now hoped to learn more about Muriel.

When Jayson touched her shoulder, she looked
up through the fog of distraction pressing on her thoughts. His
smile pulled her back to reality.

The first step is
taken, he said as they started back through the door
beneath the tiers of benches. Where will we
go from here?

 


* * *

 


They waited only a short time for Fellendar.
He led them through the quiet streets, passing a few late walkers
with friendly greetings.

The peace and lack of fear amazed Calli, who
remembered the dangers even in Setheadroc. With Jayson at her side,
she followed Fellendar to the doors of a regal building of three
floors with large windows and balconies at the upper levels.

Inside the main doors, Fellendar led them
across an inner courtyard with four columns supporting large arches
that crossed in the center over a fountain rivaling the one in
Linfrathâr. Vines rose upwards with leaves unfurling, the water
dripping from one small pool to the next, so that a chorus of
trickling voices sang through the room. The simpler design of the
small basins of the fortress font sang out of tune. Those memories
stirred up others. How went General Marjan's plans?

She could only hope he succeeded in his quest
to retake Cavatar from Tyrkam. For now, she had other matters to
tend.

Three double doors, one centered at each wall
around the courtyard broke the pattern of murals into which the
benches and potted plants blended.

Their steps echoed across the stone.

When they reached the far side, Fellendar put
his hands to the wood of the doors and paused before shoving them
open.

After a glance to Jayson, Calli followed
behind the robed figure.

They stepped through the doors into a
high-ceilinged sitting room; or so Calli guessed of its purpose
with cushioned furniture and the warm lighting in the recesses set
in the walls. She saw no candles but guessed they used the same
crystals or some form of magic that she had seen in Linfrathâr and
in the chamber where they met Fellendar.

From around a corner ahead, a woman stepped
in. In an elaborate gown of a light blue material with a fitted
waistline fanning out to the hem at the floor, she stood as regal
as a queen. Like Fellendar and the others, she appeared
middle-aged, an age that her eyes betrayed in wisdom, with the same
fairness of features as the others. The accents of gold jewelry
added to the overall picture of an inner glow matching her outward
beauty. Her brown eyes greeted them with a warmth in her expression
rivaling the sun.

She paused a moment, studying them. After a
few seconds, her eyes fixed on Calli in a look of disbelief and
shock. The woman stepped forward suddenly stiff-legged.

Calli swallowed, afraid she had done
something wrong.

{"What is this?"} the woman asked.

Fellendar rushed to her side and took her
hand.

The woman's eyes never left Calli. {"I see a
ghost standing in my door."} The woman continued toward Calli with
a stiff gait, far different than the graceful glide that brought
her into the room.

{"She's no ghost."} The gentleness in
Fellendar's voice surprised Calli after the tone of the meeting. As
she stepped up to stand before Calli, the woman's eyes glazed with
unshed tears.

She guessed the woman was his wife.

{"My dear, what is your name?"}

{"Calli...Callisara."}

At that the woman's lips quivered. She put a
hand over her mouth and blinked, sending tears down her cheeks.

Fellendar rubbed her shoulders from behind.
{"Yes, they gave her your name."}

{"You are her child. My Muriel."}

The woman turned to Fellendar, her voice
accusatory. {"Why is she not here?"}

Fellendar's cheek twitched. {"She and
Kaillen— May they find peace."}

{"My baby girl."}

After a moment of fighting the tears,
Kallisara recomposed herself and turned to face Calli again. {"You
are here, now. That's all that matters."} She forced a smile and
wiped her eyes. {"And who is this gentleman with you?"}

Jayson stepped forward and bowed with the
respect one normally gives royalty and lacking his usual coy
exaggeration.

Before he could speak, Fellendar answered.
{"He's one of the magi, a descendant of those who chased us from
our homes."}

Kallisara's warmth never cooled, despite the
disapproval heavy in her husband's tone.

{"I thank you for bringing her, mage. The
journey couldn't have been easy."}

{"You honor me with your kind words, my lady.
I pledged my service to this woman and faced many obstacles to aid
her journey. And please, call me Jayson."}

Calli forced back a grimace. Had Jayson
intended to rebuke their host?

{"Jayson,"} Kallisara said in a tone of
approval. {"Will you stay long?"}

He looked aside at Calli with a neutral
expression, though she saw the sparkle in his eyes. {"As long as
she desires my company."}

A knowing grin crept up Kallisara's face.
{"Then come. I'll show you to your rooms. Our children are long
gone and this house is empty."}

She turned to Fellendar, whose eyes passed
over Jayson with a glare as cold as ice. {"Please inform Farlan to
prepare two more plates for our guests. I'm sure they're
hungry?"}

Calli nodded when Kallisara looked to them
for answers. The thought of any food made her stomach rumble. The
food on the ship lacked taste and they had not eaten in half a day.
{"Thank you."}

{"Yes, thank you,"} Jayson said.

Fellendar smiled at his wife and kissed her
cheek before leaving the room.

After he disappeared, Kallisara motioned for
them to follow her. {"This way."}

They walked through the wide halls of the
house with its framed paintings of various people on the walls. She
saw faces, children and adults in various poses, and places and
strange items she could not identify, next to artwork, colored
glass and clay and sometimes crystals that changed color. At the
end of the hall, they climbed a staircase. Kallisara's words about
her youngest child, Muriel, grabbed her attention.

All three sons and one other daughter
left home years ago. All but Muriel returned to the country inland
with specialized skills. Muriel wished to serve in her own way, as
a scholar of the past. She read all the histories and was
fascinated by the ancient legend of the white dragon. She wished to
search for signs of his return with the hope he would unite the two
races against the return of darkness. Kaillen swore to stay at her
side, especially since he had the full training of the
Shî Lôrin.

Kallisara paused at a door as detailed with
figures and designs as everything else Calli had come to expect of
the Ancients after her stay in Linfrathâr. They entered a room with
large windows overlooking the city and a glimpse of the harbor
through the spaces between buildings. A bed surrounded by sheer
curtains matching those hanging over the windows took up the center
of the room. The bed's column corner posts matched the columns
separating the windows and the double doors leading out onto a
balcony. A smooth sheen on the intricate curving pattern of the
floor tiles reflected the light from hidden sources set in wall
sconces.

Calli gaped in surprise. Nothing in the
palace could have topped this in handiwork and beauty.

{"This was her room. I kept it for her,
hoping she'd return."} Kallisara gazed on the room but her eyes
stared into a memory. {"After more than twenty years I should've
known she wouldn't return. Now, it's yours, for as long as you
wish."}

From the tone of her voice, Calli knew the
woman wanted her to stay. Although she liked Kallisara already, she
had not grown up here. Her home was back in what had been Cavatar,
but she wanted not to break the woman's heart and smiled with all
the politeness she could muster. {"Thank you."}

{"And you,"} Kallisara said to Jayson, {"May
have Thel's room. This way."}

His eyes asked if Calli would follow. She
walked beside him as close as she dared. Kallisara showed them to
the room, a smaller, simpler room with a view facing the domed
building where they had met Fellendar. With a polite word, Jayson
dropped their packs in the room and followed Kallisara out
again.

She led them back to the lower level to a
small dining area with a table of food and plates set out for each
person. They stopped opposite an arched doorway, where Fellendar
looked up from his conversation with a shorter man. The man bowed
to them and left.

They took seats at the table and ate amid
awkward conversation, although Kallisara's sincere interest in
Calli alleviated any tension. Fellendar said little, particularly
to Jayson. Calli told them about her father's work, his appointment
to the royal court, and his death.

Disappointment ran deep in Kallisara's eyes
at no mention of Muriel. She promised to notify Kaillen's family of
Calli's arrival, especially since they were concerned for both sons
who had gone missing in Ayrule—her father's brother had left many
years ago to seek out Muriel and Kaillen.

Calli finished her meal with her head
spinning from a day of revelations she never expected. Despite her
weariness, her mind raced with the tangle of information and
emotions. Everything she had believed had been a lie. Her father
had left so much out.

Afterwards, Fellendar's presence made it
impossible for Calli to say good night to Jayson other than a quick
look and a few words.

Kallisara's joining her in Muriel's bedroom
hindered any further contact with Jayson. Calli almost resented the
administrator and his wife for keeping her and Jayson apart. The
journey she took to learn about her father had transformed into
frustration in the first day of their arrival.

{"I see much of her in you."} Kallisara
opened a large corner closet full of clothes and grabbed something
out. With an outfit draped over her arms, she turned and closed the
carved doors. {"I kept everything. This was her sleeping gown."}
She caressed the light pink gown with a fondness that hinted of
sorrow.

Calli took the lightweight garment with a
weak smile. The gown touched emotions in Kallisara; that much was
obvious. Although Calli knew nothing of Muriel as her mother, the
thought behind the offer touched her. {"Thank you."}

{"Please don't be afraid, my dear."}
Kallisara stood before her with an apologetic look. {"This is as
much a surprise to me as it must be to you. You seem so confused.}
She brightened with a moment of insight. {I think I have something
that'll help you understand."}

Curious what she meant, Calli watched
Kallisara, who searched the room for something. In a dark recess
between the closet and wall, she apparently found it.

Kallisara supported a large frame by resting
the bottom at her waist with one hand on the top. With her other
hand, she caressed the flat surface with a loving touch.

Calli stepped closer before the woman blinked
from her reverie and held up a remarkably real image of a
woman.

It could not be! Calli gasped at the
likeness. She had seen the woman in the painting before. That same
woman had stood with her father in the vision.

She took the offered image, amazed by the
perfect copy of a smiling face, the same that had looked so
familiar at the time. The woman looked like her reflection, except
for the auburn hair. Calli had her father's red hair.

Stunned, Calli sat on the bed. This was
Muriel, the woman her father loved and, as she could see in the
similarities, likely her true mother, and he had never said a word
about her. Why did he say nothing, especially if Muriel was her
mother and he loved her?

A soft caress smoothed her hair from her face
and drew her eyes up.

{"You look so much like her."}

{"Why would he say nothing?"} Tears welled up
in Calli's eyes. She saw no reason for her father, the one person
she adored more than any other, to keep secrets from her. But he
had. That he lacked faith in her hurt worse than death.

{"I know not Kaillen's reasons. Perhaps to
protect you."}

{"Protect me from what?"} Calli sniffed back
the tears threatening to flow and wiped her eyes to clear her
vision.

Kallisara shrugged and took the painting.
{"From those who know the past. Those who know what we're capable
of and would exploit that. Those like your friend—"}

{"He would never take advantage of me!"} She
refused to listen to any more false words about Jayson. Fellendar
had been bad enough, but Kallisara too? {"Speak no lies of someone
whose heart you know not."}

With a sudden urge to put distance between
her and the woman, Calli jumped to her feet and crossed the room to
the balcony doors. The soft glow of lights shone from scattered
windows through the city. Studying them helped cool her anger and
dry the tears.

{"Please. I meant no offense. He— He's not
like the others. I saw that. But many like him tried to take our
power when theirs was not enough. You must understand, my dear—the
magi betrayed our race when they led the savages to steal our
homes. The lesser people were jealous, perhaps afraid. Whatever the
reason, we heed the lessons of the past."}

Calli swallowed, her anger fading at
Kallisara's soft tone. The woman had a way about her that dispelled
negative emotions like water smothering fire.

{"This is all too much for me,"} she said in
a low voice as footsteps halted next to her. {"Jayson... He saved
my life, twice at least. He came to help me and to help you. He
came to warn you that dark forces have awakened and—"} She searched
her memory for the translation of the right word. {"—Loosed their
destruction on Gairdra. No one is safe. We must stand
together."}

For a long while, Kallisara stood in silence.
When she answered, her tone changed. {"Muriel was right. She said
this day would come, but few would listen. I hope the full High
Council will listen to your friend; though I expect they'll view
him as part of the cause of doom."}

Calli turned aside to the grace of the woman
standing beside her. Kallisara's eyes gazed out the glass
doors.

{"Ignoring him will only bring the doom on
them."} They had to listen! If only she could make them understand.
{"I died by the fire of a red dragon. I've seen the infant
Gilthiel. The details of the prophecy I may not know, but we are
living it."}

{"Then Muriel's purpose has been
fulfilled."}

Calli frowned. {"Her purpose?"}

{"She would have returned with such news
herself."}

Lifting her eyes to the stars above, Calli
took a deep breath. Why did you not trust me with the truth?

She wished her father was alive, so she could
ask the questions stabbing her heart.

__________

 



Tahronen

 


From the closed doors of the central chamber
came the sound of voices, some of them tense with concern. Tahronen
stood outside, deciding when to make her appearance. A few of the
other women passed close to her outside the meeting door but paid
no mind to her presence, if they noticed. She was invisible to them
in all ways, just as Haiberuk was within Jayson and as he taught
his most elite warriors to do. When she wished, the council would
be the first to see her. In that way, she would avoid the
excitement her visit would stir.

The ruins of Narethal served as one of the
four homes for Lumathir priestesses. The residual magic of the
Ancient cities she had chosen for them provided a strong start to
many of the acolytes.

This city was on the continent of Rivonia, to
the east of the Caveshan Plains. Many of the women here had been
sent by their tribes to learn to use the magic of their
heritage.

During her walk from the front gates with her
cowl hiding her face, she had counted a couple hundred women. Some
of them turned soil in preparation for spring crops while others
washed clothes or cooked meals.

She had visited to observe a few times in the
past and learned to expect this. They took turns, rotating duties
in fairness so all had the chance to train.

But only a few of the most powerful earned
the respect of the others enough to be considered for leadership.
Five sources of a higher level of magic sat beyond the door where
she now stood. They knew not to expect her, nor had any seen her in
their lifetimes. As she expected, they spoke in the language of the
Ancients as passed down through generations, although an occasional
Caveshi or Senaho word slipped into the debate.

Tahronen waited until their long discussion
wound down from plans for the upcoming season of planting and trade
with the tribes. When the discussion switched to the plans for a
few new children recently handed into their care, Tahronen knew
their meeting would end soon—more important matters had already
been discussed.

Sooner than she expected, the council
prepared to adjourn for the day, before the morning sun progressed
too far.

Now the time was right. Tahronen smiled and
stepped through the closed door. The five women seated on the floor
blinked in stunned silence and their faces paled.

{"Creator!"} one of them said and bent over
from her kneeling position so that her nose almost touched the
ground. The beads in her black hair clattered together with her
swift movement. The others followed her example.

{"Rise."} In Gairdran, Tahronen spoke to
them. The beads in the hair of three of the five marked them as
Caveshi, Tahori, or Cohante. Tattoos along the left ears and necks
marked the others as Senaho. Because their native tongues would be
different, Gairdran served her purposes better than any other
language.

All five faces lifted to her. From the
windows on the morning side of the chamber, the light of the sun
warmed their dark complexions.

The women sat up, their green robes rustling.
Although made of the same lightweight material as the clothes made
and worn by the tribes, the robes bore a similarity in cut to those
of the Lumathir of the other continents. Unlike Ayrule, Rivonia's
climate was warm most of the year with little or no snow in winter.
They needed nothing heavy.

{"I bear good and ill news."}

One of the ladies to her left frowned. {"Is
not your presence a blessing on us?"}

{"You have my blessings in all the ways you
serve. You need not my presence."} She loved them all, but the
gravity of her purpose for being there darkened her mood. {"I'm
here to warn you of the prophecy."}

The women looked to each other in
question.

{"The white dragon has been reborn."}

They frowned as if not understanding. After a
few seconds, one of them fixed her eyes on Tahronen in shock.
{"Then darkness also returns."}

That she would admit. Gilthiel had promised
his return when he was most needed, but he had come perhaps a
little later than would be advantageous. {"You're right about
darkness returning. Nekrâos is awake. With him are the demons
taught in the legends."}

{"Demons?"} The Senaho woman gasped.

{"How are we to fight this?"}

The others said nothing, waiting on her to
explain with all respect.

{"I'll teach you what you need. All must join
together to defeat him. No one can face his demons alone."}

{"Will you not protect us?"} one of the
younger women asked. From her thoughts, Tahronen found the name
Mavahe.

A smile tugged at Tahronen's lips, but she
could not bring herself to give in to her amusement. She wished she
could protect them, but she was interfering already by coming to
them.

{"I cannot do for you what you can do
yourself, just as I cannot fight mortal dangers for you."} They
would not understand the full reason she could not interfere and
explaining would only delay her. {"I have others to visit and warn.
The Light will defeat the nekrethe. You have it in you. It should
have been one of your first lessons. Where there is Light, the
darkness cannot hide."}

One of the older women smiled. She
understood. {"Thank you, Creator. Your visit gives us hope but
serves as a reminder that we must always be vigilant."}

At a signal from the woman, the council
disbanded. Tahronen bid them safe keeping. They would do well.

The last one, Mavahe, halted before stepping
through the doorway and turned back. {"Creator. Who will share this
with the others, those who stay with our people and learn from
their mothers, like my sister?"}

Ah, the love of another. There was the key
within them. {"You must decide their fate."}

The Caveshi woman smiled, dropping her eyes a
moment in thought. {"The ride is long. If haste is prudent, we must
send out riders immediately."}

This one understood. All would be needed.
They could waste no time. Good thinking by the tribes holding back
some of those who could use magic, but if they lacked the training
to combat the demons, they would be little more than a meal for the
beasts. She could not visit each tribe, as much as she wished to
help them.

Even with horses, the journey would be a good
moon cycle before the Opaveshe Mi'e, the middle-plains tribes,
could be reached. They needed something swifter, but neither of the
shapeshifters aiding Makleor could reach them before riders.

Memories flashed back to her of the horses
she and Haiberuk rode into that final battle against the Darklord
when they thought him defeated. Haiberuk rode the finest stallion
and she the finest mare. They gave the pair immunity to all but the
strongest magic to aid in their fight.

Would the descendants of the
original Ferdrai accept mortal
riders? {"Find the Ferdrai."}

Mavahe blinked. {"They're real?"}

{"Very real, but very intelligent creatures.
Find them and ask their cooperation."}

{"Ask them? They will understand?"}

{"Yes."} The horses would decide for
themselves. The blessed of the Majera were a special breed.

{"I should have listened to Nori,"}
Mavahe muttered. {"She told me long ago that her stallion Alo
was Ferdrai but I would not
believe."}

Tahronen studied the Caveshi woman with
renewed interest. As the youngest on the council, she must have
great power. Could her sister have the same abilities recognized by
the Ferdrai?

{"Tell me of this stallion."}

The woman glanced out the door quickly, but
no one was nearby. {"Nori found him as an orphan and raised him. He
accepts only she and her daughter, Ayali, as riders; but he denies
restraint."}

{"That is as it should be."} The
Ferdrai had been gifted with a little
more intelligence and willingness to serve than the average horse,
something else they had needed in the heat of battle. Their
descendants would provide the extra advantage the Lumathir needed
to fight the forces of Nekrâos.

{"Will you help us find them?"}

Tahronen shook her head. {"I have done too
much already. You must walk your own path."}

Mavahe dropped her eyes and her shoulders
slumped in defeat.

Giving up so easily? Tahronen stepped
close and pressed her finger under her chin, which brought the
girl's eyes up. {"If this Alo is Ferdrai, he can find them, but Nori must know how
to ask."}

{"If this is so, I'll go immediately to her,
tell her what I learned."} She bowed slightly and took a step
toward the door, where she stopped. {"Thank you, Creator."}

In a second, the young woman vanished through
the door.

Tahronen stared after her, a smile creeping
out.

Hope brightened within her at the
prospect of her children and the Ferdrai uniting. She had forgotten about the
horses, the mounts that had aided the last great war.

If they could find them soon, the army of
Light would have a stronger chance.

__________

 



Greechik

 


As one of twenty thousand strong, Greechik
marched with his head held high. The scent of human flesh lingered
in his memories from his first battles since leaving the valley
where the packs had gathered.

After only seven days waiting in the valley,
C'Lupuc numbers had swelled to a little less than the quarter
million the leaders hoped to see. They had assigned him to one of
the first groups under the command of Kargray, who led them
northeast into the area of fertile land of the continent called
Voshtrau. The C'Lupuc had razed the few small villages in the
rugged, rocky area known as Baershtoia. The women and children had
been no match and fell with hardly a fight. They were weak, unlike
the women and children of the C'Lupuc, who fought alongside the
men. Not a human was left alive.

With few losses, the C'Lupuc crossed the area
known as the Navapek Divide, where various springs formed a length
of lake stretching to the southern horizon. The water flowed off
across the land in rivers to the east. Where fresh water flowed,
they would find human settlements. The fertile lands would be ripe
for the taking with their men strong and able. The fighting would
be fierce and stimulating, a perfect test of the C'Lupuc's
readiness.

They would find out sooner than later.
Already, they marched toward a gathered force of humans not half
their numbers. A quarter of them were mounted. A double line at the
front held pikes with several rows behind them ready with bows.

Greechik carried only a shield and his spear
taken from a dead human who no longer needed them, along with the
knives sheathed to his waist. Like the others of his kind, he
needed no weapons except his strength and claws, but they had found
the human weapons useful. His blood surged through his veins at the
thought of killing. This was their purpose for existing—to rid the
world of humans. After too many generations without action, all
C'Lupuc craved fulfilling that purpose.

Part of him still questioned the disloyalty
to the human side of their making. Packs valued loyalty and
obedience. In a distant way, the humans shared a relation to them.
As he gazed out on the ranks of the human army before them, the
disturbing thoughts returned.

Not for long.

Several of the humans ran their horses along
the front lines, shouting strange words at their men.

The C'Lupuc had no need for words. When
Kargray gave the signal, they surged forth without fear. Like
thunder, their strides rumbled through the ground with the force of
twenty thousand pairs of feet.

The humans prepared themselves. Arrows hissed
through the air. Although a few warriors around him fell, the
shield Greechik held over him deflected or took the hit of
arrows.

Some of the lead attackers fell on the pikes
while others dodged the sharpened poles. By the time Greechik in
his mid-rank position reached the melee, the leading lines swelled
through the front lines of the humans.

Metal clanged on metal. The humans made a
gallant stand against them, and the fright in the eyes of the men
invigorated Greechik. But it would be over quickly. The humans were
no match for them.

Bloodlust burned through him. When one of the
human warriors thrust his sword through Greechik's thigh, he
snarled in pain and swung the curved cutting blade of the poleaxe
he had taken from another through the man's neck. The leather and
metal covered body stood a moment while the head snapped back.

Before the body fell, he whirled on another.
Ignoring the wound in his leg, he attacked with the ferocity of a
beast, the desire for blood raging through him.

Human after human fell to his attacks. When
one swung his sword through the poleaxe, Greechik tossed it aside
and caught the man's arm. A full head and shoulders taller, he also
possessed superior strength. He yanked the man toward him and
grabbed the helmed head. A split second later, he jerked hard. A
satisfying snap ended the man's life.

Their forces culled the human ranks but the
humans took their share of C'Lupuc down. The human commander
shouted orders from amid the melee of bodies.

The leader. Greechik snarled.

Without their leader, the humans would lose
their organization. Their defenses would crumble.

Greechik made a line for the human on his
black horse, cutting down any human who stood in his path.

Defiance blazed in the commander's eyes, or
was it?

Something smoldered in the human that made
him hesitate.

The horse snorted but stood its ground.
Greechik ignored it and aimed for the man. He lifted the axe in his
hand to swing.

["Halt your advance!"]

Greechik cringed at the malevolent grating of
the voice. As if he no longer had control of his body, his arm
dropped the axe. His bloodlust cooled. He stood before the human,
stunned—he understood the words.

["You ruin my plans. Go back. They are
mine!"]

For an instant, a dark shadow fell over the
human. The cold and emptiness flowing over Greechik made him cower
from the man in subservience. He could not disobey this one.
Something inside him would not allow it.

Only one thing could stop him like that—a
servant of the master!

["I obey,"] he said to the man and turned to
seek Kargray. What few humans dared attack were injured, and he
downed them with little effort.

When he could not find his leader, he called
the others to retreat. Confused and frustrated growls replied.

["We intrude on the territory of the
master!"]

Word passed through the fighting, and they
retreated. What few humans remained left them unopposed.

Wounded but strong, Greechik ran from the
battle. They would continue to a place where they could gather away
from the humans, away from where the men could reach them quickly,
if they dared to follow.

Later he would describe to them what he saw,
the creature he met, and its words to him.

Voshtrau was already conquered.

__________

 



Galen

 


For the first time since taking Dorjan's
form, Galen risked exposing himself by sparring with the overlord.
His former employer was a skilled warrior.

When Tyrkam had asked for a fight to divert
some of his frustrations, Galen could not refuse. The real Dorjan
would not, but he knew it could expose him as a fraud. He could
imitate his speech, his appearance, and even a few mannerisms, and,
while Galen was taught to fight with various weapons, his style was
not that of the true Dorjan.

They battled in an unobtrusive room in the
palace that had been turned into Tyrkam's private training room.
All manner of weapons lay in racks along the wall by the door.

Tyrkam overpowered him; something he never
could have done with the real Dorjan. The differences between
Lêath's training from his home and Galen's Sh'lahmar training
showed. Lêath's far surpassed Galen's skills in hand-to-hand
combat. And Tyrkam had learned much of that.

Although he was fast, Galen lacked the speed
and handle of his weapons of Lêath, which allowed Tyrkam to sneak
in where Lêath would not have. He put up a good fight, but not good
enough.

When Tyrkam faked a stab and came around,
Galen caught the wooden practice sword in his ribs.

The slamming of even a dull blade cracked
through the training room with the force of Tyrkam's momentum
behind it. Galen hunched over and limped back to where he could
lean against the wall.

Tyrkam frowned and relaxed from his fighting
stance. "You're not yourself today."

Winded, Galen winced from the stinging in his
side and tried to straighten. His training had not prepared him for
the sheer brute force behind Tyrkam's style. "I thought you wished
to win for a change."

"I sought challenge, not winning." Tyrkam
spoke with unusual harshness as he threw the wooden sword at the
rack of weapons. It clattered over the dull metal and slammed into
the wall. He studied Dorjan, his breathing only a little harder
than before they started. "I could care less to win these games.
Challenge me. Hold nothing back. Never before have you. Why start
now?"

The look that fixed on him when Dorjan met
Tyrkam's stern appraisal sent a shot of warning through his mind.
Those sharp eyes watched him in search of fault. He clamped his
jaw, trying not to wince as he stood upright. "Too much time
favoring the boy."

Tyrkam scowled and stepped aside to the
weapons racks. After a moment of silence, he swung his arm aside
and sent pieces clattering into the wall and down to the floor.

Dorjan watched in silent curiosity and a
touch of relief. He had chosen the right words to distract the
overlord from any suspicions, or so it seemed, and breathed easier.
"He learned his lesson."

After a minute of fury seething beneath the
surface, Tyrkam unclenched his fists and met Dorjan's eyes. By
then, the pain faded and Dorjan stood upright.

"He was a fool." Tyrkam ground the words.

Dorjan said nothing but crossed the room to
drop his practice blade on the rack. "Was," he said and headed for
the door, eager to leave before exposing himself to further
scrutiny.

"I have an errand for you."

Dorjan stopped, his hand on the door latch.
After the implications sank in, he turned.

Tyrkam looked up with a new fire in his dark
eyes. "Find Thilleon. I have further plans for him."

Without a word, Dorjan gave a curt nod and
strode out the door. Once he left the room far behind, he breathed
easier. He had distracted Tyrkam for a while from wondering about
his lack of challenge in fighting. That would not likely happen
again. This incident would not escape his scrutiny in quiet
moments.

Galen would have to leave soon and find a new
purpose. Lêath should be a safe distance by now.

Before seeking the captain who prepared to
lead his men into one of the first battles of the season, Dorjan
headed to his room to check a few details. The least he needed was
to have changed his appearance without realizing.

In the busy corridors, a familiar presence
stood out from the dull monotony of the servants. The effect on the
colors of magic touched memories of his journey through the snow.
He knew who followed, but she would gain nothing from him.

You return to your
mage. Gaispar obeyed Makleor and spied for
him.

Galen had avoided contact with her even after
Gilthiel's cleansing touch. He regretted his actions intending to
kill her; but knew not what words would appease her. At the time,
he had smothered his moral judgment but doubted he could convince
her he had changed.

Dorjan pushed his door open and stepped into
the quiet room. Her presence followed. She knew he could feel her,
as she felt him. What intentions had she?

From the bedside, he studied the room while
he reaching through the invisible colors of magic flowing around
him. "Show yourself. I feel your presence. Face me."

Silence replied, but the presence halted its
movement. Was she spying for the old man again? Had she been sent
to check up on him?

Dorjan scoffed at the idea. If the old man
wished to watch him, he would have hidden himself and watched. No.
Gaispar watched him for her own purposes.

"I know you're here."

Nothing answered, but he saw a tiny snake
slither beneath the door. Dorjan smirked. She would not face him,
but why dared she linger?

Or had she intentions to satisfy any sense of
vengeance for his threats to her?

No. She had no reason to seek vengeance, nor
the hardness of heart. She was a messenger, a servant. Nothing
more.

He could care less what she sought. His job
was to do as the overlord asked and continue his charade until the
time came to reveal himself and who he really was.

__________

 



Gaispar

 


"He'll have others outside the city to flank
you," Tyrkam said.

General Thilleon rested his chin in his hand,
a finger on his lips and his eyes on the three candles in the
center of the table between him and Tyrkam. "The city will not be
difficult, not as much as Candro."

From Makleor's shoulder, Gaispar listened to
the men discuss their latest plans, until Thilleon was excused by
Tyrkam. Makleor hid from Tyrkam once again, but this time, he
focused on the quiet presence of Dorjan with equal attention. Being
near him sent shivers of pain racing through her from the memories
of her encounter. His mere presence in the magic scared her. He was
no ordinary shapeshifter.

Makleor had explained that too.

Despite his assurances that Galen had
changed, she could not trust him.

Ambition without long-term
goals. Makleor sighed as the door clapped shut behind
the general. His shoulder on which she sat rose and fell. As on
other occasions, she found the shape of a rat to her advantage, and
his. He could carry her without trouble and cloak her with no more
effort than himself. He understands
nothing.

Gaispar curled her tiny claws into the
fabric of his robes. Has he ever
understood?

A few sudden, small lifts of his
shoulder told her he stifled a chuckle. Never. No. Always a fool is he. Power, fulfillment, pleasure.
A dark soul.

Perfect for Lusiradrol's purposes.

Was, Makleor
corrected. Was. No more, that one. Matters
are much worse. He will escape none of it.

She shifted her claws on his robe for a
better grasp. What does he know of
this?

She had been gone for more than half a moon
cycle to check the status of the armies. On her flight to Candro,
near the town of Fingal on Mirrodon Lake, she noticed a gathering
of men. Investigation confirmed them as members of Cavatar's
army.

This news she had rushed back to Makleor.
Finding the other shapeshifter there in the form of Dorjan had
taken her by surprise.

He listens to no one. No
sense. Least of all to me. Useful he may be, if he survives.
Makleor lifted his head, but the heavy clomp of Dorjan's
boots stole his attention.

Tyrkam paid the man no mind. With perfect
timing, Dorjan stepped from his sentry post near the fireplace.
"He's eager for blood."

"He should be." Tyrkam slammed his fist on
the table. "He lost half his legion in battle, if you recall. The
enemy took fewer losses and fled into the mountains."

Dorjan grunted. "Taken by winter's cold."

With a narrowing of his eyes, Tyrkam shook
his head. "Doubts have I if fewer losses they had. It could be
magic."

Gaispar listened, her curiosity piqued. Her
heart froze for a second as her thoughts targeted on one
answer.

Marjan he may be,
Makleor said. I'll wager
that.

One you'd win, to be
sure. Hearing this gave her something to aid their
purpose in keeping the general safe in Arronfel. Knowing the
reasons for his retreat from battle helped her understand a small
piece of what might drive the general.

With the additional men who joined him, he
might be able to face a full legion, but not an entire army. If she
could lead those near Fingal to Arronfel rather than allow them to
join the forces in Candro, where they would not be needed, Marjan
could build up his forces faster.

He would have to trust her.

"He might know." Tyrkam strode to the window
overlooking the courtyard a floor below and stopped. "The old fool
knows many things."

Dorjan stepped up behind Tyrkam, his eyes on
something outside. "The dragons will return."

Tyrkam's cheek twitched in the
candlelight.

"The old fool proved he cannot protect the
entire palace."

Tyrkam's dark eyes narrowed to glare at his
lieutenant. Dorjan ignored the threat. After several seconds,
Tyrkam returned his gaze to the world outside. "The wizard speaks
of wisdom and fools. That we are not."

The exchange between the two men
inspired no interest in Gaispar, except to arouse her anger with
their words about her master. Her eyes focused on the false Dorjan,
or Galen as he had told the others in the Second Realm. He played
his part well, but had he other intentions than helping
them? Where lies your true
heart?

Makleor might trust him, but she despised him
for what he did to her. He had threatened to kill her. Had the
farmer not come along in his hunt to kill the wolves bothering his
animals and shot Galen through the shoulder, she would have been
left for dead. She had begged the farmer's mercy, and James and his
wife tended her wounds. In return, she saved James's life during
the violent storm conjured by Lusiradrol.

In some small way, the battle with Galen had
been a blessing. Had she not been waiting out the storm after her
recuperation in the small farmhouse, Gaispar would not have been
there to save James. He would have been lost and frozen in the cold
if she had not found him and guided him back to the warmth of the
house.

Her battle in the snow with Galen served a
higher purpose. It put her in the right place at the right time to
save a life. That thought brought her comfort.

But she still trusted not this shapeshifting
mage who could take any form.

Lost in her thoughts and emotions, Gaispar
missed part of the conversation between Tyrkam and Dorjan.

...Asleep?
Makleor's voice broke through her thoughts.

Gaispar blinked, focusing on her
surroundings. Lost. I like not this
man.

A slight nodding of the mage's head and a
shift in his stance disturbed her balance. She dug her tiny claws
into his shoulder.

Good or ill his intents, I
cannot confirm, Makleor said, but he served his purpose. What more for him will be
seen.

"The wizard can cut off access to the
harbor."

"If he desires it."

Tyrkam turned to Dorjan with a scowl.
"He will
cooperate."

Beneath Gaispar, Makleor's shoulders
bounced with a suppressed chuckle. Galen
understands too well, but Tyrkam yields not to caution.

"I suggest a plan that involves no dependence
on him," Dorjan said.

"We've that too." Tyrkam strode from the
window to the table, fixing his eyes on the flickering candles.
"Once we have the smaller cities of Minto, Lankarn, and Graflon,
we'll have enough ports to send out a fleet to face Farolkavin's
forces, when it becomes necessary."

Like the other times Tyrkam uttered the
name of Rivonia's sovereign, he spat it like acid on his tongue.
The shadows on his face darkened it with contempt. "Then I'll have
no need of that old cai'enashi'i."

The answer I sought!
Makleor straightened.

Gaispar adjusted her grip of his
robe. What?

The Cohante joined the Caveshi to fight the
Rivon for independence, but they had too few warriors to face
Rivonia's best. Rivonia has for generations been hated by all the
tribes of the Caveshan Plains. A tenuous peace, yes.

Gaispar gazed upon the dark-complexion of the
overlord. She had not been to Rivonia in many decades, but
remembered talk around the time of the marriage of Alric Isolder to
Damaera of an uprising by some of the tribes against the sovereign
of Rivonia. At that time, Kassar Farolkavin subdued the tribes. She
had never heard how, but the nobles of Cavatar had expressed relief
that Rivonia won the conflict.

A few years later, trouble stirred in
Laranthen.

I suspected Caveshi or Cohante, but the
emphasis on the last syllable tells me not Caveshi. The Cohante are
closely related, though.

Gaispar considered asking about it, but
Makleor jumped into her thoughts again. Now, why would he come to Ayrule? There lies the question…No
time now. Makleor pointed to the two men, whose noisy
steps snapped the mage from his wanderings. This meeting they've finished. Decisions made; strategies to
finalize.

He stepped forward, Gaispar clutching tight
to his shoulder to keep from falling off with the jerky movements
of his gait.

I want you to return to Mirrodon. Lead the
army to Marjan. You must convince them. It's the only way. They
cannot stand against Hadeon's forces as they are. But beware, my
girl; or the nekrethe and dragons will be the least of your
worries.

I understand.

When Makleor exited the room, she transformed
to a small bird and fluttered off. She would carry out his wishes
as she always had, without concern for her needs. The importance of
her tasks increased and she carried them out to the best of her
abilities. But with the coming of Gilthiel, her teacher would soon
leave her. The thought left a mark on her heart where he filled
part of the emptiness.

What would she do when he passed?

Be careful. His
voice reached her as she zipped away through the grand corridors of
the palace.

__________

 



Jayson

 


In the night clothes Kallisara provided him,
Jayson sat on the bed, his mind reeling with the current day's
discussions of the Lôringai High Council. The days wore long, full
of endless debate. Before he could sleep, he needed to clear out
the mess the long days made of his head.

The day after they arrived, he had discovered
that silent meditation of what transpired during the day allowed
him to rest. It was the only way he could clear his head. The calm
of the dim room gave him the focus he needed to sort through it
all. The trivialities of the First Race astounded him.

He let out a deep breath in an attempt to
loosen the tension, but it only served to open the way for
frustration. Pacifists, all of them. That's what they were good at,
why they had peace, but it would not save the world from
Nekrâos.

One good thing had happened—the High Council
decided he spoke the truth. Progress, he could suppose, but too
slow. The Darklord already made plans to destroy the world; he was
sure of it. They could not waste time on trivialities.

During the boring debates, his mind
frequently wandered back to Calli. The only time they spent
together had them so close but apart that the longing for a simple
touch grew stronger each time he saw her. Or was it due to how much
more beautiful she grew in the care of Kallisara? The colors of
magic shifted around her, growing increasingly vibrant; although
that could have been due to the instruction she received while he
was away from him, despite that she swore she learned nothing.

She felt the same for him. He saw it in her
face when she looked at him.

None of their longing had not passed
Fellendar's notice. His mood grew colder each time Calli stood or
sat too close. The distance he allowed before his mood darkened
widened each day.

Despite his desires, he could not risk
offending the Morî in this critical time. Going to Calli now would
shatter the small gains he made, although the other councilors were
no more accommodating than Fellendar. A few cursed him outright, as
if they had lived through the Exodus first hand.

The High Council continued to debate on the
issues of Nekrâos and his minions and whether the First Race should
become involved or stay in isolation. Some expressed support for
the path Muriel had taken, while others remained neutral.

He had to convince those who opposed
fighting. The danger was real. The Darklord had returned. Without
the First Race, the Second had little chance of winning. If they
fell, the others would too in the end. It was to all their best
interests to join in this war.

Those who saw Jayson's view spoke with the
logic that they either stood together or fell together, but fears
of the past repeating lingered at the fringes. How could he prove
to the opposing side that he and others like him were not the same
as the magi of the past?

Damn! It got him nowhere, quite fast too.
When Jayson realized how tense he sat, he took a deep breath and
relaxed his muscles. Until he figured out what arguments to use in
the morrow, sleep would not come easy.

Not even Calli's statements the first day
helped. They questioned her word because she had been raised by the
"savages" on the mainland.

Savages! They
would say that, although, if he sat in their places, he might say
the same. The wonders of the First Race on Loringale stole his
breath. He could not have imagined horseless carts, much less
basins that filled with water with a wave of one's hands, or
privies that cleaned themselves. And the life-like talking
pictures. The wonders! Nothing had prepared him for what he
discovered. Nothing. The Second Race would kill to possess their
knowledge, or magic. But Kallisara swore no magic was involved,
only a carefully managed system of energy. The source of that
energy was magic, however.

They made him swear to tell no one beyond
Loringale of the conveniences of the First Race. Tempting as it
might be, he understood and vowed to keep their secrets. He had
kept the secret of the vault all his life.

But they granted him no trust. He was still a
mage, with all the dark desires of the Second Race and the power of
the Creators, a perversion of magic in their eyes. Perhaps if they
knew Haiberuk had taught him humility, patience, and wisdom, they
would see that the magi of this age were not the same as the ones
who chased out the Ancients. Dared he tell them of his training to
guard the vault and the secret of that vault? They would not take
well to the idea that Haiberuk taught him to kill if necessary. To
them, the Creators valued all life. Saying otherwise would be
blasphemy.

He needed credibility.

Jayson took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. Worrying and questions did nothing to help him relax. He
repeated the deep breathing, clearing his mind of the tangle.

He had to forget thinking or feeling.
Washing away the day would leave him clear for the next day;
another day of argument. He shook away the thought.
No thinking! No more frustration. He
needed rest. Better yet, he needed to get away and do
something.

But what?

Hoping to distract himself, Jayson focused on
the flow of magic around him and the wonder of the First Race
affecting it. Within him, he found the warmth of the Light. The
problems and questions of the day moved to the background, clearing
his mind. With it came a purer connection. It flowed around him in
vibrant colors rivaling Master Haiberuk's presence.

The beauty of it chased away any lingering
frustrations. He followed the colors, exploring his surroundings
through the magic of the First Race and the waterdrakes, freeing
his mind and his emotions, cleansing his spirit.

He reached out beyond the city to the
countryside resplendent with life, except for a void of
nothing.

Darkness tainted the colors. A shadow
lingered on the island.

That could not be right. Although it felt
similar to what had hit him on the ship, this was much weaker and
closer. He could not track it from there. He would have to
physically find it.

Whatever awaited was powerful, yet made no
move to attack. Why?

A shiver ran down his spine. Did they know of
this danger? Were the Councilors hiding something?

They must have known. If he could find it,
anyone of the First Race surely could. Yet, it sat there,
untouched.

Jayson opened his eyes on the dark room. If a
danger lurked on Loringale that was connected to the Darklord, it
should be destroyed. Doing it himself would prove to the councilors
the worth of his intentions.

__________

 



Nekreth

 


The master had told it to go forth and feed.
It obeyed. Its brethren had returned to the master. With the
rejoining, the master regained his full power and awareness.

The master had raged about being trapped in
that female human form without his memories of the past, but now he
was free. He escaped the forgotten soul. He remembered everything.
With it came the malevolence they remembered.

The master commanded it and it obeyed. One
more they had not found. One more to feed on the life essence of
the beings inhabiting the world, to create an army for the master
to command.

It would grow and find its last brethren.
Together, they would feed on life and in turn bring death. When he
needed them, they would be ready.

The void of its brethren it could not find,
though. It would have to search long, but life abounded on the
world, life on which to feed and stay strong. Its search might take
time, but it would not rest until the master commanded otherwise or
it fulfilled its mission.

__________

 



Calli

 


Calli gazed at the grand front
of Morissî Fonathor, the
meeting place of the High Council. Knowing Jayson was in there at
that time made her feet want to walk up those steps between the two
sentinels frozen in stone. Perhaps she could help make the council
listen to reason.

{"They're in there now."}

With a flush warming her cheeks, Calli turned
to her hostess and teacher. {"I was...thinking—wondering—how the
discussions proceed today."}

With a knowing smile, Kallisara shook her
head. {"He's stubborn; many are. Most of them cling to the
past."}

Fellendar. Yes, he was stubborn and
difficult.

As part of her instruction from her
grandmother, Calli had learned of the treachery by the magi of the
past. With their powers combined, the Ancients could have defeated
the magi. But the Ancients fled rather than use their power to
destroy the Second Race. The Majera made them to battle the
Darklord, not the other creations of the Majera. Although the
Second Race had been corrupted with greed and selfishness, which
seeped into every facet of their lives, they still possessed the
good qualities given by the Majera. However, some who had power
desired more.

Despite all the teachings, Kallisara
had not helped her to understand how they used magic, how
she could use magic. Calli wished to
learn, to be able to fight like her father, but she could not
manage even the simplest test of changing the temperature of
water.

{"Things have changed."} Calli turned away to
the ocean, wishing she could make them understand that the magi of
the present were not like those of the past, or at least Jayson was
not.

{"Have they?"}

Kallisara's eyes gazed out on the water with
a sadness that escaped in a sigh. Her yellow hair blew softly
against her prominent cheeks. Despite the years between them,
Kallisara's face still held the features of a much younger woman
with no wrinkles. Her grace was unmatched by any of the old women
Calli had known. Most of them bore the deep wrinkles of a lifetime
of hard labor. For a grandmother, Kallisara looked nothing like an
old woman, but, rather, appeared little older than Calli.

{"You've seen it for yourself. Haven't you?"}
The warmth of her eyes met Calli's.

Calli nodded and looked away, a regret
creeping into her emotions that Kallisara was right. She had seen
it many times in the palace and in her journeys. {"Men will always
desire what they have not for themselves."} Yet there was always
something giving to make up for it. People helped one another in
hard times. Not all, but many.

A light touch on her shoulder brought Calli's
eyes up to a smile.

{"You understand."} Kallisara dropped her
hand to the folds of the stately violet gown she wore and smoothed
a wrinkle.

When the woman turned away and walked
downhill toward the water, Calli took a last look at the domed
building and followed. Her dark green gown flowed around her legs
without tangling them as she would have expected. While the
material was heavy enough to flatter her figure, it neither caused
her to overheat nor weighed her down. Such materials would have
cost half of Cavatar's treasury.

Others wore pants or robes of similar style
in the city streets, although the few children she saw ran by in
shorter pants or dresses of simple design.

The power of the First Race had given them
many wonderful things, as it had shaped the stones for their
streets and buildings, like it had the road through the Northern
Mountains of Ayrule. They commanded the forces of nature and the
elements. They could not perform many of the feats of the magi, but
they understood the natural world and its connections to everything
else. With thousands of years behind her, Calli was not sure she
would understand the world as fully as Kallisara seemed to
understand it.

{"Our people sought neither wealth nor power.
We've never had the need. Instead, we have magic and items created
from magic. Those items at one time served as a peace between the
two races.}

{"But when we left, we brought that power and
technology with us and left the Second Race to fight over the
scraps. They nearly destroyed their world, but we watched them
rebuild."} She paused her speech to avoid a couple of children who
raced across her path. {"I'd like to believe the others have grown
and learned from their mistakes. Your friend is different than what
past experience warns us."}

{"He was raised to cast a light to the
darkness."} She gave nothing away. Jayson could decide how much of
his past he wished to disclose.

A coy grin touched Kallisara's lips. {"Yes.
All magi are descendants of the Majera, the Creators. They possess
the ability to use the power we call the Light. But inside them is
a stain on their spirits. That's what we fear. That's why Fellendar
will never allow it."}

{"Allow what?"}

{"My dear girl,"} Kallisara said, {"I've seen
it before. History repeats. You can't cloud our eyes. If I didn't
see it between Muriel and Kaillen, I would know anyway. You hide
nothing."}

Shocked, Calli stopped and turned to her,
unable to speak.

Kallisara smoothed away windblown spirals
from Calli's face and swallowed with a frown as if choking down
something bitter.

{"He is different. I've seen it. He's not
like those we knew in the past. This Jayson of yours has proven to
me he seeks only the best for you; but—"} She lowered her voice and
stepped closer, her eyes holding Calli's. {"Any children would
threaten the world with the power of both races and the corruption
of the Second. Only the other immortal creatures would be more
powerful."}

Calli flushed. She had not considered the
possibility of children. That this woman knew of the closeness
between she and Jayson raised her defenses; but that she would make
such a suggestion as to deny them any future they themselves had
not considered enraged her.

{"It has never been."} Kallisara grabbed
Calli's arm and led her forward again as a few people stopped in
curiosity.

Calli yanked her arm away. How dare Kallisara
decide the fate she had not yet considered. {"He would never allow
it."}

{"You would have no power over them."}

Those words sparked in Calli the truth
of what Kallisara said. She understood too well what scared these
people. {"You would have no
power over them."}

Kallisara withered but said nothing. The rush
of the surf against the shore filled the void.

By the silence, she knew she was right. Calli
gazed ahead, hardly noticing the nearness to the harbor as she
stared into the realm of possibility. Neither she nor Jayson had
broached the subject of their future. They only recently admitted
the depth of their feelings for each other.

The thought of children made Calli smile. She
and Jayson, like Istaria and Darius. Yet Kallisara's words hung
over the giddiness of the prospects for the future. Like a cloud
shading the sun, her warning loomed. What if they had children?
What if those children were powerful? Would that power corrupt them
into desiring more? Calli shuddered at the thought but found
reassurance knowing Jayson had not been corrupted by his power.

When a large head lifted from the water,
Calli halted. Waterdrake.

The dragon scanned the shore as it swam
towards it. Only a few people stopped to watch. Others continued on
uninterested, probably accustomed to the appearance of the
waterdrakes.

When webbed feet set upon the stone-lined
shore, people stepped back from its path. Water poured off the
smooth, deep blue scales. Only its long tail lingered in the surf
with a slow weaving back and forth.

Kallisara strode forward without hesitation.
Had she expected the dragon?

When it spoke, it used the words of the
people, which rhymed in their language and somehow rhymed in the
translation. Calli heard both, or understood both. Odd. She would
never understand dragons.

A message have I:

With speed they fly

on wind and wing.

For you, trouble they bring.

{"Can it be?"}

Reptilian eyes blinked at Kallisara. The
dragon dropped its head near. Calli leaned away, unsettled by the
intelligence she saw and the vague resemblance to the red beasts
that had attacked her and the others. It seemed another lifetime,
but the memories resurfaced with every dragon encounter, whether
good or ill.

Three red of a purpose unclear,

but this way they head, I fear.

A crowd gathered around them.

The Red Clan! On instinct, Calli dropped her
hand to her waist, where her sword should have been. When she found
nothing, she remembered she had left it, having grown confident in
the peace and security of the island. She had faced the red dragon
with the sword. Now, it lay useless in the house of their host and
hostess.

A bell tolled from a tower high above. Others
answered until the streets rang with the discordant chorus of
warning. People rushed away. A call went out for the Shî Lôrin.

The Island Guard. Her father had said nothing
to her about his past, but Kallisara had told her how he and his
brother served as guards. She also explained that Kaillen's
training had made him a suitable protector for Muriel.

The waterdrake backed into the ocean again as
the stomping of boots and clanking of metal filled the streets. A
blot appeared on the distant horizon.

{"We must find shelter,"} Kallisara said.

Calli stood unmoved, fascinated by the
activities of the uniformed men, and women, filling the streets. In
the same armor as the guards she and Jayson had seen on their
arrival but without the cloaks, the helmed figures jogged into the
open. Scales! The armor they wore resembled the scales of the
dragons with a blue tint like the scales of the waterdrakes.

Her father would have served this purpose.
This had been a part of his life.

{"Hurry!"}

Calli followed Kallisara up the street to the
domed building.

The councilors must have heard the warning
bells, which ceased, the last long ring fading. Jayson raced out
into the street, Fellendar behind him.

He caught up with Calli and stopped. {"I felt
them near, but hoped they would not come here. So much for that
idea."}

Fellendar stopped near Kallisara, a worried
expression on his face. He put a hand to her shoulder and pulled
her away.

When Calli and Jayson failed to follow, he
paused and turned back. {"This way."}

After a look to Jayson, Calli and he followed
the couple back to the Morissî Fonathor. At the top of the steps,
Jayson stopped with Calli beside him. Fellendar halted at the door
with Kallisara. {"Inside!"}

{"I can help,"} Jayson said.

Fellendar shook his head. {"The
Shî Lôrin will fight
them."}

{"I've killed them before. I know their
weakness."}

Fellendar's scornful glare fixed on Jayson.
{"For all we know, you've brought them to destroy us, or to
convince us to cooperate so you can destroy us later."}

Both Jayson and Calli stood with their jaws
dropped. How could he believe such rabble?

{"Fel."}

At the gentle tone, he turned to Kallisara.
{"Get inside. We'll be in soon."}

Calli looked out over the water. The blots on
the horizon approached fast, the up and down motion of their wings
visible. {"They may not know of this island. Perhaps your illusion
will fool them."}

{"That's what we hope. If not—"} He turned to
Jayson with a grim frown. {"We must fight."}

{"I can
help you."}

Fellendar looked from Jayson to the
approaching wyverns and back, the stern disapproval on his face
transforming into indecision. She wished Jayson would not fight
them, despite his successes in the past.

{"Leave it to the Shî Lôrin. This is their purpose,"} Fellendar
said.

Jayson set his jaw, his eyes on the red trio.
{"How do you propose to fight them?"} He turned back to Fellendar.
{"Do you know how to kill a wyvern? With spears perhaps—to bounce
off their scales?"}

The challenge in Jayson's tone made Calli
wince. Apparently things had not gone well in their most recent
session.

Fellendar stiffened, his jaw clenched. For a
long time it seemed the two locked eyes in an invisible battle of
wills.

Calli held her breath until Fellendar's
shoulders relaxed.

{"Go."}

No! What if he lost? What if the dragon ate
him like it had Fenwar? He promised he would always be with
her.

Jayson looked to Calli for a moment as
if he would leave her with a kiss. Instead, he said, Stay
with them. If I must prove myself, then that is
what I'll do, until he listens to reason.

He was right, but she wanted him to stay.
With Fellendar watching, she could say nothing. He was right that
he would have to prove himself; but did it have to be like this?
{"Come back alive."}

He grimaced but gave a nod. {"Get
inside."}

With Fellendar's hand pushing gently at her
back, Calli entered entrance corridor. Behind her, the door shut
with a thud. She shuddered. They might as well have sealed Jayson
away from her for good.

She hoped he survived, but that might prove
just as bad. When he returned, he would face Fellendar's
accusations.

__________

 



Jayson

 


Jayson stared after Calli and the others,
until they disappeared inside the building. She was safe. That's
all that mattered. The building could support several dragons
without collapsing, at least according to their host. He had few
doubts; the capabilities of the First Race exceeded anything the
Second Race might imagine.

The men and women had continued the ways of
their magic throughout the millennia, yet they had something else
to improve their lives, an understanding of the physical properties
of the world. They said it gave them a greater understanding of
magic and its uses. He had seen the results in the numerous devices
they utilized, but it still looked like magic to him.

Would it aid them facing a dragon? They had
numbers on their side, and devices more powerful than any weapons
of the Second Race.

He, on the other hand, had his cunning and
experience, but it might not be enough. Although he knew how to
fight the dragons and kill them, he had not Calli's sword, which
would take too long to retrieve.

Perhaps he would learn a few tricks of the
First Race, if they had kept the knowledge.

He might also secure the confidence of the
councilors who questioned his every action. In the heated
discussions that day, he realized that those who opposed joining
forces held him in distrust. How could he wake them up to
reality?

Fellendar's statement about his luring the
Red Clan to destroy them pounded the argument into him. If fighting
the Red Clan with nothing but his magic would gain a little trust,
he was willing to risk his life.

As the wyverns neared the harbor wall, the
sky filled with dark clouds and lightning. The wind whipped up
through the empty streets.

He frowned, until he noticed the two
waterdrakes on the shore with their eyes to the sky. Felt rather
than seen, magic swirled around them in a vortex matching the
spiraling clouds above.

The red wyverns dropped their altitude. Below
them, the dark shapes of the other waterdrakes under the water
followed.

Their strategy was ingenious. The flying
dragons could swim, but not as deftly as those made for life in the
sea. Also, the water would neutralize the fire of the wyverns.
Clever.

A flash of lightning clipped the wing of one
of the red wyverns passing between the pillars. It floundered but
fell. One of the waterdrakes leapt from the water in a surge of
prowess, his jaws gaping and water rushing off his sleek body.

His teeth sank into the tail of the wyvern,
and the injured beast shrieked and thrashed to escape as the
waterdrake crashed into the water with his catch. Two other
waterdrakes latched on with the first to drag it beneath the
waves.

The other two wyverns ignored their
companion, heading for the city.

The Shî
Lôrin stood ready.

However, the two dragons split and flew
around the beached waterdrakes and the army. The guards raced after
them.

The red beasts blew fire onto the city; a
fire that never touched it, and howled. The magic of the First Race
protected their beautiful city from dragon fire.

One wyvern dove for the street and the other
headed for Jayson, who stood alone in the plaza. Its yellow eyes
burned with rage.

I know you. I wasss therrre.
You tried to keep usss from essscaping. It landed hard
before him, curls of smoke rising from its nostrils and its yellow
eyes glared at him in pure malice, but the wyvern kept its
distance, his head low in a wary, protective stance but its tail
thrashing behind it in agitation. You
ssshould have perissshed with the ressst!

If he understood correctly, the wyvern
referred to their escape from the vault. He would have killed this
one too, if he had the chance. "No hard feelings?"

The wyvern drew back slightly in a posture
Jayson recognized. In that moment, he called on the magic to form a
barrier, his hands out before him. When the dragon blew its hot
flame, Jayson stood his ground. The fire dissipated against his
invisible shield.

It ended its hot bath with a growl, and
Jayson ducked away. From his experience of the past, instinct
warned him the wyvern would dive for him with its jaws before he
could blink.

The thud of the wyvern's muzzle on the stone
confirmed it. The large red-scaled head shook away the injury.

You will not essscape me!

Something twisted around Jayson. Like
invisible snakes it writhed around him, seeking a vulnerable place
to strike. Letting trained reaction lead, he called on the Light
within. Before the wyvern's dark power enveloped him completely, it
shattered in a flash.

In the moment in which the wyvern blinked,
Jayson saw them coming. The guards surrounded the beast, the
clatter of their steps ringing over the distant rumble of
thunder.

The red wyvern growled, balancing
itself on its wing claws. Why will you not
die!

{"You killed my brothers, my friends,"} he
answered in Gairdran. Emotions rose up in his throat in an attempt
to choke him, but determination flared like the Light of his core.
{"I will not fail them."}

The uniformed guards aimed a long tube at the
wyvern. He assumed it was a weapon.

{"And I prefer to live."}

A chain shot out from the weapon and expanded
into a metal net, which entangled the wyvern.

The beast howled in rage and thrashed to free
itself.

Jayson jumped back from a snap of its jaws,
moving out from the circle of guards and the magic they wove
through their chanting.

The wyvern's struggles lessened. Within
seconds, it lay still, its yellow eyes glazed.

More than one way to trap
one of these. Killing would be another
matter.

The wyvern closed its eyes and let out a deep
breath, asleep. The chanting ceased.

The nearest guard handed his spear to Jayson.
The moment he touched the metal shaft, a shiver of power tingled
over his hand. He smiled his thanks, confident in the strength of
the workmanship. Although he could not see the powder, more than
likely they used the ground scales of the waterdrakes. It would
account for the blue tint and the power he felt.

They had kept many of the old ways with the
new.

The guards waited in silence.

Jayson stepped to the dragon, adjusting his
grip on the weapon. At the head of the sleeping dragon, he paused.
Silence hung in the air. The storm conjured by the waterdrakes
dissipated. With all the strength of his arm, he thrust the spear
through the soft spot in the dragon's head and jumped back.

Energy crackled around the beast.

He backed away with the guard who had given
his spear for the killing. The man nodded with a hint of a grin but
said nothing.

The dragon's remains smoldered. People
gathered around it, keeping outside the ring of guards. He assumed
the third of the three was already dead.

"Jayson."

At the familiar voice, he turned from the
death of the beast. Calli ran to him with no hindrance from the
long gown she wore. Behind her strode Fellendar and his wife.

When Calli stopped before him, his hands went
to her shoulders, before he realized what he did and dropped his
hands as if he had only meant to catch her.

{"They know."} She spoke in a low voice.

{"We have much to discuss."} Fellendar
motioned to two of the guards, who turned at attention, and with a
look on his face as if he had tasted something dissatisfying, he
strode away.

Jayson looked to Calli for an answer but she
only shrugged. Wary of what would happen but willing to cooperate
for the sake of goodwill, he followed the tall figure. The two
guards brought up the rear, including the one who had loaned his
spear.

Behind them, Calli and Kallisara exchanged a
few comments, then steps rushed up, until Calli walked at his side.
The warmth of her fingers twined through his, sending a rush of
pleasant emotions through him that made him feel invincible,
despite the sense of caution it brought.

Is that wise?

"Trust me."

He shrugged and squeezed her hand. Something
had changed, he hoped for the better.

Once again, they entered the meeting hall of
the High Council. While the councilors took their places, the
guards accompanied Calli and Jayson down the stairs from the main
entrance to the center of the floor.

Jayson focused on the tall podium bearing the
triad. Every day since their arrival he had sat on the benches of
the lowest rung of the concentric seats, listening and addressing
their concerns when they asked. Now, he stood with Calli before the
full assemblage.

Rondol, the senior of the three
Morî addressed the gathered
councilors. {"Facing one of the Red Clan is no task for the meek of
heart. We're grateful for the distraction you provided, mage, which
allowed the Shî Lôrin time to
arrive. Your motivations are considered suspicious by some—"} He
turned to Fellendar, who sat to his left with a rigid posture and
imposing air. {"—Or selfless by the majority.}

{"Coming as this does after the many days of
skepticism and doubt, during which many considered your words and
debated your honesty, many of us wish to know more. You say you
encountered the Red Clan before; yet, they haven't been seen in
many generations. The legends state that Mallenor cast a spell over
these beasts that they would sleep through time without
disturbance. How is it they awakened, or don't you know?"}

A hint of satisfaction glinted from
Fellendar's cold stare. He would probably twist any words into his
viewpoint by turning them against Jayson. Caution was in order.

Jayson took a deep breath; he'd been
holding back a full explanation but could no longer avoid it. Here
went everything. {"I was one of many who guarded the vault in which
they slept. One of many Shinna rî
Aflahamar. But that's jumping ahead..."} They listened
to him tell of never knowing his parents because he had been taken
as a young child barely out of infancy to be raised by the
Sh'lahmar. He told them about his studies of history and legends
and magic. In a few creative ways, he refrained from using the name
of his master.

However, the disfavor on their faces shone
clearly when he spoke of the Sonthenîel talri and his commitment to
the secret of the vault. The thought of killing another human
abhorred them. Nevertheless, no one interrupted. They must have
seen the necessity of keeping the secret from Lusiradrol.

He had already told them of Darius and
Istaria and meeting Calli. They questioned him in depth about
Arronfel. Their questions focused on the findings in Arronfel and
the humans who claimed residence. He suspected they knew something
about the valley that they wished to confirm. What secrets they had
left behind he could wonder later.

Now, he told them of his reason for following
Darius and for leaving Calli in Arronfel and how Lusiradrol
followed him. The room chilled with silence around him as he
detailed what happened that awful day at the vault.

When he reached the point when the dragon
seemed to pass through his master without harming him, the question
finally arose of who such a powerful mage could be.

Jayson restrained a grimace. Although he
feared the possible reaction from them of learning the truth, he
would not show it. {"Our master was no mage but he whose being
resides in the core of each mage. He is the brother of she who bore
our ancestors. He is called Haiberuk, one of those you call
Creator. He assigned me this task as one of the last survivors of
the Sh'lahmar."}

The last part had not been directly stated to
him by his master. Haiberuk had told him to fulfill his duties and
left Jayson's feelings for Calli untouched during the purification.
Because of that, Jayson inferred that he was meant for this task as
part of his duty.

Questions circulated throughout the room. The
voices rose to a tumult.

A triple pounding of a mallet echoed
throughout the chamber. Silence resumed.

Fellendar's voice broke the silence: {"The
Creators value life, not killing. We don't call them Deathbringers,
for that is the purpose of the Darklord, the servant of Chaos. To
presume—"}

{"I presume nothing!"}

{"Impudence will not be tolerated!"} Rondol's
scolding tone made Jayson jump.

Fellendar scowled but left his statement
unfinished.

Jayson took the opportunity to finish for
him. {"This was the purpose he set for us; but—"} Many of the faces
around him tightened. His words had closed a door between them that
had barely opened.

{"Few ever left the order. Only one man ever
killed and he was not of the Son'tal. We value the life of the
Majera, like you. We're taught from childhood that all life is
precious, but keeping the secret from Lusiradrol was more precious
than one or two. Keeping the secret from her was worth millions of
lives, including yours."}

A few whispered to colleagues and some
nodded, but nothing more.

{"The Creators know all and certainly
understand far more than any mortal. Than us,"} Laian stated with a
gentle calm from Rondol's other side. {"Who are we to question the
ways of the Creators?}

{"We may live long, prosperous lives, but
that assumes the continuation of our way of life. We don't know the
minds of our Creators any more than the heart of this man. For,
like us, he is human. For good or ill his intentions, he brought us
news of the Darklord's emergence from his sleep, the hope of
Gilthiel's return—through a child of Light, of the Second Race no
less, and a lesson for us in that—and the legacy of Muriel and
Kaillen. We cannot persecute this man for being honest when we
value such qualities."}

The last words she spoke with a look to
Fellendar. Tension drained from the room.

Calli squeezed Jayson's hand. When he glanced
down, she looked up with a smile tugging at her lips.

{"Thank you."} Jayson bowed to the lady, who
inclined her head toward him. Taking that cue, he let go of Calli's
hand to turn from them and speak to the assembly.

{"I'm not a perfect man, but that's not
a fault, or if it is, it's one to overcome. You examined every
aspect of my life and the experiences I've shared. You've seen now
for yourselves the reality. Whether the Red Clan found this place
by accident or were sent, I know not; but I can warn that
he will release worse than they, if
it is not already done. The Red Clan was the beginning. Decide what
you will what actions to take, but know that if we are to defeat
him completely this time, we must stand together. The Second Race
is not prepared to fight this alone, as they could not the first
time.}

{"I came to ask this of you and I have. My
task is done."} Jayson glanced up at Fellendar, hoping to reach his
better senses rather than his jealousies and pain. He continued a
moment later. {"The past has returned and will consume us. In the
end, you may hide on your islands with your protections and pass
once more into legend. But until then, we need you. For, if we
fail, you will not last long alone facing the darkness of all the
forces of Nekrâos. If the Second Race falls, you will stand
alone."}

Jayson turned to Calli with a smile and took
her hand. {"I would like to live to see a future together."}

Calli returned his smile. {"Well said."}

{"Well said, indeed."} A smirk crept up
Laian's face.

Rondol straightened, regaining control. {"If
you're finished with your statement?"}

Jayson nodded. He said enough; sure, he'd
spoken with impunity, but he said what he needed.

Rondol looked out over the sea of faces.
{"Have you any further questions or comments?"}

He waited a handful of seconds before asking
again and waiting again.

At an unseen cue from one of the others, he
addressed the Councilor. {"Yes, Leonis."}

A man of regal poise, who wore his blonde
hair pulled away from his almost feminine, delicate features in a
simple but dignified style, stood from the crowd of councilors.
{"With respects, I think we've heard enough. We have greater
matters than the trust of this man's word to attend. Whether we
wish to accept it or not, it's obvious that the prophecy has come
as Muriel claimed a hundred years ago, long before she left. We
must act on this matter and decide our course of action.}

{"Too long have we sat idle and hoped it
would pass us by. For nine hundred sixty two years I watched our
people enjoy the benefits of ignoring the outside world. I didn't
experience seeing the horrors of the last great war; but, the
Second Race doesn't have the same view of history. Many generations
have passed for them and faded the stories.}

{"We knew this time would come. Our
immortality has made us soft. Now, we must serve as the Creators
made us, as an army of light against the dark."} Leonis ended his
remarks with no arguments from the others. He sat as quietly and
dignified as he had stood.

{"Any further comments?"}

When no one else answered, Rondol broke the
silence. {"Hearing no further discussion, we will take on the
matter of what to do with this information."}

He looked down at Jayson and Calli and said,
{"Leave us. We'll call you back, if we need you; but I believe we
have all the information we require."}

Jayson bowed his head to the speaker, hiding
his surprise of the councilor's revelation. They were immortal! Not
only were these the First Race, but they, or at least many of them,
were the Ancients. Now, he understood their animosity. Many of them
did experience the magi attacking.

Calli said nothing, nor did she look at him.
Not until he put an arm around her and coaxed her forward and up
the stairs did she blink away whatever thoughts captivated her.

The moment they stepped from the room, the
doors thumped close behind them.

In the corridor outside the chamber awaited
Kallisara, a gentle smile on her face. She rushed to Calli. {"Now,
do you understand?"}

Calli nodded her head, her brow furrowed.
Kallisara's touch on her cheek lifted her eyes, still glazed with
shock.

The woman stepped back and lifted her eyes to
Jayson. {"I suggest you tell no one of this. I hope our immortality
is a secret lost to history, to death with the magi who sought
it."}

{"Who's immortal?"}

She smiled at his playful response. {"Very
well. This has been a busy day. I think it best if we retire to the
house."} She looked from one to the other and Jayson noted the
weariness in her voice.

{"Yes...Yes, it has."} Calli looked up to
him, her face still displaying her shock. {"I'd like to rest for a
while."}

It had been a long day for each of them. He
had faced a wyvern, and she had learned that age had no meaning for
her. He could only imagine the thoughts in her head, given her
purpose for coming, which was to learn about her father. He had
died, though, along with her mother. The First Race were not truly
immortal.

 

Jayson walked beside her, holding her hand.
He vowed to not let her go.

Outside in the plaza, the guards worked at
cleaning up the last of the ashes and scales of what had been the
red wyvern. The blackened mound had shrunk since he killed the
beast. Several guards shoveled the detritus into a cart.

A strong squeeze on his hand pulled his
attention from the mess to scowl on Calli's face. "If you EVER feel
the need to prove yourself, ask me first. I'll save you the
trouble."

Her admonishment only fueled his defiance. He
leaned over and whispered so only she heard. "I might enjoy
that."

Calli's cheeks blushed and she looked
forward.

A light chuckle chased away the surprises of
that day and relieved the tension he'd carried. On their silent
walk through the streets, his mind shifted to the situation in the
High Council. All this time they merely squabbled and delayed.

They understood nothing of the situation and
the threat to the world. Perhaps living for thousands of years made
each day as a minute was to him. It changed nothing. The enemy
could arrive on their island any day. The Red Clan was proof. What
if more came next time? Would they sit idly by and discuss what to
do then? He hoped not, but talk is all they seemed to do.

Jayson's head hurt from the frustration.
Never had he lost his patience, but he now struggled to keep it
from snapping. What would it take to rouse them to action? It
seemed as if they lost their will to fight. Was that why they were
driven away so easily? What had happened to the Ancients of old
legends?

__________

 



Greechik

 


In less time than their march to the
northeast, the legion of warriors returned, less the five hundred
they had lost. The valley spread before them, containing more
warriors than when they had left. Silence broke the conversations
of those who looked up.

From his position at the front of their
columns, Greechik saw confusion on the faces of those in the
valley. They returned much sooner than expected.

A warrior ran up to their new leader, Trakuk,
who marched at the head of their columns. He had earned his rank
after the slaying of Kargray on the battlefield with the humans.
Unlike the human leaders, who sat back and direct their packs,
C'Lupuc leaders fought to prove themselves in battle.

["We return with a message from the
master."]

The other warrior nodded, his ears flattened
back. He raced to the mesa at the opposite end of the valley, where
the council of leaders sat around their fire.

Trakuk dismissed the warriors returned from
battle but waved Greechik to join him. Together, they crossed the
long expanse of valley crowded with faces, their presence met with
questioning stares. The silence of their arrival faded as warriors
joined their packs once more.

As they neared the far end, a shadow fell
over the sinking sun. All eyes turned to the sky.

A deep rumble like thunder filled the air.
Not a cloud drifted in sight, yet the sun vanished and the sky
darkened almost to night from something like a black smoke cloaking
it.

All C'Lupuc hushed and sat frozen in
attention to the strange phenomenon.

A chill swept through Greechik like nothing
he could describe except as the vanishing of all heat, all
life.

From the black overhead, a voice boomed. It
spoke in a strange tongue as of thunder and ice, yet in his mind,
Greechik heard words of his own language. He shivered at the cold
dread freezing his core. This could only be the Lord Master.

["You have done well to gather an army once
more,"] it said. Like smoke, the blackness swirled and faded and
reformed, solid but transparent and always moving, amorphous but
potent. ["The time has come to exterminate your enemies. This time
they will not defeat you as your ancestors. You will taste blood.
You will crush the life out of them. The humans will fall before
your might."]

None of them ever had the honor of His
presence. It invigorated and frightened Greechik. His heart pounded
in his chest and his legs trembled. He grasped his spear tightly to
keep from collapsing.

["Send your legions to the west into Rivonia.
Send them north across the sea to Ayrule. Travel the seas east to
Caprion and Lotar. Already my dragons spread fear and destruction,
but their enemy has returned.]

["Avoid the children of Light. I have other
plans. Stay out of Voshtrau until the end. Raze all of Gairdra.
Purge this world of life and the Light that supports it. You will
be my right hand, the hand of death."]

Not a sound replied to the smoky blackness.
Without further instructions, it faded away and the sun glared
down. Greechik shaded his eyes at the brightness of the sun after
the darkness of the master.

Despite the warmth of the sun, the chill
inside him made him shiver. How long would it linger with the awe
of being commanded directly by the master? No longer had they to
wonder. None would doubt what he saw that day from the butte.

He now hoped to be sent with the legions
going to Ayrule. Legends said the master's domain lay in the
western areas. Legends also stated that an enemy of the Lord slept
somewhere in Ayrule; an enemy so great the woman Lusiradrol feared
him.

Perhaps they would have the opportunity to
serve their Lord the greatest honor by destroying that enemy.

In the meantime, Greechik would serve by
bringing death to the humans.


__________

 



Tahronen

 


Tahronen shuddered at the nearness of his
presence. She recognized the emptiness that was Nekrâos. Cold
nothingness, a blackness that extinguished all light; this was the
void of Chaos that made him.

Why would he come out of his domain in the
Dark Hills? What would elicit his attention in this area?

She could think of few, but all of them bode
ill for the world. Bad enough she traced one of his demons to the
narrow band of fertile lands along the eastern coast of Voshtrau;
now this.

They were not ready to face him or the forces
he commanded. Haiberuk had not revealed himself to the First Race,
which meant all was not well there. She would feel the brightness
of her brother anywhere in the world, when he chose to emerge from
his hiding. The Unnamed One made no contact with her signaling the
time to rejoin.

Alone she had not the strength to fight
Nekrâos.

Within minutes of the emptiness forming so
near, it dissipated. Tahronen blinked as the initial shock passed.
The vestiges of his presence and the memories of a past too long
forgotten lingered.

She had to know what would draw him out into
the open. Despite her hesitation and the coldness of Nekrâos, she
followed the presence and materialized on a desolate cliff
overlooking a vast valley pulsing with life. Standing on the
precipice hidden from their eyes, she confirmed what the Unnamed
One had shared with her.

The C'Lupuc gathered.

They bundled their few belongings and formed
ordered ranks of thousands. Leaders barked their orders.

Memories of the atrocities of their ancestors
spilled into her thoughts. He had visited them, given them
instructions. Now they would fulfilled those orders with pleasure
and a need for vengeance for the defeat of their ancestors.

They had no will to live in peace with the
humans in the past; she doubted they could be convinced to turn
against their master's wishes now.

What had Nekrâos told them? Where would they
head first?

Everywhere.
Tahronen grimaced, her stomach knotting. What could she do?
Although she had the power, she could not stop them. If Nekrâos
broke the unstated rule of their engagements of the past, he would
take his pain directly to the humans and dragons and snuff out all
life in an instant. Then it would come down to only the Majera and
he, back to the beginning. She could not allow that.

This contest slipped from her grasp. Why
could the Majera not unite now? What reason had they to hold back
from facing their foe?

Life is precious,
she answered her thoughts. We created
life. He gains strength from the hardships of life, which appeal to
the part of him inside the Second Race. By giving into that part of
their natures, they feed him, empower him. Eventually it fades, but
he will take what he can before they die. He's using them to grow
stronger.

As more of the disciplined C'Lupuc
formed tight ranks, she straightened her shoulders.
This war is about more than us, it is about them.
Life must grow and change, as we have. Without change, there is no
growth. The universe loses its potential.

He knows that. It amuses him to let them do
his work.

She would adhere to the rules if that was
what it took. She could not help the humans, but she could warn
them. The two shapeshifters on Ayrule would understand. The few
others were not trained to fully use their powers. She would find
Galen and Gaispar and send them. By working through them, she was
not interfering.

Makleor would be the perfect contact for
both. He would pass on her wishes.

Tahronen smiled, though her heart bore a
heavy sadness. The last of her children would die soon when
Gilthiel released him. Although the realization pained her, it
reminded her of her love for all of them. With that, the Light
inside shone brighter.

My sweet Mallenor.
She focused on his presence in the palace of
Setheadroc.

__________

 



Makleor

 


Makleor chuckled to find the thick tome in
the library wiped clean of dust by many hands in recent moon
cycles. A good bet that Tyrkam had dug deeper into the legend of
the white dragon and the power that slipped from his grasp before
he realized he had it.

Alone in the room, Makleor set the tome on
the table with a heavy thud, its metal clasps clicking softly in
the room. He took the chair next to the table and shuffled through
the pages.

"What words of this heed you?" He muttered to
himself, his voice lost to the shelves full of volumes of records
and histories and the legends recorded since the completion of the
palace almost four hundred years ago.

While reading his own words, the memories
surrounded him. He stood once again amid the sediment and rubble of
the dragon's death, full of remorse for allowing Lusiradrol to
control him. The dragon's spirit coalesced before him, sending him
to his knees in humility and shame.

The words of the white dragon returned as if
he actually stood outside the collapsed cave that fateful day:

 


A day will come when all will wither,

the knowledge lost and events hither.

Each new fold will hear less the tale

until into the lore gone stale.

 


Unto you I bind this task,

to answer all the questions asked.

My journey ends not here

in this time of dragon fear.

Humans as you I hope will bare

to find the future in their care.

 


Come the ever shadow night,

when morning rise burns not light;

Forever sleep until made right,

the one whose power in men's sight.

Thereupon shall I cast

my gift to innocence to last.

 


No other of glory praise shall find

the way to claim the power mine.

My spirit here do I bind

to claim one of life in kind.

Until then shall I rest

that strength have I to the test.

 


Take these words to your heart

that to you to live impart;

but use it wisely, for you are bound

to live until I 'gain touch ground.

Seek not the selfish ways of men

but prove that you are my friend.

 


Watch for me again to come

and guide with grace the chosen one;

that darkness fades into none

and Light shines brighter than the sun.

 


The spirit faded from sight that day at
the collapsed cave where Gilthiel died; the hill known as
senthir rî Afdroc, now Setheadroc.
The hill beneath the palace in which he read the ancient
text.

"So long ago," he muttered. Now, Gilthiel had
returned to fulfill his prophecy. For three thousand years Makleor
had atoned for his crime. Soon he would have his chance to serve
Gilthiel, and he could die in peace.

"You've done well."

He startled, but his body was slow to react.
The soft voice alerted him to her presence before he noticed the
shift of magic.

Makleor looked up from his book. She stood on
the opposite side of the small table as eternally beautiful as his
memories. Light poured from her in bright colors of magic, soothing
his regrets.

Tahronen smiled on him as she had many times
throughout his life. Although he could no longer remember any of
his childhood, he remembered the love shining from her face. She
always forgave him for his misdeeds, perhaps too easily, but a
mother's love saw only the good in her children.

"You've done all you could." She dropped her
sparkling blue eyes for a moment, and the smile dropped from her
face. "But I have more for you. The C'Lupuc march."

Makleor stiffened and shut the tome with a
heavy thump. Ignoring the cloud of dust that lifted, he fixed his
good eye on her.

"The C'Lupuc?" If they marched once more
across the world, the humans would fall in great numbers. The
current armies of men had never faced such a foe on land.

His power could not hold them off.

"You must send the shapeshifters to warn
those in their path. I cannot stop them without dire
consequences."

Makleor understood. A tenuous, unspoken
rule had been informally established in the Fêrdran Thirlûof rî Gairdra, the Second Age of
the world. During that time, each side formed armies of creatures
to do their bidding. Although most of them died fighting in that
age, the first ones—the dragons—and the last great species—both
races of humans—survived.

If either side broke that rule, the other
would have free reign to wipe out the armies of their enemy. The
world would end.

The armies of each side had to fight each
other without help from the power that created them. Tahronen had
interfered by giving rise to the magi, but the Darklord had
responded with his horrid nekrethe, the one known only as the Soul
Eater, and a few minor beings destroyed in the last great war.

And so the cycle continued. Where or when it
would end, he could only guess, but he hoped it ended with
Gilthiel. Whether the world would survive was another matter.

Makleor sat back in his chair with a groan,
his frail old joints popping with the movement. That she came to
him meant she wished to arouse no suspicions. The mortals would
have to fight for their lives against a foe unlike any in recent
times.

But men defeated that foe once before.

"The C'Lupuc." He looked up and met her gaze.
"They move fast but will need time. Yes...some time have we. But—"
He paused as reality hit. "Will those whose ears I need listen to
one of magic? Great skeptics are men."

"You must try, or they will fall unprepared."
Her hand upon the gaunt depressions of his cheek stole him to a
more innocent age, when his ambitions had turned him away from her
for a time. She had almost destroyed him, but a touch had healed
his soul and pulled him back into her arms in the agony of
remorse.

He should have learned from her then. Yet,
because of the darker nature of his heritage, he had set all the
pieces in place for this time to defeat Nekrâos for all time. At
least, he had tried to justify it that way.

Another thought wove its way through the
rest. "A unifying force? Might this prove that all men need to
stand together?" The Second Race had never done such a thing.

She smiled. "They must learn to stand
together or fall alone. But send your messengers to warn the men of
the world what they will face if they fail."

That much he could do. He hoped it would not
come to this, but few of strong magic remained. As a half-human he
could be involved without the same consequences as the Majera.
Perhaps his time had come, since Gilthiel was safe, to do more than
watch and occasionally cast spells for Tyrkam. Perhaps this was
what Gilthiel had meant when he said to use the immortality
wisely.

"They will understand."

"Thank you, my child," Tahronen said and
faded from the room.

Makleor stared through where she had stood.
Gaispar had left to reach the men massing a half moon cycle's
journey out of Candro. Now he had to wonder if Marjan should join
them. If the C'Lupuc came, all able-bodied men would be needed to
stop them. He would have to find Gaispar and discuss it with her.
In either case, she would be busy.

That left Galen.

Tyrkam had commented on a few differences in
Dorjan. Was he suspicious, or panicked as one who sees everyone
around him craving his power like starving wolves around a wounded
deer?

Perhaps the time was right for Dorjan to
leave. Lêath should have reached the edge of the eastern provinces
by now.

And if Galen left on horseback as Dorjan, he
could mislead any followers Tyrkam sent. He could make it more
difficult for Tyrkam to find Lêath's trail.

With the hurry with which Makleor wished
Galen to fly, they could not worry about details. They had little
time. Every town across Ayrule, Rivonia, and the other continents
and islands would have to be warned. Galen would not have to stop
at every place, but he would have to convince the people to send
messengers out to other towns and cities.

Makleor called his staff from where it set on
the floor. With a groan from the effort, he stood up. A simple use
of magic returned the tome to its shelf, freeing him to hasten as
his body would allow.

He had wheels to set in motion.

And an overlord to manipulate.

__________

 



Calli

 


Calli stretched and rolled over in her bed,
curious what had pulled her from strange dreams. Through
sleep-blurred eyes, searched the room cast in wan moonlight for the
source of the disturbance that woke her. A distant flash of
lightning brightened her room for a moment.

She rolled over and sighed. The storm must
have awakened her.

Nothing important. Sleep called to her. She
closed her eyes, but at that moment before sleep, when her head
cleared of all concerns, she heard it. The soft voice whispered to
her but she could not make it out. Was it real?

It bore a strong resemblance to Jayson's, but
that could have been her fatigued mind. Kallisara's training had
drained her mind with the intense focus to learn the powers of her
birthright.

Sleep settled over her mind, lulling her into
its embrace, until a whisper startled her awake.

Calli opened her eyes again and listened.
While the voice faded, her thoughts shifted to Jayson. Could he
have called to her? Was it possible? Now she was curious and more
than a little worried if it was him trying to call to her, but even
Kallisara had said mindspeech was limited in range.

She had seen Jayson in her dreams before,
though. Perhaps his powers surpassed what they expected.

Too late to forget. Her heart forbade her
from letting go of a new worry. After finding out the truth of that
dream of his injury when the Red Clan awoke, she could not trust
that it meant nothing. She had to see him, to reassure herself of
his well-being.

Calli threw back the covers and stood up. The
smooth, cold floor greeted her bare feet, and her sleeping gown
straightened down her legs. Aware of Fellendar's wrath if he
discovered her, she padded quietly through the dark hall to
Jayson's room.

Without knocking, she turned the knob and
pushed it open. The door made no sound, but she hurried inside and
closed it.

Relieved by the pristine maintenance of the
hinges, she let out a deep breath. Fellendar would never know. He
hated Jayson. He had told her later in the evening after the Red
Clan attacked, a couple days ago. Finding her in his room this late
would snap any patience remaining.

The whisper of sheets startled her. In the
touch of light from the windows, the shadow on Jayson's bed moved.
Calli crossed the floor on silent feet, ignoring the chill of the
smooth tiles.

She could not ignore the tension in the air
around him. The closer she stepped, the thicker it grew, like an
invisible barrier. Never had she felt such a thickness to the air,
as if it could suffocate her.

By the time she reached his bedside, Calli
realized he lay awake. Jayson said nothing but shifted his gaze
from staring at the ceiling to her, that much she saw in the faint
light.

Calli sat on the edge of his bed and reached
down to touch his face. Rough stubble on his cheeks greeted her
fingers. "What is it?"

He pulled her hand to his lips and
kissed her palm, before setting her hand to his chest. She could
count the beats of his heart without effort; it beat hard, as if
he'd exerted himself. He let out a deep sigh. They'll do nothing until it's too late. It's all a delay,
nothing more. I know not what else I can do to convince
them.

Her dearest Jayson. He still worried about
the council.

She laid her head down on his chest and
tucked her hands beneath his shoulders. With her eyes closed, she
listened to his breathing and his heart beat. The pleasure of his
caress on her back lured a smile to her face.

Jayson ran his fingers down her hair, sending
a shiver of excitement through her. "I feel as if I'm wasting time
here. I cannot sit by and watch them let the world fall into ruin.
We need them."

"Can we not defend ourselves? Are not the
Lumathir strong enough?"

"Perhaps," he whispered in her hair. Ripples
of pleasure flowed down her insides with the tickle of his breath.
This was what she longed to feel, and nothing Fellendar said or did
could change her.

"But something tells me they have a part to
play. We would struggle without them. I know now why they
distrusted me with such vehemence. Many of them remember the
betrayal of the magi. They have not forgotten."

The muscles of his body tightened, his
fingers pressing uncomfortably into her shoulder.

Calli sat up but gazed down at the shadowed
face. Jayson always maintained his good humor. This bothered him
more than he admitted to her, and it bothered her to see him in
such distress.

When he pushed himself up, she sat back.
"There is a darkness stirring on this island."

Calli studied his shadowed eyes.
"Darkness?"

"It's so faint I almost missed it. Somewhere,
trapped perhaps, or waiting. One of the demons, I expect."

A demon? There? Why?

Calli turned away to the star-sprinkled
darkness outside. He had told her how the Darklord broke off pieces
of himself to make some of the most powerful beings of the last
great war. From his descriptions of how they stole life energy, she
wondered if even he could survive battle with one.

In the dark of the room, he shrugged. "It's
the only explanation I see. They know not what danger threatens
them, or they seek to hide it. And this is only a piece of the real
threat. They want peace, but not the struggle to claim that
peace."

"Why not tell them?"

"They refuse to listen to me." Through the
faint light, she caught the pleading on his face, as if he expected
her to help him. "They're stubborn. They're blinded by fear and the
comforts they've surrounded themselves with." He swung his legs
around to sit beside her. "Damn it all, Calli!"

He slapped his hands down on the bed,
pushing to his feet in the same motion and continuing to the
window. Jayson stopped with his back to her, facing the moonlight
shimmering from the domed Morissî
Fonathor.

In the pause of his thoughts, she walked up
behind him and embraced him. The softness of his night clothes let
her arms slide around him, and she laid her head against his back.
His scent surrounded her and the tension in his body softened. The
warm touch of his hands settling over hers made her heart race.

"Thank you for coming," he said softly.

"I was worried. After that terrible vision of
you and the Red Clan, I take no contact lightly."

Jayson lifted her hands away from his sides
and turned to face her, his arms settling over her back. "You saw
that?"

Calli searched the shadows of his face. "I
was resting when the dream came."

At the gentle touch on her cheek, her insides
tingled. The smile slowly stretched across his face.

"I've missed you."

Before she could answer, he kissed her
softly. Her insides fluttered at the taste of his lips on hers,
warm and light while his body pressed close, his hands sliding
around to her back and seeming to reach inside her and ignite the
pleasure she had been denied by Fellendar's hatred.

In that fleeting second, Kallisara's words
rushed up to startle her, despite her defiance, and Calli eased
away. Immediately, she hated herself and Kallisara. Was it so bad
for one of the First Race to love a mage? She could not bear the
thought of living without Jayson, but Kallisara had inspired a new
fear.

"Maybe we should find this darkness and
expose it. Show them the real danger," she suggested. By leaving
together, they would not have Kallisara or Fellendar keeping them
apart. And hopefully Jayson would find peace.

"Go pack."

"Tonight? Now?"

"Yes. The sooner, the better. I would rather
leave while they sleep. I doubt not that they would try to stop us
from leaving. Getting away is what I need. Sleep will not come as
long as I do nothing."

He paused, then added in a teasing voice, "It
was your idea."

Calli hugged him before parting, excited by
the prospects of leaving that place and the limitations on their
time together. When she pulled the door open, his voice reached her
head.

I'll meet you at the door.

Excitement buzzed through her. She checked
the hall—no one—and stepped quietly, reaching her room again
without interruption.

They would finally be together and away from
the disdain of these people, or at least of Fellendar.

Kallisara had shown great patience and
kindness, despite her misgivings about one of their own with a
mage. Calli could not leave without saying farewell. Besides, if
she and Jayson both left, Fellendar might accuse Jayson of forcing
her or seducing her or even enchanting her with his power. She
could not allow that.

After changing into a bronze colored tunic
and pants with an open-front robe over the ensemble, she packed a
spare change of clothes in her bag. She strapped on her sword belt,
noticing the weight of it after going without for so long.
Nevertheless, It felt good to wear it again.

Before leaving, Calli opened the drawer in
the desk in the corner of the room. The books staring at her from
the back of the desk represented her mother's accumulated
knowledge. She had read through most of them but now gave them only
a moment of thought before pulling out a sheet of paper from the
drawer. She sat on the stool and lifted the stylus.

What to say...

Kallisara had refreshed her memory of how to
write Lôringai, but how could she say what she needed to say?

Lithôren Kallisara e
Fellendar, she thought. The curls and loops flowed
from her pen. The rest of it came with a little difficulty from
translating what she wished to say:

 


Your hospitality has been most generous. For
that and knowledge of my birth mother I am grateful. However good
your intentions, they burden my heart with sorrow. Jayson and I can
never find peace until we fulfill our purpose in coming.

We cannot sit idly by and sacrifice the
innocent. If proof of the destruction that will result from
inaction is what is required, you shall have it. I assure you we
will return after we dispel a threat Jayson feels. Then you will
see you cannot stand back from this war.

I leave with Jayson of my own volition after
suggesting this action. Give council to no grudge against him.

I will see you again.

With love,

Calli

 


Calli read it a few times before folding the
paper and writing Kallisara's name on it. Their hosts would know
the truth, whether Calli translated her thoughts clearly or not.
She appreciated Kallisara's attention and teachings, but, like
Jayson, she had to do something. Training was one thing, but using
that training was something entirely different. And the oversight
of Fellendar and Kallisara had smothered her.

Finding the darkness Jayson felt would give
her a purpose again.

After setting the note on her pillow, she
shouldered her small pack and left the room with minimal sound from
her boots.

Her heart pounded in her ears through the
halls and down the stairs to the door. She hoped to get away
without facing anyone, including the servant, Farlan.

Thinking of him brought another consideration
to mind—food. How could she forget?

Calli turned away from the door, until a grip
on her arm steered her back. She stifled a yelp of surprise,
especially since she had seen no one.

Let's go,
Jayson's voice said in her head. I
had time to grab some food. You took longer than I
expected.

I could not let them believe you stole me
away.

Her vision blurred for a moment before he
materialized next to her.

Jayson wore a mischievous grin in the
dimness of the low light from the wall sconces. You mean stole you back?

She smiled and commanded the door open for
them, using the basic magic she had learned from Kallisara. She had
learned that much, even if she could do nothing else.

Hurry, Jayson
said. The sun rises soon. I want some
distance between us and Amendren.

Unopposed, they exited the house into the
cool of night. No one crossed their path in the early hours of
morning. Everyone slept, or at least those who stood watch gave no
reaction.

She assumed Jayson made them invisible.

They reached the edge of the city without
pause as the eastern sky grew from the dark of night to a paler
blue. The countryside of Loringale stretched beyond the horizon,
gaining color with each second.

Somewhere out there awaited the darkness
Jayson felt. If they found it, he could prove to the council that
the First Race needed to join the fight.

Hopefully he would not lose his life in the
process. He assured her that he could defeat it.

IF, Calli
thought, hesitations creeping into her mind. Despite her fears, she
would not leave his side.

They exited the city, which had no wall
separating it from the green hills beyond.

__________

 



Kallisara

 


Kallisara strode through the hall past the
old rooms with no more sound than the wind. The house remained
unusually quiet long after sunrise, a quiet that disturbed her.

Jayson normally accompanied Fellendar to the
Council meeting while Calli arose to see him off. After the attack
of the Red Clan, though, things had changed.

Even if staying there, Jayson and Calli
should have risen already. Fellendar had gone a while ago.

The mage treated her granddaughter with high
regard, Kallisara observed with a faint smile. She could not have
asked for better company for the child, yet she worried about his
intentions. He was a man, and a mage.

Such a match would never be allowed. She had
explained the reasons to Calli, but she doubted the girl had given
those reasons serious consideration and imagined the deplorable
situation of finding them together.

{Just like her
mother.} Although that situation was different. The
smile melted from her face upon arriving at Muriel's door, now
Calli's. Muriel had been more than two hundred years old. Calli had
not quite reached even the first cycle. However, that could come
any day at her age. That was what Fellendar feared most. Calli
swore she had not shared a bed with Jayson, but that meant
nothing.

Muriel had sworn the same shortly before she
and Kaillen declared otherwise. Kaillen had been Muriel's first
love. Such pairings were temporary and after a few hundred years of
life, they meant little. Eventually lovers grew tired of one
another. Parents and children often parted ways as if no relation
existed, but Kallisara was one of the few too attached to her
children.

After raising four children with Fellendar,
something she would not have done with anyone else, Kallisara
should have moved on. However, he depended on her. After more than
three hundred years together, he still cared for her, and she could
not give that up just yet. In many ways, she still needed him.

Kallisara took a deep breath and opened the
door.

{"Calli!"} She peeked into the sunlit room.
The light pattering of raindrops on the windows from a passing
cloud drowned out the silence. When no one answered her call, she
entered the room, sure of what she would not find.

The made up bed confirmed her worst fears.
Kallisara took a deep breath to steady her emotions. If she lost
Calli as she had Muriel, especially after just learning of her, the
pain would cut too deep. She knew not what she would do if she lost
another child. She should not have trusted the mage. Fellendar may
have been more right and Calli more naïve than she wanted to
believe.

On the pillow lay a paper with her name on
it. She swallowed the dread of what she expected, her hand frozen
inches from it.

After a few seconds of indecision, she
reached for the flimsy, cool sheet and unfolded the note with
trembling hands. Although part of her had expected this sooner, she
hoped it would never come. The words cut out her heart.

So, Jayson felt a dark presence. If he
detected the dark presence of the trapped nekreth, then they walked
into grave trouble. They would be lucky to survive if the ancient
beast was freed.

{If they can find
it,} she tried to soothe herself, but the thought only
heightened her fears. The magi bore a direct connection to the
source of all magic. They were said to be able to see it in colors,
including the blackness of the void. If she understood correctly,
the mage, Jayson, would have the ability to track the nekreth's
disturbance of magic to the source.

Kallisara clutched the note to her breast and
rushed from the house.

She had to tell the others. They had to stop
the two from freeing the nekreth, whether accidental or on purpose.
She didn't want to believe the mage would purposefully cause
trouble, but he was a mage, and that made anything possible.

Her feet carried her from the room, out the
door of their house, and through the busy streets. Despite the
looks of curiosity from others, she ignored everything and everyone
until she reached the doors of the Administrative Rotunda. The
guards at the doors opened them for her.

Inside the corridor to the inner chamber, she
stopped one of the assistants. {"Tell Fellendar his wife is here to
see him. I have urgent news. It can't wait."}

The woman bowed an acknowledgement and rushed
away to a side door. The corridor beyond would take her to the
podium behind which the three Administrators sat.

In the meantime, Kallisara read the note and
reread it to be sure she interpreted it correctly. Perhaps she
overreacted, after all.

But, no. Though Calli had not the most
articulate writing, which was excusable in her circumstances, the
message was clear.

Fellendar would not take it well, especially
since he had lived through the troubles caused by the magi of the
elder days. He remembered the dark magi and the creatures of the
Darklord that roamed free after their master's demise. His mother
died in the long siege of Narethal. His father helped to trap the
nekreth and died in the process. Fellendar had come with those who
brought it with them in the exodus.

A hand on her shoulder startled Kallisara
from her worries.

{"My dear."} Fel's gentle voice calmed her
nerves.

She handed him the note, certain he would
draw the same conclusion. {"It...concerns Calli and...her
friend."}

His face reddened and his jaw twitched, his
teeth clamped to restrain his rage. When he finished, the buildup
of forces around him could have melted the building. But he
controlled his power better than his emotions.

Kallisara said nothing. She had seen him this
upset only a few times, most of them concerning Muriel's decision
to leave. From those experiences, she knew to leave him to sort
through the situation for himself.

Fellendar pressed the note into her
hand without meeting her eyes and grabbed the nearest guard. {"Call
the Shî Lôrin at
once!"}

The guard gave a nod and rushed out. When his
steps vanished out the door, Fellendar turned to Kallisara. A cold
fire smoldered in his eyes. {"The Key of Lûmien must not be
disturbed, for any reason."}

{"What will you do?"}

His face hardened. {"He has the power
to hide himself from us. If they can't find him before he reaches
the waterfall, the Shî Lôrin
will gather and wait. With many they should be able to stop
him. His lies and deceit will end!"}

Without a look to her, he returned through
the door leading to his seat.

Kallisara shook her head as the silence of
the hall closed in around her. {"My dear, dear Calli,"} she
whispered. {"What have you done?"}

__________

 



Makleor

 


"Lee left more than a moon cycle ago. He'll
reach Candro in less than half that yet. When do you plan to join
him?" Tyrkam's tone demanded an answer.

Makleor stared out at the reparations
underway in Setheadroc, content to let the man wait. From his place
on the balcony of one of the upper rooms of the palace, he welcomed
the warm breeze of spring.

Tyrkam's heavy steps paced behind him. He had
riled the man's temper enough, he supposed, hiding the smirk with
his back to the overlord.

"I'll go in my own time." Makleor turned
around, setting his good eye on the silent figure with the red hair
standing in the doorway behind Tyrkam.

Dorjan said nothing, as was his manner, but
stood with his arms crossed and the sword of Tyrkam's top advisors
belted at his waist. Now would be the opportune time for the man to
leave.

Makleor had waited with the hope of giving
Lêath time to reach Loringale, but with the C'Lupuc and nekrethe
loose upon the world, he could afford no more waiting. "But alone,
no. Rather would I have company. A lonely old man is not safe."

Tyrkam's eyes blazed with frustration, a
permanent scowl fixed on his face. His fingers tightened into fists
and the tension carried through his body within the black and tan
tunic that ended at his thighs, much like Dorjan's and shorter than
those of many nobles. Tyrkam was more practical than most,
preferring minimal clothes to interfere with his movement, but he
came from a different culture.

"A lonely old man with such power as you is
safe enough!"

Makleor chuckled, tipping his head slightly
to Dorjan. Red eyebrows pinched slightly in puzzlement a moment
before understanding passed over his face.

"You need no guard," Tyrkam grumbled. "One
who can skulk in shadows and vanish in a blink has no reason to
fear."

Dorjan said nothing, apparently not keen to
the suggestion he had planted.

Makleor shook his head. He had one last
trick, and he hoped Dorjan caught on this time. "Then I go
nowhere."

Tyrkam's cheek twitched. His fingers gripped
his sword hilt so tightly the leather of his gloves squeaked in
protest. Makleor doubted not that the man would strike him down for
his tongue.

"Leave him to me." Dorjan's eyes narrowed as
he uncrossed his arms. "Insolent old man." The gruffness in his
voice was perfect for the man he pretended to be.

Tyrkam turned, and Dorjan gave a nod of
confirmation. After a last look at Makleor, the overlord waved him
aside. "Go! Away from my sight."

Makleor smiled beneath his hood and hobbled
away. Now, Galen would escape Tyrkam without any suspicions about
the original Dorjan. Lêath would have more time to reach his
homeland.

While Dorjan stayed behind for a word with
Tyrkam, Makleor hobbled to his study.

Although he wished Lêath safe journey, they
could no longer delay. Since Tahronen's visit not two days ago,
Makleor planned his actions with precision. With the C'Lupuc on the
move, he had not much time. Once out of sight of Setheadroc, he
would transport to Candro to find General Gheorwen.

He could not say how many of the warriors
would reach the shores, but the warm currents of the Darnasian Sea
flowed swiftly along the shores of Voshtrau and Rivonia directly to
the shores of Ayrule. Once they set sail, either the Rivon or the
C'Lupuc could reach Candro in less than four days, provided ideal
circumstances, double that if they missed the current.

Tyrkam feared the coming of warm weather and
the possibility of a flood of Rivon forces invading to free Cavatar
with Phelan Isolder leading them. It would be his downfall but the
boost Cavatar needed against the inevitable invasion of the
C'Lupuc.

Those with power fear to
lose it. The steady tap of Makleor's staff echoed
through the palace with every other step he took.

Rivon, indeed.
He chuckled at the irony. Tyrkam hated Rivonia, or at least
its sovereign; yet the palace he now occupied had been designed and
built by Rivon architects, as part of the peace established over
four hundred years ago between the two nations.

At his door, Makleor returned his attention
to the matter at hand. His time to act had come. Time to warn the
people who mattered, and perhaps he would block the harbor as
Tyrkam requested.

He had only to set stronger wards on his
study before he could leave. Tyrkam was not ready for the knowledge
he translated.

 


* * *

 


Gray clouds cast a dreary haze over the land
when Makleor found Dorjan and Tyrkam waiting at the stables. He
pulled his hood over his head to fend off the chilly breeze of
early summer.

Dorjan took the reins from the stable boy and
mounted a tall, black horse. The stable boy turned to stroke the
neck of the chestnut he held on his other side. Makleor passed a
hand down the wide stripe on the mare's face.

"She's afire today, m'lord. Hold her
tight."

Makleor smiled to the lanky boy, one of the
few to accept Tyrkam's rule without protest, although the fire of
defiance blazed in his eyes. The boy twined the fingers of both
hands, palms up, to offer Makleor a step up.

Makleor took the assistance, stepping into
the boy's hands with his right leg—he could never have reached the
stirrup at his age—stepped into the stirrup with his left, and
lifted his right leg over the horse with an ache in his hip slowing
him. The mare stirred beneath him, suddenly alert and ready. He
patted her neck, touching her mind with a thread of magic to calm
her. She settled back to rest.

"Guess she likes you."

"Yes," Makleor said, shifting in the saddle
to pat the mare's neck, the leather squeaking with his movements.
"I like her too."

"Let's be off." Dorjan rode past him towards
the gate.

Makleor gathered his reins and put his heels
to the mare. She started forward calmly to catch up to Dorjan.
Neither said a word through the busy streets of Setheadroc.

Once outside the city gates, they pushed the
horses for a faster pace, until the sun sank below the horizon and
stars twinkled along the eastern horizon before them. Tyrkam had
accepted Dorjan's "advice" and sent no more men with them, but he
had been reluctant to send any, exactly what Makleor had hoped.

At the end of the day, they made camp in the
shelter under a canopy of trees. After a quick meal, Makleor sat
with his back to a tree and let his head fall to his chest in his
fatigue. He had forgotten how tiring saddle time could be and
remembered why he preferred to travel by portal.

The crackling fire warmed his front, adding a
level of comfort to help him sleep.

The colors in the magic shifted abruptly,
spiking in a way that warned him of Dorjan's transformation.
Makleor opened his good eye to see the shadows from the fire dance
across Galen's features. The assassin resumed his face.

A grin crept to Makleor's lips, and he closed
his eyes again.

Galen had said little since leaving the
palace. If the assassin wished, he could leave any time. The true
Dorjan was long gone; Tyrkam would know nothing of his
location.

"Just sleep, old man." The sourness in
Galen's voice indicated he expected Makleor to stay awake.

"I suggest the same for you." Makleor paused.
Was he afraid they might be attacked? Makleor had considered their
security along the road and, as he settled to rest for the night,
set alerts with magic to warn him. "I'll know if anything
attacks."

Galen grunted, but by the rustle of grass and
leaves, the man made himself comfortable.

"Tomorrow we arrive in Candro."
And warn the garrison commander of what to expect
from both sides. Or at least he would. What Galen did
was his business.

 


* * *

 


Makleor patted the mare and removed the
halter, the only tack she had worn during the night. She sniffed
his robes, and he stroked the wide stripe down her face and smiled.
"Go now. Thank you for your service."

"Short as it was." Galen released the black
gelding, which turned and trotted off across the rolling hills of
grass.

Once the other horse started away, the mare
nickered for him and whirled to follow. Both horses galloped away
together.

"Now," Galen said, turning on Makleor with a
frown. "You'd best not expect me to take their place."

With a chuckle, Makleor threw the tack on the
pile with the saddles and bridles.

"By the Creators, no." He had no intention of
disrespecting a shapeshifter's talents. Rather, he held the crystal
before him, focusing on the city as he remembered Candro. An image
of the city materialized. He stared down into it, bringing the
streets into clarity. Much had changed since the last time he set
foot there. A good thing he had checked before opening a portal
into a slew or, worse, a solid wall.

Galen's presence pressed in close. Makleor
smiled and focused his magic on a quiet alley. The colors swirled
and shimmered before him from the opened portal.

"If you wish to come, take my hand." He held
out his free hand, gnarled and bony with age, to the assassin.

Galen's lip curled in distaste.

"If you had other intentions, leave me. My
business is elsewhere." Without looking back, Makleor stepped
forward into the invisible twisting of magic.

A steel grip landed on his arm a moment
before he entered the portal. "I have nowhere—"

They stepped into the abandoned alley between
tight buildings several stories tall. "—Else to go...Curse you, old
man! Tyrkam was right."

"Hmm? Huh? Oh, decided to join me after all?
Good. Good." Makleor looked up from beneath his cowl. "I can use
the help."

"What are we doing in the city?"

Makleor hobbled toward the commotion of
voices and bodies in a street ahead. "Need to find a general. One
of Cavatar's best, but all were the best; were they not? Else they
would not be commanding entire legions."

"Tyrkam ordered you to meet his general."

Makleor chuckled, heading for the clamor of
merchants hawking wares and buyers negotiating with them. If only
the man understood, but that would require explaining, which
required time. It would have to wait. "In time. Other matters
first."

They stepped into the sea of bodies, and
Makleor scanned myriad faces. People of common dress filled the
narrow streets. The wealthy residents would not be here, nor would
General Gheorwen.

However, their servants, or in this case,
foot soldiers, would be.

Makleor smirked when he spotted a group of
soldiers bearing a rearing horse and five stars of Cavatar
imprinted on their chestplates. Unfortunately, the three he saw
pestered a pair of young women bearing baskets of goods and
gripping tattered shawls close to their necks.

Some things never changed.

Shaking his head in disdain, Makleor pressed
his way through the flow of bodies. Galen's presence followed close
behind.

The soldiers tried to direct the women around
a corner from the traffic.

"Girls," Makleor said.

All five stopped and turned, confusion on the
faces of the women and resentment cursing him in scowls from the
men.

"Ah. Thought never to find you. Run along
now. Your mother needs the—" He glanced down in the basket of the
nearest maiden—fabric and thread and a few beads and buttons.
"—buttons for your father's coat."

They made no move, until Makleor pushed them
back toward the crowd. One of them flashed a smile as she
disappeared with her friend.

Leather squeaked from behind him.

Makleor sighed. These brutes would never
understand.

A heavy poke on his shoulder drew him around
to the anger on the faces of the men.

"We've no likin' o' strangers round here, old
man."

Makleor eyed the speaker, who carried himself
with the poise of one who expected his way with people. He wore his
brown hair short and combed and his clothes were flawlessly clean.
He also had the chiseled features of noble breeding.

"Very good. Strangers, perhaps. I must warn
your commander."

Their laughter mocked him, but he
waited with all the patience of many lifetimes behind him. They
eyed Galen, who stood silent. The assassin studied them, perhaps
gauging their weaknesses and watching for an opening if the need to
strike arose. That would only harm their purpose.
Do nothing, Makleor told
him.

His eyes returned to the soldiers, poor
examples of Cavatar's protectors. "Tell me only where to go. I have
urgent news."

"You'll go nowhere, old man," the leader
stated. He turned Makleor around. Prepared for the shove
forthcoming, Makleor whirled and set his staff where the man's foot
hit it instead of his back.

The soldier's initial surprise heated into a
snarl. Before the soldier could speak, Galen's dagger pressed into
the clean-shaven throat, Galen's face inches from the
soldier's.

"Still cannot pick a fight with someone
capable?"

"Galen!" Despite his best efforts to sound
scolding, Makleor spoke the name in surprise.

The assassin glanced aside with a cunning
smile before growling in the man's face, "Never do that again!"

With a flicker of motion, the dagger
vanished. Galen stood back as if nothing happened. The soldier
rubbed his throat and swallowed. After regaining his composure,
anger flared in his eyes. "Seize them!"

The other two soldiers stepped behind
them.

Makleor shook his head and looked aside at
Galen. This was not how he had planned his arrival in Candro. He
had hoped to find someone to show him to the general without making
a spectacle in public.

A flicker of amusement glinted from
Galen's blue eyes. You'll see.

Curious, Makleor allowed the men to push them
through the streets. Whatever ideas Galen had, he hoped it would
not interfere with his plans. They had no time to waste.

__________

 



Makleor

 


"You'll wait here until the general will see
you." The guard disappeared, the door thudding behind him.

Leaving them in a room that was not what
Makleor expected. The room in which they stood bore the trappings
of wealth with plush chairs and intricate tapestries. A detailed
crimson rug covered most of the floor. Not the prison he
expected.

He turned in amazement to Galen, who seemed
more interested in the possibility of dust on the mantle over the
fireplace.

Being shown to a room of the Citadel, the
fortress overlooking the harbor, was the last thing he expected but
the best he had hoped. Why had they not been locked away for
Galen's threat?

Apparently satisfied with his inspection,
Galen took a seat on one of the two red and black upholstered
chairs near the cold fireplace. "Once, long ago, I did a job for
Rylan."

That job probably involved murder, a sad but
unfortunate truth about the former Sh'lahmar.

Curious whether Galen would explain further,
Makleor took the chair opposite him. The softness of the chair's
padding eased his aches from sleeping on the hard ground the night
before. Makleor sank into it with relief.

"I trust him no more than I can throw him,
nor he I; but he fears what I know. For my silence he gave in, but
he'll kill to keep his secret. I got you this far, but I cannot
stay long." He paused, a hard set to his jaw daring Makleor to
object. "Satisfied?"

The gleam in Galen's eyes sent a shudder
through Makleor's bones. He studied the man, curious to ask about
the job he had performed for this Rylan, but certain he would not
like the answer. His purpose was not to pry into Galen's life but
to warn the local leaders about the danger facing them. He would
not hold Galen back from leaving at any time. "I never asked you to
come."

Before Galen responded, the door opened and
three men stomped in. Two wore the plain armor and helms of
ordinary soldiers. The leader wore no helmet or heavy armor over
his broad chest, but the leather vest over his tunic and breeches
was decorated with a stitched design of interwoven knots. His
leather bracers extended over his knuckles almost like gauntlets.
He might have come from combat exercises, or from observing.

Despite the basic attire and the clean-shaven
jaw, the man walked with an air of command that could not be
mistaken for anyone less than one of the top generals of Cavatar.
This one had to be General Nell Gheorwen

He stopped in the center of the room, his
guards flanking him. His eyes dropped to Galen's lap then flicked
to Makleor.

"An infirmed old man and a stranger who bears
a sword of Hadeon." Contempt grated in the general's voice when he
mentioned the sword and its symbolism.

Makleor glanced aside. Galen still wore
Dorjan's sword with the dragon crossbar. That might work against
them.

"I have no time for this." Gheorwen started
to turn.

Makleor grunted with the effort of standing,
his back aching more than he expected. "He's of no consequence, my
lord. I come of my own will with a message." He frowned at the two
guards and met the general's cold glare. "But for you alone."

Hard lines deepened on the general's face,
his steel gray eyes set deep beneath a heavy brow. "I'm no fool.
Say your piece or be off."

"Very well."

Makleor sighed and called forth the magic
inside. He concentrated on memories of the C'Lupuc and focused his
power into an orb in the air between them.

The soldiers stepped back, but the general
stayed in place.

"What evil trickery is this?" Despite
Gheorwen's harshness of voice, the fear in his expression could not
be mistaken.

Makleor could not have asked for a clearer
image of the "evil" of the C'Lupuc. In the foot-diameter orb, they
pillaged and burned a large Rivon town. Any humans who crossed
their path—men, women, and children—were struck down without
hesitation.

"Great Goddess! What is this?" Gheorwen's
fear turned into rage as he leaned slightly closer to the scenes.
"Why show me this? Who are you, old man, to command this
power?"

Makleor allowed his amusement to creep out in
a grin, although he prepared for the reaction his answer would
invoke. "I am called Makleor, my lord. I've traveled far to bring
this warning. These creatures you see of legends borne are the
C'Lupuc—part man, part wolf. They are darkness bred to destroy the
world."

Gheorwen's eyes studied the images in the
glowing orb at chest height, and his cheek twitched. "Magic have I
heard told of Tyrkam's men. A wizard they claim to aid his
purpose." He stepped away from the orb, where he could fix Makleor
with a look of suspicion. "Lies, fictions, tales I thought. Now
comes it to my door. I should arrest you."

Makleor let the magic feeding the orb fade.
"My own counsel I keep, not Tyrkam's. I work for none but the
dragons."

At his words, the guards unsheathed their
swords. Gheorwen studied him closer, peering through the shadows of
Makleor's cowl.

"Not those dragons," Makleor said. The Red
Clan must have been there, but Candro bore no damage. Still, he
would choose his words more carefully in proceeding. "All colors,
yes, but not red. Red is the mark of the Darklord. True dragons,
General, are colored to camouflage with their environment. Those
who once stood by men and fought to save this world from eternal
darkness. They've returned to this realm. You do well to respect
their wisdom."

"Legends. Myths. Dragons.
Wizards. What foulness poisons this
land?"

"Foulness, yes. But not as you think.
Darkness, the hand of Chaos. Only Light will banish it. This I
bring to you, my lord."

"Riddles! Pah!"

With a signal to the guards, the general
indicated for them to sheath their swords. He relaxed as if the
conversation merely entertained him. "Your tongue is treacherous,
old man. Why should I trust your word?"

"These beasts will come. They will not
negotiate. They will not hesitate. They will kill every man, woman,
and child who stands before them. By sea the C'Lupuc, by air the
Red Clan. These foes will you soon face. By land marches a legion
of Tyrkam's men, the least of the threats. Would I say such things
if I meant to deceive you?"

Gheorwen throat flashed with a swallow and
his eyes dropped. "We will be surrounded," he muttered, taking a
few steps past his guards. After a pause, he looked up. "If you
speak the truth. Why tell me this?"

Makleor lifted his head to study the man with
his good eye. "To prepare you. The Darklord has reawakened. He
commands the armies remaining to him. From hiding in the wastelands
on Voshtrau the C'Lupuc emerged, stronger than the last they
swarmed upon the world with conquest."

Gheorwen's jaw hardened once more. "You are
Tyrkam's wizard, are you not?"

"I am no one's 'wizard' but the last of the
children of Tahronen. I am the last of the Great Magi."

"You served him."

"I served my purposes, which involved helping
Tyrkam. In that respect, he served me."

"You aided the defeat of Setheadroc and the
murder of our king!" Rage flared in his eyes.

Makleor sighed. Now he understood the
general's direction with his questions, but he had expected it. "My
lord, for that I can never find forgiveness, except through one.
That one is not ready. His return I saw to guide. Nothing more. For
that Tyrkam served his part."

In the silence that ensued, the rustle of
cloth indicated Galen's movements behind Makleor. "Heed his words,
General. Your true enemy will show no mercy. They care not about
your war."

"You have a tongue." Gheorwen's thick brows
lifted, revealing a hint of threat in his eyes with the surprise on
his face. "And who are you?"

"Would you like to see the face of your real
enemy?"

Caution shivered through Makleor from the
threat in Galen's voice. Had he the intention of revealing himself?
But to take on their form—

No shapeshifter had ever dared.

As he feared, Galen transformed…into a
perfect image of the C'Lupuc, hunched over because the ceiling was
too low for their height.

A wolf's snarl revealed the sharp teeth of a
predator on an almost human face. Had Galen seen them before? The
man was full of surprises.

The creature standing close to him sent
shivers down his spine, memories of another age returning in all
their gore. He hoped to never see one up close again in his
lifetime.

Metal unsheathed rang from behind. Makleor
turned back to the general, who now stood behind his guards with
their swords at the ready.

"Heed the old man's warning, General."
Galen's words grated out almost like a dog's barking.

"Evil trickster!"

In a few seconds, the changing of magic
behind Makleor told him that Galen transformed. The guards blinked
but held their stance.

"You have nothing to fear of my
companion," Makleor assured them. That was
unwise, my friend, he told Galen privately.

Sometimes men only believe what they
see.

"More sorcery. I know not that you bring this
to me to see us fall. Candro is one of the last strongholds Tyrkam
has not defeated. We'll not fall for tricks."

"Good. Very good. Tricks I've not for you,
but information." Makleor hobbled forward.

Gheorwen stepped up between his guards, his
eyes on Makleor but flicking back to Galen with distrust.

"Your ear I beg for a time."

"I trust you less now, old man. Conjurer.
Wizard. Whatever you are."

"Mage will do nicely."

"Mage." The general placed strong emphasis on the
word, as if to brand him.

"You'll tell my council what we need to know
to defend against these...C'Lupuc. They'll decide if your word is
fair. Stay here until you're summoned."

Makleor bowed in concession. He had expected
less, but received more. With a last distrusting glance to Galen,
the general marched out as he had entered, with his guards flanking
him.

After the doors closed behind them, Makleor
turned to Galen. "You risked much... Thank you."

The assassin bowed his head and took a
seat.

Makleor eased into the cushions of the chair,
grateful for the rest. If the C'Lupuc made the journey, Gheorwen
would need all his soldiers to defend the city. They would have to
be stopped here. The beastmen traveled at great speed over land
with no mercy to anyone in their path, but they would have to cross
the sea first.

Gheorwen could use the men Gaispar spied at
the nearby town of Fingal.

"I may need you once more before we're done."
Hopefully Gaispar listened to a message delivered by Galen.

__________

 



Gaispar

 


From her position high above, Gaispar gazed
down through the keen eyes of a hawk. Men filled the green valley
ringed by rocky hills and bluffs a few miles from Fingal. Their
numbers had doubled since she first noticed their gathering, before
her visit to Makleor. A full regiment and its support looked
prepared to leave soon.

She would have to act soon, but landing and
transforming would arouse suspicions. The reaction from James and
Myrna had proven men were still wary. She'd have to find a place to
transform where no one saw her.

Gaispar glided down into the valley and
landed on a low-hanging branch.

Livestock grazed nearby, unconcerned by a
lone bird. No one approached the cluster of trees where she
perched. The widest tree could not hide her behind its trunk; and
the lowest branches were too high to provide cover. She had to take
a chance, though, if she hoped to contact the commander of this
regiment.

She dove through to the other side and
transformed with a hard landing that sent her to her knees with
enough force to make her yelp. That was bound to catch someone's
attention.

Indeed it did. The thumping of running feet
stopped behind her. A blade pressed to the side of her throat.
"Stand up."

She did as commanded with the sword at her
throat.

"Turn around."

She obeyed, keeping her head down to shadow
her face in the hood of her cloak. Although she could not see a
face, she knew by the leather bracers laced up over the man's
wrists that he was a soldier and likely good with a sword; though
it mattered not since she could not be killed.

"Now, lemme see your face."

Holding back a smile from the anticipation of
his surprise, Gaispar lifted her hands and pulled the cowl from her
head.

Shock crossed the man's face, and he lowered
his sword. As most men she encountered in her more than three
hundred years of life, he probably had not expected a lone woman
this far out, much less to pose a threat.

Gaispar took advantage of the lapse and said,
"I must speak to your commander."

He regained his composure at that, his eyes
hardening beneath a heavy brow. "What is your business?"

"My business is my own, and that of your
commander. I'm unarmed." As proof, she stretched out her arms,
exposing the slender-fitting robes beneath her dark cloak.

His eyes studied her with meticulous care,
but he made no move. Gaispar lowered her arms. "I bring news of
great importance for the man who leads this regiment."

After a moment of consideration, he sheathed
his sword and motioned her forward. "This way." The man gripped her
upper arm in strong fingers.

She had expected something rough from him.
The scar above his right eye revealed that much. Nevertheless, he
used his hold only to guide her through the camp and ensure she
would not flee. Perhaps he thought her sneaking in for the pleasure
of the captain. Just as well, if it gave her the chance to speak to
him.

They passed through the groups situated
around their tents for the midday meal. A few grim faces watched in
curiosity.

Gaispar marched forward, unaffected. She had
endured many hardships. Nothing any single man or group of them
could do to her would be any worse than what others had already
done.

For the sake of aiding the dragons, she
endured. Like Makleor, she would give up that life when her purpose
was complete, although she knew not what that was. In that, she
would continue for the duration.

The soldier leading her stopped outside the
open flap of a tent. Inside, three men stood around a table. One of
them wore the crimson cape of leadership. Although his back was
turned as he discussed preparations to head south with the other
two, the detailed floral design in silver trim on his scabbard told
her he was a noble. Few soldiers could afford such handiwork and
most officers came from noble blood.

Most of Cavatar's military leaders boasted
some claim to nobility. It maintained the peace among the
provincial houses and their loyalty to the greater country of
Cavatar.

The two on the opposite side of the table
looked up, halting their discussion. The dark eyes of one flicked
to the man with his back to her.

The captain straightened and turned around,
his armor clinking with the motion. An imposing height and
formidable figure, he regarded her with piercing eyes.

"Captain Fremmer." The man holding her arm
let go and bowed his head. "This woman requests to speak with you.
She was found snooping at the edge of camp."

Without a word, Fremmer curled his finger and
motioned for her to step forward. With all the calm and confidence
of many of his lifetimes behind her, Gaispar stepped to within a
foot of him, just inside the tent.

"Who are you?" His rough voice carried the
threat of death for the wrong answer.

"I bear news o' General Marjan."

Fremmer's squared, clean-shaven jaw clamped
so the muscles on his thick neck tightened. She had his
attention.

"He organizes forces where Tyrkam cannot find
him. There he trains and gathers an army to reclaim Cavatar."

The captain rubbed his jaw with his thumb and
forefinger and stepped away. He looked to the soldier who brought
her. "Leave us."

After the crunching of steps over the mixture
of golden, dead grass and new, green blades faded, Fremmer fixed
his eyes on her once more. "How did you come by this news?"

Gaispar held his gaze, unaffected by the
frustration blazing within his eyes and aware of what such a man
would think to hear the truth.

"I am a messenger. I spoke to the general.
He'll stay, for now, until all of Cavatar is ready to unseat
Tyrkam."

Fremmer looked to the other two in the tent
with him, but they said nothing. "Where is he?"

"In the mountains."

"Why is he there?"

"He's in a protected valley. I came to lead
you there."

Fremmer's lip curled back in a mockery of a
smirk that twisted into a snarl. "He ordered this?"

Gaispar shook her head. "He knows not whence
the men come who join his ranks."

"Your doing? Then you're a fool. I obey
General Gheorwen. At last contact, he ordered us to gather and
return to Candro in anticipation of a summer siege. I'll go nowhere
else."

Fremmer returned his attention to the table
in a clear dismissal, his eyes on a parchment map weighted down at
the corners from curling.

That's it?
Gaispar clamped her jaw in stubborn defiance. She would not
be dismissed so quickly. "This concerns more than Cavatar or
Ayrule. This war is about the fate of Gairdra."

He bristled but said nothing to her. Instead
he looked to one of the two soldiers with him. "We'll send supplies
down the river from the towns."

"You're making a mistake, Captain."

"Bite your tongue, woman!" the soldier to her
right barked.

She glared at him, daring him to force her to
be quiet. After almost a minute, he finally strode toward her. "You
were excused."

She had one last chance to make them listen,
but it involved what most considered legends or dark trickery. "You
cannot fight magic."

The soldier halted. Fremmer turned and took a
step towards her, his figure imposing in its full height. "You
speak of vileness."

"I speak the truth. A darkness has arisen and
seeks to destroy this world. That is what you should plan to fight.
Tyrkam is but a pawn in the game. His army means nothing."

"You know nothing!" Enraged, he stopped
within inches of her.

The suddenness of his outburst startled
her.

His words came out as a growl that made her
hesitate to argue. "I will not be played a fool as the others you
mislead, woman. This game ends here!"

The soldier who threatened her now stepped
forward and took her arm. His grip pinched, but she let him lead
her out.

"You'll see who the fool is, Captain."

Outside the tent, the soldier shoved her
aside.

Gaispar stumbled but caught her balance
before falling. Frustrated, she shoved loose blonde hair from her
face.

With only a scowl to her, the soldier
returned to the tent. Once inside, he closed the open flaps so she
could not see.

Another thought turned in her head. She
smiled and straightened her robes. "I'll stay, Captain, whether you
like it or not." One way or another, he would change his mind.

She had only to find a way to make that
happen.

__________

 



Makleor

 


Makleor regarded the men around the table
with the same amount of amusement as their amazement toward him. He
finished giving his presentation of magic and images of the
C'Lupuc. Galen perched as a falcon on the back of a chair nearby,
unknown to all but the general, who gave him dark looks on
occasion.

General Gheorwen had brought his council
together in little less than three arcs. Normally Makleor might
consider it good timing but for the fact that all the local
officials worked from the same fortified structure in the center of
Candro, a tiered tower of rooms known in more recent times as The
Citadel of Paranor.

Makleor remembered a time before
Paranor, the merchant who arrived before the Rivon a thousand years
ago. He came from across the sea and claimed the then abandoned
structure with its grandeur unmatched by anything he had seen
before. Its origins were unknown to men of the Second Race, but the
Ancients would know it as Treafoshî rî
Darna, the Watchtower of Darna, the name of the
kingdom of the Ancients on Ayrule. It had originally provided a
lookout over what came to be known as the Darnasian Sea to that
day.

These men had no idea the power—though
weak—still flowing through the stonework. It called to him, filled
him. He might be able to use it, if he could convince these men of
his good intentions.

The regional governor, Count Kirkmyr, a
robust man with more than his share of jowls hiding his neck,
cleared his throat and spoke with a guttural voice. "This is
nonsense. Why should we believe an old man with parlor tricks?
Tyrkam is our true enemy. Should we not prepare for his inevitable
attack?"

General Gheorwen crossed his thick arms and
studied the man without a word. He need not, as the look of subdued
impatience was unmistakable.

One of his three captains in charge of
soldiers within the city looked to the count from down the table.
Makleor noted the armor he wore, imprinted with the rearing horse
and five stars; the man had been drilling his men when he received
the general's beckon.

"Tyrkam is nothing if this 'old man' has not
blown smoke before our eyes." He eyed Makleor suspiciously from the
opposite end. "These things look more vicious than his brigands and
mercenaries."

"That they are," Makleor answered.

Another of the captains stood, leaning over
the polished, reflective surface of the table. A coarse scar ran
down his right cheek. "This may be his purpose—to cloud our eyes
that we take them from the land and the arrival of soldiers from
Hadeon."

Apparently he had not fully convinced them.
"On the contrary, gentleman. They are on their way now. In no less
than half a moon cycle and no more than a full cycle they shall be
here, led by General Branith Lee. I seek no masking of the truth.
No. A warning brought me here for your benefit."

They quieted for the moment, the realization
sinking in. They could not argue against the truth he spoke.

"You see now why we're here." Gheorwen
uncrossed his arms and strode down the space behind their chairs.
Some of the assistants standing away from the table stepped back to
let him through. "This...mage brings a warning we cannot
ignore."

"Then—" Uncertainty halted the count's voice.
"Then tell us how to defeat these beasts."

Makleor took a deep breath.

Galen shrieked and flapped his wings,
adjusting his grip on the chair back. They listen. Some of the men
glanced to him.

Makleor smiled from the surprise carried in
Galen's words. He would not have to argue his point. When Gheorwen
looked to him with expectation lifting his brows, Makleor told them
what he knew.

He told them of the capabilities and
weaknesses he knew of the C'Lupuc. On foot they could match a horse
for speed but could carry on with greater endurance, especially
since hiding in the wastelands of Voshtrau for thousands of years
and adapting to the harsh clime. They were quick and strong, a
match for three of the best human soldiers at once. Despite their
prowess on the battlefield, they could be killed like any man, but
they could tolerate pain that would make a toughened man fall into
unconsciousness. Nevertheless, they were mortal creatures and would
die like any slain warrior.

These things he explained from the last age,
when the C'Lupuc were too great of a match for the Ancients, whose
numbers dwindled dangerously low since the women had not the same
frequent cycles as the Second Race—one of the Majera's fixes. Only
the Second Race were barbaric and determined enough to chase them
out of Ayrule. But he would not tell them that.

"How many will come?" Gheorwen asked from the
back of the room.

"As many as they can fit on the ships they
can find."

"How do you know they will come here?"

All eyes turned to Kirkmyr, who sat back with
his arms crossed and a smug grin on his thin lips.

One of the robed advisors said, "The currents
will carry them right to our harbor."

The smugness vanished from the governor's
face.

"I've no doubt they'll swarm over every
continent of Gairdra. No doubt." Makleor pressed his lips together
to hide the grimace from bloody memories too numerous to fade from
time. "None. Blood shall feed the grass and trees. Nothing alive
left behind them."

An eerie quiet settled over the room for what
seemed an eternity.

The clomp of boots broke the solemnity as
Gheorwen returned around the table to Makleor. "We'll send for the
others," he said. "At last report, Fremmer gathered his men for the
season to aid us. Mairghal has not sent word."

"As of the first snows, we received news that
he lost a good portion of his regiment defending the areas of Doyon
and Parshall."

Makleor caught a grimace from the general
before he masked it with a stone cold glare on the advisor who
spoke. Had he known of this? Why would he withhold such news?
Makleor could think of only one answer—to keep their spirits
up.

"Perhaps," jumped in one of the captains,
Gildas, "his message has not reached us. It may take a good portion
of a moon cycle for a rider from the northeast, if they reach us at
all. He may already be engaged."

"In either case, we'll need Fremmer to come
with all haste." Gheorwen looked to Makleor. "We'll be pinned
between two forces equally determined to cut us down. What do you
advise, mage?"

Makleor blinked. Advise? He had not
considered what action to take, only to convince them of the threat
on the way and inform them of the capabilities of that enemy.

"Come now, old one," Kirkmyr said with a
haughty grin. He clasped his pudgy fingers, many of which bore
rings of gold and jewels. "Surely you planned to tell us what to
do."

"None. Strategies not, my lord. Knowledge,
yes."

The governor's eyes narrowed.

"That is for those best suited. Is it not?"
Makleor looked to the general.

When their gazes met, the man gave a slight
nod, the hard lines of his face twitching with a restrained smile
of understanding. Gheorwen motioned to the attendant at the door.
"I'll send a messenger to Fingal immediately."

Makleor took the cue and hobbled to the door
the guard opened for him. At the doorway, he stopped and looked
back. "Come, my friend."

Galen spread his wings and flapped from his
perch. He flew past Makleor, who followed with a knowing smile. The
door thumped closed behind them as Galen disappeared into an open
doorway down the hall.

Seconds later, Galen stepped from the shadows
of the room and waited.

When Makleor caught up, they strode together
through the narrow, arching corridor to the stairs. The tap of his
wooden staff on the stones of the corridor echoed before them.

"You mentioned need of me?" Galen asked.

Makleor grunted. "When the general is
finished, he'll send word to Fremmer to hasten his preparations.
Five days at best, eight if not pushed, the message will arrive. By
the time they return—"

"The enemy could already be here."

Makleor glanced aside at the shadows on
Galen's face, recalling the identity he used with Tyrkam—Shadow.
Lines of tension deepened upon that face in the flicker of the
scattered torches. "Not by your mouth will the men believe such
orders."

Galen nodded, his eyes forward. "I'll carry
whatever orders Gheorwen signs." He looked down at Makleor and
stopped. "I could reach him in less than two days without food or
drink."

"Haste is prudent, yes." Makleor paused a
moment. "One more danger you may face."

Galen stiffened and stepped down into the
dark staircase.

"At least one nekreth is awake and feeding,"
Makleor said.

"The demons?"

"You've heard of them. Very good."

A pause followed before Galen spoke in a
quiet voice. "Haiberuk."

"Yes...Yes. Taught you how to fight them, did
he?" From a couple steps above, Makleor thought he saw Galen nod in
response. "You may face an even greater foe, though not of magic
but one you created." Gaispar would not take well to Galen's
interference.

At that, Galen halted with his feet on
adjoining steps and looked back. His blue eyes searched Makleor's
for the answer. A second later a frown sank the corners of his
mouth. "I'll deliver the message." Without further word, he
continued down the stairs.

Makleor shook his head and turned back. He
would wait for the general and update him on the status of Galen's
abilities.

If Galen knew how to fight a nekreth, that
left only one real danger in the way of his delivering the
message—the Red Clan.

__________

 



Calli

 


The slow, steady rhythm of hooves clopped on
the road behind Calli. Jayson pulled her aside and held her in
silence. She knew the answer without looking.

Curiosity still won the best of her.
She peered around him and saw two figures dressed in the gray robes
of the Shî Lôrin appear over
the hill behind them. Their horses walked in long strides on loose
reins without a care, while the men scanned the fields sparkling
with the moisture of the quick shower that passed not long ago. If
they had horseless carts, why horses?

Why not? The machines were limited to the
roads. Horses could travel any terrain. Besides, she and Jayson
were on foot. Whoever sent the guards wouldn't need a machine to
catch them.

All just as well. Jayson made them
invisible.

Calli laid her head against Jayson's damp
shoulder, patiently waiting while the men rode past within a
handbreadth. Several pairs of guards had passed them since they
left Fellendar's house. The riders grew farther between, but they
still came. None returned that way.

She enjoyed the opportunity to snuggle within
his arms, if only for a few minutes at a time. At night they took
turns sleeping and watching. It left little time to share, but they
were together again. She would have it no other way. For the
moment, she pressed against him, listening to his heart beat and
breathing with her head on his shoulder.

Sometime after the land fell silent around
them, except for the birds singing from the trees nearby and the
chirrup and buzzing of insects around them, Jayson's warm breath
blew across her ear. "We must do this more often."

She lifted her head and welcomed his lips on
hers, though it ended too soon. "I have no problems with that."

His grin hinted of wanting more, but they had
to keep moving.

She took his hand in hers and continued along
the road, their steps crunching on loose pebbles. The patchwork of
fields spread over the hills around them, broken by occasional
trees or homes. The air here brought a freshness she welcomed.
Although the ocean lay around the land, it was far away. Provided
she could not smell it, she appreciated it.

Loringale was larger than she thought. They
had crossed one river from which ran paths too perfectly straight
to be natural. The First Race diverted the water to their fields,
something the people of Ayrule had not considered.

Ahead loomed a jagged line of tall hills.
Loringale had no true mountains to boast, but the hills might have
been. They would take some work to cross. Luckily, the First Race
were master road builders. The road through the Northern Mountains
had proven that, but the one on which they traveled now was in far
better shape, being used frequently.

They passed sections of crops and fenced
areas for livestock. The people they passed gave them no
attention.

They walked until after midday, when Calli's
stomach gurgled a demand for food. Not far ahead shimmered the
glassy surface of a lake. Trees bent their branches to the water as
if to dip them.

Calli rushed ahead, leaving Jayson behind. In
the calm beauty of the afternoon, the water called her. Pulled by
something inside her besides thirst, she ran to the edge and peered
into the flat surface disturbed only by insects. Part of her
expected to see something other than her reflection; yet she saw
nothing else. Still, something about the water made her search its
depths for an answer.

When Jayson's reflection joined hers, she
blinked and looked up.

"Never saw water before?" Despite his
nonchalant tone, Jayson's eyes gazed into the water with the same
interest. A moment later, he grabbed her arm and pulled her
back.

"Why'd you do that?" She was in no threat of
falling in. Even if she did, the water was shallow.

"Someone's searching for us."

"What?" Searching? How? Where?

He wandered to the shade of a nearby tree and
dropped his pack. "Hungry?"

Calli studied his face, but he acted like
nothing happened. "Very, but—"

"Let's eat."

Calli started to follow but stopped and
glanced at the water. The strange sensation had disappeared, but
her curiosity had not. When she caught up to Jayson, she shrugged
her pack from her shoulders and joined him on the grass. "Who would
be searching for us? What about the water?"

Jayson paused from pulling food from his pack
and looked up thoughtfully. "Someone's using a reflective surface.
Had it been pure magic they used, you would not have felt the pull
from the water, but from all around."

"Oh." Calli sat closer to him, pretty sure
she understood very little of what he said or, rather, what he
meant.

A gentle touch brushed away her red curls
from her shoulder, luring her eyes to the warm smile on his
face.

"Relax. My magic surrounds us both. They
cannot see you while you stay near." Jayson glanced aside to the
lake, a thoughtful look on his face. "I'm fairly certain you stayed
in my range."

"Fairly certain?" Now was not the time to
have doubts.

"It makes no difference now. What's done is
done. If they located you through the pool, they'll still not find
you easily." He broke off a piece of Farlan's spiced bread and
handed it to her before taking a piece off the loaf for himself.
"Eat. Rest. We have a ways to go."

All right. He gave her little choice but to
trust him.

Calli bit into the sweet and spicy soft bread
and momentarily forgot about the water, absorbed in the flavor of
the bread. The strange foods she tried in Kallisara's company
outclassed anything Cook had ever made.

"The Ancients may have vast knowledge and
incredible machines," Jayson said, finishing his small piece and
tossing her a ball, "but their magic is limited."

Not a ball, but one of the smooth-skinned,
purple fruits they had picked along the way. She stared at it, her
thoughts wandering back to the works of the Ancients, which bit
into the realities looming over her. They could locate her with
magic, and she could not fight it. It pained her to realize that
for all she accomplished, she had learned nothing of her true
potential. "I feel like a babe. Of all that Kallisara showed me, I
cannot do one simple task."

"What?" Jayson paused from taking a bite.

"You heard me. I can do nothing of what they
can." Calli stared at the fruit.

"What would you call the power of the sword
you used against the wyvern?"

She put her hand to the hilt. The weapon was
such a part of her again that she no longer thought of it unless
threatened. She traced the details with her fingers, the spell
etched into the crossbar. There was that. Still… "I've done nothing
else." She let out a sigh and studied the fruit in her other hand,
contemplating a bite.

"Everyone must start somewhere."

At the encouragement in his voice, she looked
up to a sparkle in Jayson's eyes. From experience, she knew his
mind worked. Cautious, but curious, Calli waited.

"Maybe—maybe—I can help."

"How? Kallisara said their magic is different
from the magi."

Jayson shrugged and laid back in the grass,
his hands behind his head. "The choice is yours. I offered."

She looked from the fruit to him, his words
gnawing at her curiosity. Could he help her to understand what
Kallisara tried to explain? Would it make sense to him?

Was it a ploy to learn about the magic of the
First Race?

No, Calli corrected her thoughts. She cursed
the voice of Kallisara sparking doubts. Jayson would not think that
way. Besides, Haiberuk had trusted him.

Calli set the fruit in her pack and stared
down at Jayson. He lay with his eyes closed, one knee bent up and a
lift to the corner of his mouth hinting of smugness on an otherwise
calm visage.

You know my mind.
When his smirk stretched, the full intent of his comment
goaded her. Damn you, Jayson!
He played games with her; and he knew exactly how she would
react. "You want me to
ask."

Despite her accusing tone, he opened
his eyes with a wry smile that confirmed her statement. Calli
rolled her eyes and let out a deep breath. "How can you help? How
can you help
me understand how to use magic as one
of the First Race when you're a mage?"

"Was that difficult?"

Calli slapped his chest and he grabbed her
wrist. She tried to pull free of his hold, but his fingers held
firm. After several seconds, she relaxed and let Jayson pull her
close. Her thoughts and pride shattered at the heat spreading
through her. "Yes—No. What would you have me say?"

"Say? Nothing. Do? Something. Close your
eyes."

She frowned, wondering whether he still
played games or planned something else.

"Honest intentions," Jayson said. "Lie down
and close your eyes. Relax."

After a moment of studying his face for any
hint of mischief, she saw nothing and laid her head on his chest.
His heart pounded in her ear with the clarity of a drum.

"Now, relax as you did to enter Arronfel.
Look for that calm."

His voice and long deep breaths echoed
through his chest. His heart slowed its rhythm. Without thinking
much about it, she followed his lead. The deep breathing soothed
away her anxieties.

"Good," Jayson whispered. "Now, look for the
light, or feel it. Do not force it. Let it come to you."

Calli saw nothing, but, as with the
water pulling her, something called out to her, though not with a
voice. Like the warmth of the sun or her father's arms, it invited
her; but she saw nothing. What is it? Why
can I not see it?

Forget your senses.

Jayson's image formed in her mind. Though not
as clear as if she saw through her eyes, she knew it was him.

Let me show you,
he said.

When he reached a hand for her, Calli knew
she accepted it without hesitation, although she had no impression
of a physical body. What she could only describe as a joining of
his thoughts filled her head with unfamiliar scenes and images,
although they felt familiar; through him. Now she understood what
he meant when he said one could lose themselves inside another's
head.

His warning about it made her hesitate.

Before she panicked at the onrush of his
memories, they faded to the background.

Forgive me, he
said. I never meant to startle
you.

The impression of his presence brightened
around her, enveloping her in the most comforting of embraces. Like
a lifetime of sunrises, or every day with her father and now with
Jayson, it filled her with a contentment and wholeness she wished
would last forever. She wanted to lose herself within its promise
of joy and happiness and forget all the pain of her losses.

This is my source of
power. Jayson's presence jumped to the forefront of
her awareness, bringing her back from the dream.

I never imagined anything
so— She could not describe what she felt in that place
but knew she would never forget it and never wanted it to
end.

It's the Light that resides in me, the
source of my power. Yours comes not directly from the Light, but
from the world around you.

He paused, then said,
You must awaken now. A moment later,
he pulled away from her consciousness, leaving her more alone than
she had ever been.

Reluctantly, she withdrew from the comfort of
his presence. His heart thumped in her ear. Her head rose and fell
with his steady breathing.

Calli opened her eyes, aware of his fingers
tracing the hairline along her cheek, which sent a pleasant shudder
through her.

She pushed herself up to study his face.
Despite having tied back some of her hair to keep it out of her
face, the loose locks fell over her shoulders. "Why could I not
keep the connection?"

He took a deep breath. "It's difficult to
keep separate for long. The important thing is you understand.
Within you is not the Light. According to Master Haiberuk, the
First Race can control the natural energy in any object and reshape
it, guide it, or change its form, as water into fog. It's more
difficult than tapping into the Light."

Although her curiosity of what he did not say
distracted Calli, his words opened answers. She sat up and gazed at
the flat surface of the water. Scattered small ripples from insects
disturbed the stillness in a few places.

Through that moment of peace, the words of
Kallisara returned with an impact that stunned her. "That's why
they fear you—the power comes easy."

The grass rustled when he sat up. "The magi
have almost unlimited abilities, but little endurance. Using the
power exhausts me. Only because of Haiberuk's training have I the
strength to overcome the limits of my race."

His fingers gently pushed her hair behind her
shoulder. "You have no limits, Calli. Because the magic of the
First Race calls on the forces around them, they take nothing from
themselves. The only limits would be the normal needs for food and
rest."

"Okay, but I thought you were going to teach
me how to use magic."

"Have I not? You understand now something
which you previously did not."

He was right. The difference made more sense.
Even with her sword, she had called on the power within it to
defend herself by feeling what she most desperately needed. Yet
when Kallisara instructed her, she could not perform the simplest
task the woman showed her. For Jayson, magic was no more than an
extension of himself.

Calli wanted to learn. Jayson helped her to
understand it better even if not how to use it. At least it was a
start.

After a quick dusting of his hands, Jayson
stood up next to her. He grabbed their old waterskins and took them
to the lake.

She waited while he refilled their water
supply and tied the bags tight.

Jayson returned and set the filled bags at
her feet and offered a hand. "Shall we continue?"

She reached up to take his hand, and he
pulled her to her feet. "You'll teach me more about magic?"

He retrieved their packs and helped her
shoulder hers before answering, "As much as I understand. We still
have an island to search."

For a while, Calli had forgotten the other
reason for leaving with him, the reason she preferred to keep
forgotten.

__________

 



Lêath

 


Bitterness touched Lêath's thoughts as he
rode the quiet land. If Makleor wanted him to return with haste, he
could have opened a portal at least to the coast. The Great Magi of
the past were rumored to have almost as much power as the Majera.
Although Lêath knew not what that entailed, he would bet it
included teleportation.

Lêath rode across rough and sometimes rocky
terrain dotted with trees whose newly unfurled leaves rustled in
the warm winds of early summer. His mount, still fresh from a trade
in a small village a few days earlier, walked with surefooted
confidence. Like his flight from Wynmere to Setheadroc, he traded
horses frequently—in this case, every five to eight days as the
opportunity came—to keep a fresh mount beneath him and hasten his
journey.

Since the felling of the red dragon, he
had seen no more trouble, except from groups of Tyrkam's soldiers
in some of the towns. He had left behind the specially detailed
sword of Hadeon, like those Tyrkam ordered for his top soldiers.
Nothing identified him with that army. Instead, he wore the sword
of the Shî Lôrin, which he had
kept with him. He had also shaved his beard and cut his hair. Most
of the men who knew of him as Tyrkam's lieutenant were unsure of
who he was, until they lost in a fight. Not even Tyrkam could best
him with any weapon in all the years they practiced
together.

Dîr annul?
Seven years already. The time passed in a blink of his life
of some three hundred ninety-something years, yet it felt an
eternity in his quest for answers about Kaillen's and Muriel's
disappearances.

All that time he had stood by and watched one
of the most violent men of the Second Race execute his plans for
conquest. Tyrkam's interest in the white dragon kept attention on
him while Lêath listened and watched for any information about his
brother.

The order to kill Kaillen had come from that
same man without him knowing.

Lêath tightened his fingers on the reins,
fighting back tears. His brother's killer had walked right into his
grasp and he could do nothing.

{May you suffer for your
crimes!} Although Tyrkam had ordered Kaillen's death
without his, Lêath's, knowing, Galen had carried out the act. He
deserved to suffer with his guilt.

The horse stumbled on a rock, bringing him
back to the situation at hand. He caught himself on the pommel and
steadied his balance, aiding the gelding's ability to keep his feet
over the rough terrain.

The past was over. He could not go back and
change it. Now, he carried the responsibility of the future. He had
to tell Fellendar that Kaillen and Muriel had not died in vain. Her
warning of the fulfillment of the white dragon's prophecy was
realized.

Focusing on guiding the horse on a path
through the rocks shoved aside other concerns.

The flap of wings made the hair on the back
of his neck stand on end. Since the clouds blocked the sun, no
shadow cast on him for warning. Lêath searched the sky.

He wasn't the only one to notice the
threatening sound. The horse snorted and tensed beneath him as a
mound of light blue soared across his path. Hooves clattered on
rock in a dance of anxiety. The horse tried to shake off his tight
hold of the reins to flee.

Lêath touched the arched neck and reached out
to soothe the gelding by redirecting the energy generated by its
anxiety. At least for the time, the animal calmed and lowered its
head.

The dragon circled them.

My suspicions are proved true,

that not just any man are you.

From on high I suspected much

that this one had magic's touch.

More slowly than its first flyby, the dragon
descended. It landed more than a wingspan away, the wind of its
flapping wings gusting up dirt and debris until it touched down and
pulled its wings close. It snaked its large head crowned in short
spikes around to him.

A firedrake!

Forlenien had described the firedrakes, the
flying cousins of the waterdrakes. None of the First Race had seen
any since the exodus to the three islands. Firedrakes hid with
magic much as his people did, but the dragons were rumored to hide
in another realm. Only Tyrkam had ever mentioned seeing them.

Correct are you with your thoughts
unhid.

Tell me your reasons here, thee, I bid.

I knew not the First had come ashore,

returned from their place of legends
bore.

The dragon's words hinted of its amusement.
Large, dark eyes blinked.

"You know who I am?"

The dragon shifted its wings and smoke curled
up from each nostril.

What
being I could see afar,

but I am no closer to who you are.

Lêath had no reason to hide his identity from
the dragon. If it knew he was of the First Race, perhaps it would
help him. "I am Lêath, returning to my people with news."

A thoughtful "Hmm" rumbled from the dragon's
throat.

The gelding tossed its head and pawed, its
hooves clicking on stone. His efforts to calm it were short
lived.

You are the first I've seen,

where return do you mean?

"Loringale. The place of the
Nathel Morissî."

Important then are the words you carry,

but why on this journey do you tarry?

For the first time since before Kaillen left
home, Lêath smiled with a sincerity radiated from within. The
dragon understood. "Will you help me?"

The dragon lifted its wings as if preparing
for flight.

The gelding snorted and turned, but Lêath
pulled it into a tight circle until it stopped, its muscles tense
once more and ears pricked forward. Maybe he asked for too much. A
dragon's generosity was not to be overestimated. They would not
allow themselves to be taken advantage of by anyone, nor did they
take kindly to being asked to serve. Forlenien and his clan served
his people of their free will. They answered to no one but the
Creators.

"Forgive me. I meant no offense."

He almost imagined a smile on those scaly,
topaz lips but pushed aside the thought as impossible or at least
unlikely.

Your words did not offend my kind,

but ready for flight I took to mind.

Free this beast that fears me so.

Grab what you need and we will go.

The time has come to reunite

with the ones who take not sky's flight.

Lêath let out a breath of Relief. Never had
he expected such an offer. Hoped. Dreamed. But never expected it to
actually happen. The waterdrakes did not accept riders, but many
times guided their ships. He would be the first since the exodus to
ride a dragon.

Hurry now.

Lêath nodded and jumped from the saddle. With
the reins tight in his hand, the horse circled nervously, while he
removed the saddle. Without regard to the equipment, he pulled it
off to clink and squeak to a landing on the rocks. The horse shied
away with a snort. He barely stopped the bay gelding from running
off with the bridle on. The moment he slipped it off, the horse
tossed its head and shot away, its head and tail high with
fright.

Lêath untied his few bags from the saddle and
hefted them over his shoulders. Hopefully he had enough food for a
long flight, but he knew not how fast the dragon traveled by
air.

From where he stood at the dragon's large
claw, he swore the back rose like a mountain over him. He could
almost walk underneath the belly. This dragon had seen many
thousands of years.

The dragon hunched down and stretched out its
front claw to create a ramp.

Take a place along my spines

and we will with the currents climb.

Lêath did as ordered, finding the spacing of
the rough scales forming a spine of ridges down its back suitable
for a man to sit. The width of the dragon's back allowed him room
to lay back and sleep without rolling off as the ridge along the
back of the neck split into two along the back.

He settled on the dragon's warm back, and a
second later it flapped its giant wings and ran ahead. Lêath
gripped the ridges for security as they gained altitude. The land
fell away; the land of the Second Race.

Soon he would be home.

He would report to Fellendar and finally meet
the child his brother left behind, if she had reached
Loringale.

__________

 



Galen

 


From above, Galen recognized the activity of
a regiment fully equipped and ready to move. Perhaps they needed no
orders, but he would deliver them.

Makleor had assured the general that Galen
could be trusted to carry them. Around his neck hung a leather
strap with a small tube attached which contained a parchment with
Gheorwen's signed and sealed orders. From what Makleor said, it
explained more than the expected orders to join the others in
Candro. Makleor had not specified but said it would insure all
available men moved with haste.

Galen had not rested, although he chanced on
a squirrel for a quick bite yesterday. His wings ached and his eyes
were dry and sore. He needed rest, if not a good night of
sleep.

Not until the message is
delivered. They had little time to spare, much less
prepare for invasion on multiple fronts. His life could as well be
for nothing if the forces of Candro fell.

In the camp, men led multiple horses while
others packed wagons. Men already on horseback barked orders to
others and directed the movement of livestock. They were already in
the process of leaving, but which direction?

He had to find Captain Fremmer. Any of the
officers would be able to direct him.

With a screech for attention, he swooped down
to a mounted soldier whose horse bore a quarter sheet with the
orange and yellow triangle pattern of one of the noble houses. A
horse adorned with such a sheet would be the mount of an officer.
And this one appeared to be in the thick of all the activity,
watching and directing where necessary.

The man looked up, his face grim and his eyes
cunning, the deep lines marking a lifetime of worry as that of the
burden of leadership. His chestnut horse pawed at the ground with
impatience.

Hoping he had found the man he sought, Galen
flapped to keep his balance and slowed his descent for landing on
the arm that stretched out to accept him. The mail sleeves would
protect the captain from the sharp talons.

Galen landed and folded his aching wings,
glad for the rest.

"What has chance brought me?"

Galen shrieked at him and waited. After a
moment's hesitation, the captain dropped his reins to reach for the
tube. He lifted it from Galen's head. Freed of the message, Galen
stretched his wings to fly to the nearest tree, where he could
watch and listen.

Fremmer uncapped the end of the tube and
pulled out the scroll inside. He unrolled it, his thumb tracing
over the wax seal at the bottom corner—Gheorwen's seal. When the
horse tossed its head and took a step forward, Fremmer grabbed the
reins to hold it back and read the orders.

A sly smile broke the harshness of his
expression when he glanced aside. Galen followed the captain's
gaze. "Marjan will have to wait."

Standing nearby, Gaispar looked from the
captain to Galen with a dark scowl. Galen gave no indication of
noticing but waited to see what Fremmer did. He would speak with
the woman after confirming the captain hastened his men to
Candro.

"Kinley!"

Another man in full armor and helmet on a
stout gray horse turned from ordering the packing of several tents.
The captain waved him over, and the man rode to his side.

"A legion of Tyrkam's soldiers are expected
in Candro in less than eleven days, not far from us. They must not
catch us like this. Tell the others; we cannot delay."

Kinley gave a nod and galloped away. Galen
relaxed on the branch. Fremmer glanced to him, a curious glimmer in
his eyes.

"This is wrong, Captain."

At Gaispar's voice, Fremmer turned, annoyance
etching harsh lines on his face. She stormed up to him, but he held
up the parchment with the signature and seal. "You have no
authority here. We go now to Candro by the general's orders. I
suggest you return to Fingal and lock yourself indoors."

"I will not! Your commander will suffice
without you. You can avoid Tyrkam's men."

"You may go. I have orders from General
Gheorwen to join him. That is
what we'll do." Fremmer gave her a dark look and spurred his horse
away.

"It's a lie!"

The captain either heard nothing or ignored
her.

Gaispar turned to Galen with a glare colder
than the wind that fateful day near the mountains, that day he
tried to kill her. She had to be told, but whether she believed him
or not was another matter. He'd faced worse in his lifetime, yet he
hesitated for a moment to complete the old mage's request.

When no one was looking, Galen glided down
and transformed before the woman.

Her blue eyes raged with a tempest of
emotions. Her hand swung up, and he caught her wrist inches from
his face.

"Bastard!" She pulled away but he held onto
her wrist. In response, she spat on him. "You've ruined
everything."

He had expected such a reaction; in fact,
worse. To insure she would not transform and take off, he continued
to hold her wrist. "Listen to me."

"So you can finish what you started? So you
can lead Tyrkam's army to them? I saw you. I know what you did."
She kicked him in the shin, but he refused to give her the
satisfaction of knowing she hurt him.

His grip tightened in response to the pain,
and he took some satisfaction in her wince. "Listen!" He spoke
through clenched teeth. "Makleor sent me to find you."

"Hah! He would never trust you. You tried to
kill me!"

Galen caught a few looks their way but
ignored them. He had to make her listen to him. She had recognized
him as Dorjan with Tyrkam and he had known she was the cat at
Makleor's feet and the snake that followed him. If she wanted to
believe he worked for Tyrkam, so be it; but he would deliver
Makleor's message.

"If you care about these people, let them go.
The C'Lupuc are coming. Makleor needs us to warn others around the
world." He threw her arm aside. "If you believe nothing I say,
that's your choice. He's in Candro now helping General Gheorwen
prepare his defenses."

She stood silent, steaming in her anger but
making no other move to attack or flee.

"You have every right to hate me," he said,
his tone subdued. That she stayed meant she at least listened, and
he would say what he could while he could. Guilt of his past wrongs
ate at his soul, particularly facing her. "I make no excuses for
what I did."

Gaispar made no move to leave but watched
him. The hard lines of her face softened minutely. When she said
nothing, he walked away. He had delivered the old mage's message.
What she did with it was not his business. He would carry the news
to others as he promised; to make certain the different cultures
prepared to fight the wolfmen.

He knew their capabilities better than any
man after seeing them for himself long ago, before he used his
abilities and training to serve Tyrkam. He had wandered the world
for several years, seeking answers after killing the Son'tal who
followed him. When he spied the fearsome creatures in the
wastelands of Voshtrau, he had followed one into their den. Their
numbers surprised him, but he had not expected they could pose a
threat until Makleor showed him and the general the immensity of
their armies. There must have been far more scattered across the
land than he had seen in one den.

Now, he was the best person to warn others.
He could show them what they faced. Where would he go first? Galen
paused and glanced back at the activity of the soldiers heading out
and at Gaispar, who watched him yet.

A few seconds later, she strode away. The
least she could do was to carry the message to others, or return to
Makleor to confirm it.

Not his concern, or so he told himself.

With a shrug, he turned away to the tail end
of the camp. His eyes grew heavy with each step. Almost two days
without rest and little food made him irritable and tired. Before
he could consider his next move, he needed food and sleep.

Afterwards, he would continue his new
purpose. He would fight this war in his own way.

__________

 



Tahronen

 


From her place on the balcony grown from the
tall tree, Tahronen gazed down on the city of Euranê, a city grown
from living trees to suit human needs. Rothnal Forest was hidden in
a remote area of the mostly arid continent of Caprion. Some of its
oldest trees had been saplings at the time the last Ancients joined
the others in their exodus into legend.

Unlike those of Euramai or Narethal, the
First Race who had settled in this region sought to form cities
without destroying the forest. With their power, they altered the
growth of the plants and directed them to form living quarters,
storehouses, and various other communal centers, using metal or
stone only where it was necessary. They had lived in harmony with
the trees, until leaving the forest to join the others in their
exodus into legend.

The old city had since grown from the efforts
of the priests who took their place. The magi maintained the
communion of plant life the Ancients used to form their homes.

Tahronen gazed down on the men working below,
a weary smile on her face. She had visited all the Lumathir. They
understood what would come and the expectations placed on them.

She had taken a brief detour in her visits to
chase a nekreth back to the Dark Hills. It had reappeared since,
but dared not attack yet. It had learned; she would fight it. The
nekreth had gone for thousands of years without feeding and would
skip for a while to avoid her until it found what it sought. She
knew for what it searched—the other nekreth. But it would not
awaken its brethren without a fight. The Sh'lahmar, Jayson, was
there with Haiberuk.

{"High Priestess."}

Her smile blossomed at the form of
address and she turned to the robed figure stepping from the
shadows. She was known by many different titles—Creator, Majera,
Great Mother, and Goddess—but she preferred High Priestess above
them all. It brought her to the level of the m'athêrred rî Lûmea, her children.

The telltale blue eyes stood out of place on
the dark complexion of the wrinkled man from the savannah, the only
Master Adept among these priests. She and Haiberuk had segmented
the Second Race to survive in different environments, a feature
they had neglected of the First Race. The Second Race had also
benefited from the shorter lifespans imposed because of the
Darklord's flaw, but perhaps it was not so much of a flaw as a
strength after all. Those different segments of the Second Race had
taken on further adaptations to their chosen environments over
thousands of years and many generations.

A remarkable feat, the
ability to adapt to one's environment. The Majera had
made the Second Race almost more perfect than the First, if for no
other reason than that. With their immortality, the First Race saw
no reason to change and settled in their ways, peaceful though
their interests were.

Naktir offered a steaming cup to her hinting
of spices she had tasted nowhere else.

{"Thank you."} Tahronen took it from him and
sipped the hot tea. Although she needed no nourishment from the
land, she savored the variety of experiences offered by the
different cultures.

{"By Dboro's hand; a master of herbs."} He
sipped his own cup and gazed out on the forest and its symphony. A
multitude of different calls from as many different species of
birds and animals surrounded them.

For a while they stood in silent
contemplation of the activity below, sipping the tea. The Mage
Adepts taught the young acolytes different aspects of their powers
among the flowers and vines of the world below.

Although they stood tall and wide, the trees
were spaced to allow the sunlight to filter through their canopy.
In a few places where it touched the forest floor, some of the
robed figures tended their gardens.

{"You showed us the danger threatening the
world,"} Naktir said with his eyes on the activities below, {"But
I'm curious why you linger."}

Tahronen stared into her cup for several long
seconds, uncertain how to answer. Her reflection gazed back with a
sad expression from the shimmer of liquid. When she looked up,
something familiar passed across Naktir's age-lined face. Without
asking, she knew he had lived longer than Gaispar, but by a normal
progression of aging lengthened by his inheritance. With such age
came wisdom and the loss of youth's impatience. He would wait for
her reply.

But she would not make him wait long. He
understood what she had to say. {"Peace reigns here. My
responsibilities are none. I have no reason to worry, to interfere
while I'm here."}

Although she could not ignore her connection
to all life, here she had not the temptation to overstep the line.
If she interfered no more, Nekrâos had no reason to break that
unspoken rule, or, as the Second Race might say, the highest rule
of engagement, at least between the two forces struggling over
their world.

Naktir nodded and leaned on the intricate
matrix of growth forming the railing. {"We're not yet threatened by
these dangers reawakened."} When he turned, he wore a grim
expression and lowered his voice. {"But they will come."}

{"That is certain."}

After a moment, he straightened and took a
long drink of his tea. He gave it a good look before a smile spread
over his face. {"We've been too many generations without the
presence of those who made us. Our prayers are answered."}

Tahronen shared his smile, understanding what
he intended. Staying with the priests posed no problem.

Although she wished to comfort those in pain,
with the enemy back, she had to hold back. Guiding the priests
would help distract her.

Only one thing worried her yet. What did her
brother plan?

__________

 



Makleor

 


Makleor focused on the images he called into
an orb to expand them into a larger image for the general to better
view.

General Gheorwen watched the C'Lupuc strike
down a sailor with an axe. A bloody gash ripped across the man's
chest.

Blurry memories of similar gore resurfaced in
Makleor's mind and he quickly shifted the view further out from the
scene. He counted a fleet of more than a dozen large vessels in
port and twice as many smaller vessels moored or anchored
nearby.

A light glinted in Gheorwen's eyes. Makleor
recognized it as overconfidence. "They'll be no more than fifteen
hundred. With Fremmer's men, we'll outnumber them three-to-one. You
say they can be killed as any man. With such numbers, we'll turn
them away."

Makleor dissipated the spell, casting the
small sitting room into near darkness, and let out a sigh. He
guessed the C'Lupuc would depart within a few days while waiting
for other ships, since no one city moored enough ships to bear
their numbers, except possibly the capitol of Chavali. They could
not have taken the Rivon capitol yet; Farolkavin's forces would be
strongest there, among a populace in the tens of thousands. Once
the C'Lupuc set off, the worst of conditions at sea would give
Candro six days at best.

"Turn them away?" Makleor shook his head—they
would not understand until face-to-face with their enemy, even
after Galen had shown them what would come. "Your numbers will not
be sufficient, I fear." He glanced aside at the rat sleeping on his
shoulder, wishing she would awaken and update them.

Gaispar had arrived that morning, weary from
a direct flight with little food or rest. Although she transformed
and collapsed of fatigue before telling him anything, he doubted
she would have come in such haste if Galen had not delivered his
message.

"What of your friend?" Gheorwen indicated the
rat with a motion of his head. "Can he help us?"

A wry smile slowly spread beneath Makleor's
beard. The general would have more magic than he could handle in
one lifetime. "She's yet asleep."

Gheorwen leaned forward in his chair, the
same in which Galen had sat when they first arrived at the Citadel,
and scrutinized the rat. "Last I saw, your companion was a
man."

"Last you saw, yes." Makleor passed a gentle
hand over the white and black coat, stirring Gaispar from her
slumber.

"He left. This one... She knows more, has
seen much more and lived much longer."

Gaispar blinked her blue-black eyes and
sniffed the air, her whiskers twitching.

"All morning you've slept. Time to rise, my
dear. We've little time and need your word on matters."

After a wide yawn displaying the large front
rodent teeth, she crawled down his arm and torso. Tiny claws
snagged on his robes, down his leg to the floor.

Once on the wide rug covering most of the
floor, the rat grew tall, its features merging into those of the
woman he knew.

Makleor smiled as she succumbed to a yawn in
her true form.

Gheorwen gripped the arms of his chair.
"Another." He turned to Makleor, his forehead creased with menace.
"You're full of tricks, old man. How many more have you?"

"No more. That I can assure. She's the only
other. So rare are shapeshifters…" A whim of the forces of magic
from the descendants of the Majera.

Gaispar pulled the hood off her head.

"A beautiful but rare breed."

She smiled to him, then turned to the general
and bowed.

Gheorwen stood, his eyes passing from Gaispar
to Makleor in an almost threatening manner. "You promised to help
me, mage."

"Indeed." Makleor turned to Gaispar, hoping
she would jump in with news.

"The other you speak of delivered your
message." Irritation grated in her voice, but Gaispar cooled her
tone. "Fremmer prepared to leave as he arrived. The captain expects
to arrive in Candro in less than six days."

"Just ahead of the legion from Hadeon,"
Gheorwen said with a dark look to Makleor, "If you speak the
truth."

He spoke the truth, but Makleor intended to
let Gaispar finish for him.

She took a step toward him, her face grim.
"You do well to heed his words, milord. Whatever he told you will
be no less than the truth. For countless of your lifetimes, he
served the good of this world."

The general looked down on her with contempt.
"I've no time for arguments."

Makleor leaned on his staff and pulled
himself to his feet. Tired bones creaked with his movements.
"General…"

"If what you showed me is real, mage, we must
step up the pace. Prove yourself as good as your word by using your
magic to help us and I'll see that no one doubts you." The general
strode out without further comment.

When the doors slammed behind him, Gaispar
winced. "Then Galen spoke the truth."

So, she spoke his name, but with contempt in
her voice. "You have my ear, child."

"I hate that you sent him, but I understand
now. No others could have reached them in time to speed their
journey."

"No others. Yet I feared the Red Clan might
take chase."

"Not this time. They've been few. I've
no doubts he has plans for
them."

He, as in Nekrâos.

Makleor nodded and hobbled to the door.
Gaispar followed at his side. "With the C'Lupuc, we need not
dragons too. Let us hope this will not be as Wynmere was."

Using a hint of magic, he opened the door
before them. She followed him into the corridor with its guards
spaced throughout, keeping her thoughts to herself.

Accompanied only by the padding of their feet
and the tap of his staff, they walked to the stairs and stepped up
past two more levels to the observation dome at the peak.

In the time of the First Race, the tower had
served as a lighthouse and a guard tower. The topmost level
provided a view over miles of land far beyond the city walls. From
there, he could also watch the ships of the harbor and study its
layout. He had almost forgotten the grand view from the top of the
Citadel.

Makleor held onto a rail and stepped up to
the open deck. Unaccustomed to such heights, he turned away from
the steep drop next to him through the metal rail encircling the
entire peak. The height had not bothered him the last time he stood
up there, another lifetime ago, but the glance down to the widening
base reminded him why he hated heights.

The base stood widest with each of eight
levels narrowing until the top. Figures decorated the edge of each
tier, bronze images of the grandeur of the Ancients: Horses frozen
in noble poses; people celebrating life or visiting together; birds
with wings outstretched to take flight; figures of other animals;
and on the top of the dome above him, a dragon sitting proud and
noble with its eyes out to sea.

On the deck stood four guards, one facing out
over the rail each direction—north, south, east, and west. The
eight arches faced the four cardinal directions and their halfway
points. Originally, those arches had been sealed with glass, but
they had lost their glass long before the Second Race rediscovered
the tower. The guards made no move, despite the stiff breeze.

In the center beneath the dome stood a pile
of wood before a polished, concave disk of steel fixed upright on a
swiveling base. General Gheorwen had used the lighthouse at the
top, based on the ashes visible from beneath the ready pile of
wood, which would have been crystals when the First Race used it.
So much had changed in time, but the Second Race had adapted it,
even if not as advanced in their understanding.

The guards ignored their intrusion on the
quietude. Most of the men assigned to the Citadel recognized him
from his wandering its corridors the last few days. Gheorwen dared
not limit his movements. Many still feared magic as evil.

The same warm wind from the ocean's current
billowed Makleor's hood and threatened to lift it from his head. He
ignored the inconvenience while gazing out over the harbor many
mistook for natural. The Ancients had made the harbor with a
purpose. Since their absence, the power of the salt water had
smashed it and worn it down to two walls of rubble with a single
opening large enough between them for three ships to pass each
other.

Through that passage would sail enemies and
allies. No ship could berth outside the harbor. For miles in either
direction, the shoreline consisted of crags of rock and high cliffs
washed steep by the waves crashing against them. He could not block
the harbor or the Rivon vessels would have no place to unload
supplies and men.

At the present, a dozen large ships and
several smaller vessels filled less than half the harbor.

When he turned to gaze inland, Makleor walked
easier with the wind at his back. Green plains spread out before
him to the west, the Short Tail River cutting across the newly
green land from Mirrodon Lake not far to the northwest. Barges
carrying supplies from the towns located on the lake floated with
the current, mere specks in the far distance. Candro's high wall
crossed the river at its man-made narrow point, where the barges
passed through and the location of a large grated gate that could
slam down to prevent passage. Supplies could arrive until the
general commanded it closed for protection from invaders.

"What will you do?"

Makleor twisted around to Gaispar. Only one
thing came to mind. "I'll stay as needed." He nodded solemnly. "I
have no other purpose."

He had guided Istaria to those who could
protect her and help her. Now he had only to wait for Gilthiel to
release him from his life. In the meantime, he could make himself
useful.

And Gaispar had a new purpose too. "My dear,
you must go, as Galen has, to warn others of this enemy."

Her brow furrowed. "Why do you trust
him?"

"Gilthiel changed his heart. He helped me.
I'm grateful, but now, he helps all. You must too. It's our
duty."

"They will not listen to me." Her eyes gazed
upon the open land to the north. "I'm a woman. That's all they
see." Gaispar let out a sigh.

"You're special. Let no one tell you
different."

A small smile alighted on her face. Blue eyes
sparkled with gratitude. "Thank you, Master."

"Now, think not of the past. The future
approaches. That is our purpose—warning others of the danger. Go
now. Eat; Rest. Much work have we ahead."

She bowed her head and walked away to the
steps, vanishing into the dark stairway.

Alone to his thoughts, he looked out over the
city below and the people unaware of the danger soon to wash upon
their shores. The weight of the future sank his shoulders under the
responsibility placed upon him.

You've much work ahead, General. Fighting a
battle on two fronts will test your men, and the resolve of the
people. I'll do what I can, but I'm not without limits.

__________

 



Jayson

 


"Oh, blight!"

A smile crooked up Jayson's face at Calli's
growl of frustration. She shook her hand to rid it of the small
fire along the piece of grass on her palm, which flittered to the
ground as black ash..

"Keep trying. You used magic, but your focus
was wrong."

Calli wiped her hands together before looking
up. A stubborn fire burned in her eyes, the same he had come to
expect and adore. "Easy for you to say."

"Yes, easy for me to say. Now. I had to start
somewhere too."

Her eyes narrowed. Typical Calli—short
temper.

Jayson bent down for another blade of grass
and placed it on her palm. "Try again. This time, be gentle."

She glared at him but turned her attention to
the grass in her hand. "Be gentle." Despite her humorless mockery,
she focused on the grass.

He shook his head and watched the grass grow.
She did it!

Not quite. The ends curled and turned brown.
The grass burst into a small flame along its length like the
others.

"You're pushing too hard."

Calli turned on him, dusting her hands of the
ashes. She had accomplished changing the form of a small rock but
she could not maintain the power to make a living thing grow.

"If it's so easy, you do it!" She crossed her
arms and strode away in the direction they traveled.

Now what? Jayson hurried after her. She
needed to understand and learn, and she needed patience. If he had
learned anything in his time with her, it was that her strength of
spirit would not let her fail nor give up.

At least she was cute when she was mad.

He jogged around her and stopped in her path,
halting her. "You can do this. It's your heritage, your gift."

He could only wish for as much. Instead, he
had the limitations of his race but the power of the Majera, the
power of a god. The temptation to use that power as he wished was
blunted by needing time to replenish what he used, and growing up
under the tutelage of Master Haiberuk restrained him from abusing
it.

Calli had no training growing up, when it
would have been easiest to learn, as he had in the Sh'lahmar. Now,
she struggled with it, and that drove her mad.

She snorted and walked around him, continuing
away in a huff. "Curse this gift!"

After a few strides, she slowed her pace to a
stop and dropped her arms to her sides. He expected her to turn
around and snap at him, a temper he guessed came from Fellendar.
Jayson saw it other times on her and thought he knew what to
expect.

Instead of turning, she lifted her hands to
her face and wiped her eyes. Tears? What brought those?

Whatever it was, his heart dropped. Anything
he said would be used against him when she was in a mood like
this.

Jayson swallowed his concern and walked up
behind her. He gripped her trembling shoulders, wanting to say
something but unsure what words would help.

No need for words. She turned part way in his
arms and leaned against him.

"Why did he lie to me?" Calli cleared her
throat and breathed easier. "He should have told me."

So that was it. Kaillen meant the world to
her, but since coming to Loringale, her world had been twisted from
what she thought she knew. "About Muriel or magic?"

"Everything. Could he not trust his own
daughter?"

"Would you have understood?"

Swollen, red eyes lifted to meet his. She
shook her head and sniffed, lifting a hand to wipe her eyes. "I
might have accused him of madness."

Calli's fingers tightened around his
shirt. "This magic frustrates me, Jayson! They use it as natural as
breathing. You use it without
effort. Why can I not control
such forces?"

He smiled and picked strands of wavy hair
from her face and her fingers loosened. Similar questions returned
from his days helping to train the younger boys of the Sh'lahmar.
He had heard many of the same frustrations from them. Now, all were
gone but for three of them.

He pushed aside the painful memories of his
failure to protect them against Lusiradrol. He could not change the
past nor allow regrets to master him. Just as Calli wished her
father to be alive, he longed to see all his friends, the men he
called brothers, as they were before Lusiradrol's attack. He could
not bring them back, but he could honor their memory. Part of that
would come in training her.

"Have patience. And practice. You'll get
there, but it takes time. You've only started training, but
deflecting dragon fire is no simple feat for anyone. That took far
more courage than most of them have."

"Thanks." Calli kissed him and walked
away.

"My pleasure." And then some. He strode after
her, catching her in a few strides to slide his hand into hers.

The warmth of her smile chased away the tight
lines of frustration from her face. She twined her fingers in his,
giving his steps an extra lightness as they continued up the gentle
incline at the base of the jagged hills rising before them. The
road they traveled wound around the rocky peaks on easier
footing.

As the road steepened, a shadow emerged from
the recesses of his awareness. He had forgotten the foreboding
presence. It clarified from a hint to a certainty as they neared
the place it lingered. What was it? How much farther had they to go
before they encountered it?

They reached the pinnacle of the hill and
stopped. The road wound through a range of such hills at least a
half day's walk to the edge from what he could see. Already the sun
descended to its rest for the night.

He doubted the presence he followed would be
found near the road. The land stretched to the horizon in all
directions, into low, rolling hills sectioned into crops of various
kinds, except for the narrow range of high, jagged hills like the
one on which they stood.

The way this shadow slipped away when he
tried to track it, like trying to catch a fish with bare hands,
revealed nothing about its source, but the presence grew stronger
the deeper into Loringale they traveled. They headed in the right
direction.

While they stood on the open peak,
another presence approached with speed. Jayson turned and spied a
pair of Shî Lôrin galloping at
them. His spell would keep he and Calli hidden, but he wondered why
the haste with this pair. Others searched around them, taking their
time. None returned along the road to carry news back.

Suspicions gnawed on his mind with disturbing
thoughts, until the warmth of Calli's body pressed close to him and
distracted him for a moment in a rush of physical desire.

"More guards."

More guards, indeed. What did this
mean? Something bothered him about this, about all of them when he
remembered back on the careless way in which they searched. They
knew he would stay invisible. If the Shî
Lôrin searched for them, why would they rush down the
road like this on horses? It made no sense, unless—

His meditations from half a cycle ago stirred
up suspicions. Was it possible they knew? Would they have such a
beast?

The thoughts disturbed him more than the dark
presence. If the First Race held a dark creature trapped here, on
Loringale, and they suspected him of searching for it, perhaps they
prepared a trap near its location.

Jayson stiffened at the stark truth.
The men slowed their horses and leaned forward as they climbed the
road. He pulled Calli to the grass at the edge of the road.
We should follow them.

Calli looked up at him with a frown.

They know what it is I seek. Fellendar fears
I'll find it. The guards are not here to find us but to keep us
from the truth or catch us.

She looked to the men as the crunch of hooves
on rock reached them and said nothing, likely in fear they would
hear her.

I suspect they'll lead us to the danger I
feel. With the Darklord free, they'll not admit the threat they try
to hide. It must be destroyed or they'll suffer far worse. They
forgot the power he wields.

The men passed in silence, their horses
breathing hard beneath them. When Calli looked up, he gave a nod to
her. She smiled her understanding.

Together they followed the riders from a
distance.

When the sun touched the horizon, the guards'
horses lengthened the distance between them. Jayson let it remain,
knowing they would catch up when the men stopped to rest for the
night.

What then? He could overpower
the Shî Lôrin, of that he held
no doubts, but only briefly. Besides, he doubted the Ancients would
yield their secrets, even under force. The only choice left was to
follow them and hope they stayed to a walk.

Another thought occurred to him at that. What
speed might they take without horses?

A wry grin found its way out. He knew how to
keep them from getting too far ahead. They should have used their
machines.

 


* * *

 


In the dark night, Jayson left Calli in
hiding. Without him near to mask her, she would be visible, but too
much noise and the guards would wake up. That they both slept at
the same time surprised him, but they had no reason to suspect
danger in this place where murder and robbery were unheard of. Nor
had he seen any predators to threaten them.

The fire near the soldiers waned to glowing
embers. They slept, like their picketed horses a short distance
away.

On silent feet, Jayson ran to the horses. The
melody of insects quieted as he passed, and the horses roused from
their slumber.

They would not see him, but they had other
senses. One of the horses snorted, and Jayson reached out with a
gentle touch of magic to calm them. The pair dropped their heads
and let their eyes droop once more.

The two men stretched out on sleeping rugs in
the balmy night, their weapons next to them with their armor.
Neither stirred as he crept around to where the horses were tied to
a low branch on the tree nearby.

Careful not to spook the horses, Jayson
pulled the knots loose. Although they could not see him, they
followed him away. Their steps shushed through the tall grass. He
paused and glanced back to the men, but neither roused from their
sleep. Relief washed over him, and he led the horses over the rise
where Calli waited.

Once he could no longer see the two guards,
he stopped the horses and stroked their necks. Fully awake now,
they pulled on their leads to drop their heads to the grass. Jayson
threw the leads over their backs and stepped away. While the horses
grazed, he called forth the wind to rustle the grass. That would
return the grass to its former state and hide his tracks.

The sound of the wind masked Calli's steps,
but he felt her approach. When she stood beside him, she leaned
close and whispered, "I wish you'd reconsider."

Jayson shook his head—he wanted to
follow the Shî Lôrin, not to
ride ahead. Without their horses, they would have to walk, unless a
vehicle passed, but he had seen few. Even with their machines, the
First Race lived simpler in the country.

Without the horses, though, the men would be
stuck walking to their destination, a pace he could sustain fair
easier than a horse's walk. He touched the minds of the horses and
found their simple thoughts on satisfying their hunger. Their basic
survival instincts would serve his purpose. Using little more than
imagination, he impressed on them that a beast with large teeth and
claws hunched behind them ready to pounce.

Immediately, two heads shot up into the air.
Their hooves thundered away into the night, their lead ropes
dangling.

Over the whisper of the wind, Calli asked,
"What next?"

We rest and, in the morning, follow the
guards.

"I hope you're right about this."

"We'll find out come the morn. I'll take
first watch." If the guards woke up from any of the noise, he'd be
sure they found no trace of him or Calli.

 


* * *

 


Blurry dreams raced away into the mists of
sleep at a nudge on his shoulder. Jayson stretched away the cramps
of sleeping on hard ground and sat up next to Calli. Reality
settled over him like the fog cloaking the land. Curious, he
reached out through the magic for the two guards on the other side
of the hill.

The subdued colors of magic surrounding the
men meant they still slept. Good. He could eat a quick bite before
starting out that day.

Calli said nothing and handed him a piece of
the bread from Fellendar's home. The single loaf had lasted them
many days without going stale, but they supplemented that from the
abundance of berry bushes and fruit trees taking great stretches of
orchards.

The bread and berries vanished, satisfying
his hunger. After a few gulps from his waterskin, they strapped on
their packs and crept to the rise of the hill. A disk of light rose
into the sky. Soon the fog would burn away. Already a light breeze
took some of the haze from the hilltop. A soft white blanket hid
the land below.

The colors of magic changed ahead, stirred by
the movement of the guards. Jayson tapped Calli's shoulder and
stood up.

She followed him down the hill and closed in
next to him through the thickening fog. Along the hillside grew
trees they could not see until nearly upon them. The guards would
be no different. He had no intention of letting the guards get too
far ahead. The subtle ripples in the flow of magic acted as a rock
into a pond, lessening as they spread from the source. As long as
he could feel them, he could follow.

When one of the men uttered a word, Jayson
stopped. Calli halted and both listened.

{"They're gone!"}

{"What? That mage must be close."}

{"Or you tied them too loose."}

{"The fact is they're gone and we're
afoot."}

A pause, then the sound of metal cups
clanking together accompanied other sounds of them packing.

{"Let's be off,"} the first one said. {"We've
a five day walk."}

The second man grumbled something under his
breath but made a noise of his pack before their footsteps crunched
on rock.

Jayson smiled. Let's go.

Careful to stay far enough behind to hide the
sound of their steps, they followed the two.

The fog lifted around midday. Calli and
Jayson, hidden by his magic, stayed far enough behind to not hear
their conversation but close enough to see them.

Four nights passed, but the guards gave no
indication of having seen or heard them. Because they could say
nothing aloud and the men set a brisk pace, Calli set aside her
training. Jayson could not help her while he focused on keeping
them both hidden. Each night he slept harder, afraid the guards
would search for them while his shield was down. Each day took more
effort since he could not rest as he needed to maintain the
magic.

By the time he laid down on the fourth night,
he could not stay awake. The instant he stretched out on his
blanket, sleep overcame him.

In the seconds before he fell into a deep
darkness, he thought he heard Calli's voice in his head, but it all
blurred into a strange unreality.

__________

 



Nekreth

 


It fed and grew strong. Life energy added to
its power. Soon, it would give its power to the master. First, it
had to find the last of its kind, as the master requested.

It searched much of the world but avoided
the places where the enemy could hurt it, forsaking its need to
feed to avoid the Light that had pursued it. But it could not go
on. It had grown weak and needed the life of others.

The two husks of its victims lay on the
ground after a satisfying meal.

Light touched it. No! In a flash of instinct
it fled to a touch of the master's power for safety.

What it found were living creatures.
Different from those it recently fed upon but similar, these were
familiar. It had known them long ago. The master forbade it from
feeding on them until the end. They did his work for now, but they
were life and a liability to the final goal.

That end was not now. The master had not
instructed it to feed on them yet.

The tall, barbaric creatures with their
snouts and blue-gray pelts took notice of it and shrank away, but
their energies were strong and tempting.

Instead, it left them, always moving, always
searching. It had to find the other like it. The nekrethe would
serve the master together.

__________

 



Lêath

 


From leagues away and high above, Lêath
caught the glimmer of the rising sun on the gold caps of the
lûmbrath pillars. The dragon,
Frendal, had flown nonstop since leaving the continent. Despite his
fatigue, the elder drake understood the importance of the situation
and continued onward without complaint.

In their conversations, Lêath learned that
the princess, Istaria, had been chosen to bear Gilthiel and his
power and that the magi would play an important role in this
war.

Hopefully the mage with Calli could
convince Fellendar of his good intentions. The Nathel Morissî had to
understand. The Majera, Tahronen, had not chosen the Second Race by
accident for such powers. And she and Haiberuk had trained the magi
to serve, prepared them into an army of Light to battle the forces
of Nekrâos, a strong force combined. Although the First Race
despised the magi for the crimes of the past, they could not deny
that the new magi were strong allies.

After several days in which the dragon had
rested only briefly on scattered, uninhabited islands, Frendal
reached the island and gently descended from the sky to soar
between the pillars. Forlenien and his clan swam beneath them,
their sinuous forms sliding through the water like giant eels.
Seven blue-green heads broke the surface near the shore.

From his altitude, Lêath spotted the group of
robed figures making a path toward the shore from the large, domed
building of the High Council. The regular citizens gathered near a
place on the shore usually reserved for the waterdrakes.

But the waterdrakes stayed back, leaving the
place open for Frendal's massive size. Giant wings spread to catch
the breeze and the elder drake tucked his hind end.

Before they reached the shore, he flapped his
wings to slow his descent and avoid immersing himself.

Close to shore, Frendal let himself drop
fully into the water. Sea water lapped up the elder's sides of hard
scales like surf against the rocks of a coastline, spraying up on
Lêath's boots with each step the dragon took. They sank no deeper.
Frendal found his footing and folded his wings.

Murmurs rose from the crowd turned out to see
the first firedrake to land in Loringale. Seven massive heads on
snakelike necks arched up around their cousin.

Long has it been for me,

since I did play in the sea.

Lêath smiled and waited for Frendal to stop
on dry land. "Thank you for the ride, my friend."

Frendal snaked his neck around to his rider
with knowing eyes.

Lêath gave a nod and stood on shaking legs
upon the dragon's back. Too long had he sat. The dragon's wide back
had accommodated most of his needs, except standing.

The group of councilors, led by
the Morî, parted the crowd
gathered along the shore. The dragon lifted his head on a graceful
neck and gazed on the people.

Using the jagged edges of the dragon's scales
as handholds, Lêath climbed down. Upon setting foot on the sandy
beach, he used the dragon's thick claw for balance until his legs
stopped trembling.

{"Lêath!"}

The familiar voice snapped his eyes up to a
woman with delicate strands of silver and gold wrapped through a
stream of flaming red hair. She pushed through the crowd, but, at
the clearing, hesitated with a look to Frendal. The dragon made no
move, but she granted a bow of respect, to which he merely blinked,
before she rushed forward.

Lêath welcomed her with open arms, surprised
to see her there. She should have been on the far side of the
island, but he was glad she was there. The scent of meadow flowers
perfumed her hair, taking him back to days when he and his brother
attempted to trick her; although she never mistook he and Kaillen
no matter how hard they tried.

"Matrea," he greeted his mother. Home never felt
as wonderful as it did after being gone. The last seven years now
seemed like a hundred passed, yet none at all. At his age, it
shouldn't matter, and in time it wouldn't; but for the moment, he
absorbed everything.

When he loosened his arms to let her go, she
clung to him tightly, her sniffles muffled in his shirt.

She knew. Calli must have told them of
Kaillen's death; and he would bet Kallisara had been there at the
time—both had lost their children while gaining a
granddaughter.

He wanted to meet the girl, but where was
she? He saw no unfamiliar faces in the large crowd.

But he spied several very familiar
faces. While the majority of councilors stopped at the edge of the
clearing, the three Morî
strode toward him. His mother stepped aside for the
trio.

Fellendar stopped before him with a grim
face. {"I expect you found out about Kaillen and Muriel."}

He nodded, glancing aside at his mother to
hide the pain from the administrator.

{"Lêath."}

He turned to Laian, who wore a soft
expression. {"Many days ago, Calli and her friend left. They
traveled east but cannot be found."}

{"The Shî
Lôrin have been sent ahead,"} Fellendar said. {"The
mage will find the Key of Lûmien, but he must not disturb
it."}

A mage after the demon? Lêath frowned. {"Who
is this mage?"}

{"He's called Jayson and by all rights he
should not have been allowed to stay."} Fellendar's face reddened
in anger.

{"We already determined he was trustworthy."}
The subtle warning of Rondol's tone matched the look he gave
Fellendar. {"From my understanding, it was Calli who wished to
leave."}

{"Whatever the case, he must be
stopped!"}

At such words, Frendal snaked his neck around
the group, his eyes on the three. All fell quiet.

Of the past you'll not depart

forever shadow the grave of heart;

then should you the ancestors forgive

for injustice done and in Light live.

 


The magi of old are gone but one,

and he has reason to threaten none.

This other told I've met before,

when Gilthiel the chosen one bore;

there also a mage as you would hear,

a child known as Lumathir.

 


But you have a problem unto your kind,

on the exodus brought in darkness bind.

I will warn of the threat arrived;

the nekrethe on life have thrived.

They will find their brethren here,

no matter the cost to those who fear.

The dragon's large eye swiveled to fix on
Fellendar, and he lifted his head slightly.

A lesson learned from this advice.

This mage a blessing on you twice:

Once, a companion of true heart told;

second, a child of Light so bold.

All stood in silent contemplation. Even the
crowd hushed and waited.

Lêath frowned, unsettled by the news and the
dragon's words. If the High Council determined the mage
trustworthy, he accepted that. It seemed that Fellendar distrusted
him for personal reasons best left for later.

Furthermore, the dragon approved, and no one
dared dispute the word of a dragon, especially one as large and old
as Frendal.

{"Heed the advice given, Fel."} Rondol spoke
with a finality that sounded like an end to a long argument.

Although his features hardened, Fellendar
nodded his assent.

{"With respects, dragon,"} Laian said in her
soft tone, {"will you be staying?"}

Lêath turned to Frendal, who lifted his head
and gazed upon the crowd. In all their long conversations, Frendal
mentioned nothing of his plans after bringing him home.

A curl of smoke blew from each nostril, and
he lowered his head to the sand.

Rest have I a longing to find,

but perhaps my help others have mind.

The statement almost sounded like a question
as his eyelids closed part way. Despite the look of exhaustion, his
closest dark eye swiveled to fix on Lêath.

Dragons often spoke in riddle rather than
direct statement. Rarely had Frendal granted him that much in their
conversations. Time with him made nothing easier, though. When he
could not see through the meaning of the words, Lêath shook his
head minutely. {"What help would make us steal you from a
well-deserved rest?"}

Would not you seek to find the child,

the one you chased through town and
wild?

{"I came as soon as I heard of her, and that
the old mage warned of dangers awakened from the past."}

Then fly we will together yet

and reach the place where dangers met.

With those words, the dragon's intentions
shone clear for him. Frendal meant to leave immediately to find the
cavern of the sleeping enemy, forsaking his own need to rest in
light of the situation involving the nekrethe. Within the caverns
lied the crystal chamber, where the light shone eternal on the dark
orb in which the nekreth was trapped four thousand years ago.

Lêath turned to his mother, who regained her
regal poise, and touched her cheek. {"Reunions will have to
wait."}

Her lip quivered but she nodded her head. She
understood. {"I haven't met her yet. Bring Calli back safe to
us."}

After a quick hug, she stepped back.

Lêath faced the three leaders of their
people, the Nathel Morissî, obedient to their will. Rondol tipped
his head, as did Laian. None dared dispute the word of a dragon,
not even he; but their leaders had final approval. Tyrkam was the
only man he ever knew to stand against the dragons' will.

Fellendar wore a stern face through which the
lines of concern ran but not concern for Lêath; rather, concern
most likely for the child of Muriel.

When they said nothing, Lêath climbed onto
Frendal's back. The others stepped back to the buildings with the
crowd, giving the mountain of dragon room to stretch his wings
almost the full width of the harbor. Tall buildings before them
restricted the elder drake's movements.

With a look both directions, Frendal pulled
his wings to his sides and took a sharp turn to the harbor wall.
The rough scales in which Lêath sat provided security from the
unexpected change and the rough ride on land. The people hurried
out of the path of the elder drake running across the shore to the
edge of the city and up the cliff. Free of obstructions, he once
more spread his wings and pounded the air with them. With the ocean
crashing against rocks twenty feet below, Lêath hoped they had room
to lift off.

Frendal proved his worries null upon jumping
into open air and beating his wings to catch the wind.

The return home had been short, but he would
return to stay after all was settled. First, he had a job to do;
and he had a dragon to help him.

They gained altitude over the ocean and
circled back over the land.

__________

 



Greechik

 


Far below, on the ship's upper deck, another
rebellious human saw his end by the hands of one of the pack.

Greechik snarled from his post in the crow's
nest. The vermin had not accepted their masters. If they were not
needed, he and the others would gladly kill them before they ever
had a chance to consider their lives.

Keeping human crews was necessary to cross
the sea. None of the packs knew anything about the ocean. While the
wastelands were a sea of rock, this was a sea of water, a much
different element. Not even the underground lakes and rivers were
as vast or as deep.

In the time since they captured the port
towns and cities of the isthmus between Voshtrau and Rivonia, he
had learned to hate the sea. It stank. It was wet. And it was full
of dangerous creatures even they could not fight off easily.

They filled all the ships they could take,
but a ship at sea had none of the space of their tunnels. As
territorial creatures, they valued their space from others. Tempers
flared, threatening the alliances among the various packs thrown
together.

His time alone at the top of the main mast
was time he valued, time away from the crowded decks. When they
reached land, he would revel in the shedding of human blood, if for
no other reason than to relieve the tension of living in cramped
quarters. At least the underground caverns of Amril Nos went on for
miles or opened up to the sky. There they had space.

Several of the others released their tempers
on each other or the humans. Within a few days, they had learned
much of what they needed to know from the slaves and could toss
them all overboard, but the humans spared them from tedious labor
and were an outlet for frustrations.

The latest casualty splashed into the salty
water.

Greechik counted fourteen other vessels in
close proximity. The sails strained taut on each, like the ship on
which he rode. For the time, the wind blew in their favor, but for
many days it had not. They could understand nothing of the human
language and could only hope the captain commanded his crew to
guide them the right way to Ayrule.

The C'Lupuc leader waved to him from below.
He peered ahead to the horizon. A speck of something appeared. Was
it land or his imagination?

Greechik blinked his eyes and looked again.
The speck was still there. Something, land or another ship, waited
for them.

In any case, he lifted the red flag tied to
the wooden rail and waved it.

His skin prickled with anticipation of the
fight. His muscles tensed as the speck grew in size. Soon they
would kill humans. Soon they would fight. And with little more than
fifteen hundred, the fighting would be intense.

The challenge would be stimulating.

__________

 



Makleor

 


From the top of the Citadel, Makleor gazed
out to the open sea. The harbor lay empty now with the ships sent
out beyond the horizon. Standing next to him in full battle
raiment, the general said nothing, like the guards posted in their
lookouts.

A chill not of the wind ran down Makleor's
spine. In the crystal of his staff he saw them from above as if
from a bird's view. The ships of Candro rowed out against the
current to intercept the enemy. They would not win.

From the grave concern on Gheorwen's face, he
feared the same.

"They've come," Makleor said in a sober
tone.

The muscles of Gheorwen's jaw flexed as he
stared into the crystal. He had sent out the ships to protect the
harbor before the sun rose, against Makleor's objections. A
terrible waste of lives, but the general hoped to at least slow
down the enemy, giving Fremmer more time to arrive, if this new
threat pinched them.

Makleor focused on the Candro ships preparing
for combat at sea. In a blink, his thoughts shifted the images in
the crystal to the enemy and focused closely on them. They gathered
at the rails, the hair down their backs rising. Clawed hands
gripped weapons of hideous make from jagged-edged knives to
sharpened hooks that could have been the claws of some great
beast.

"Where are the Rivon?"

Makleor switched his thoughts and the image
of an armada of decorated ships filled his crystal, but they were
still in their home port.

Gheorwen grunted and peered closer at the
cluster of ships almost too tiny to count in the crystal. "Great
Goddess!" He looked out to the open sea. "Will they come?"

Makleor shrugged. "I know not, my lord."

The Rivon commanded the seas with expertise,
as if each citizen was born on a ship. Once they set sail, they
would make good time. They had to depart first, but they would have
their own fight with the C'Lupuc. Would they come?

Gheorwen's cheek twitched but his confidence
never faltered. "We'll hold out."

Makleor sighed, hoping the general could
indeed "hold out" against the C'Lupuc. It mattered not what he
hoped but that Gheorwen believed. He recognized the look in the
man's eyes. The same determined fire raged in Tyrkam. The general
would use every tool in his command to resist the enemy's advance,
if not to defeat them utterly.

But Gheorwen possessed a strength Tyrkam had
not. In serving Cavatar's greater ideals, he served the good of the
people rather than dictated. He fought for the freedom of the
citizens of Cavatar, not power and glory for himself.

In four thousand years exploring the world,
Makleor had seen it in few men. The Second Race hungered for
selfish power, but those who overcame their darker desires gained
true power in the respect from others. General Gheorwen possessed
the respect of his men not out of fear or force but through of his
leadership abilities and equal respect for the men who served under
his command.

The lack of such qualities would be Tyrkam's
downfall.

For a moment, Makleor wondered what new
strategies Tyrkam made. Only for a moment. His concerns now lay
with defending Candro and keeping the C'Lupuc from setting foot on
land.

He let the magic fade, reserving his strength
for when it would matter most, and that time would be soon.

General Gheorwen stared at the shore, lost in
his thoughts. His crimson cape flapped behind him in the wind.
Below, the city streets lay quiet. An enforced curfew banned anyone
from engaging in unnecessary activities.

Hundreds of soldiers added to the defenses
along the shore. All worked with the pace of men expecting battle
at any minute. Others waded into the water, setting pikes beneath
the waves, before a deceptively sandy shore where traps were set
and carefully covered. Would it be enough?

What of the defenses against land attack?
Candro had withstood two summers of failed sieges. The soldiers
reinforced the wall every winter, after the armies of Hadeon
retreated; but winters were mild along that part of the continent.
Now, the forces under Gheorwen's command had two fronts to defend.
Would it spread his forces too thin?

What if the C'Lupuc sent more of their kind
to Ayrule after finding more ships? At his thought, the crystal
showed him the first fleet of ships under control of the wolfmen.
Although he hesitated, he focused on the waters of the Darnasian
Sea and the ancient enemy.

There. He hated being right. "General."

Gheorwen turned to Makleor, who held up the
crystal showing another fleet, this one twice the size of the
first. The implications reflected on the general's face.

Gheorwen looked to the north, the wind
blowing untamed brown hair across the deepening lines of worry on
his face.

Makleor let the magic and the images fade to
nothing, leaving the crystal clear. "They are at least two days
behind the first fleet." Based on what he saw.

Gheorwen dropped his head for a moment, then
turned. His steel gray eyes searched Makleor's face for
something.

Hope you desire, I think.
Hope that I might give you one last insight. Hope in me that I've a
power stronger. A power, yes, though the limits may not stretch as
far as you'd like. Makleor shook his head to answer
the unspoken question.

The general pressed his lips together. After
one last look out to sea, he descended the stairs, but stopped with
his head still visible. "I would be grateful for any aid you can
provide, mage." Without waiting for an answer, he disappeared.

Makleor let out a sigh. To alert those below,
the men would light the beacon the instant they saw ships coming.
He had only to wait and conserve his power for when it mattered
most. The general finally accepted his aid, but only now, when no
other choice availed itself.

__________


 



Greechik

 


Greechik tossed the human overboard with the
other slaves. The bloody water attracted predators to the bodies.
Jaws full of teeth crunched down on limbs and dragged them into
murky depths.

Rather than risk a revolt while they fought
the crews of the approaching ships, their leader had ordered all
the humans slaughtered and tossed into the sea.

Like the others eager for battle, he obeyed
without hesitation. The ships in their small fleet copied them. A
dozen bodies floated in the wake of each ship. More would feed the
fish when they finished with the ships almost upon them.

Human faces looked over the rails of the
approaching ships with fear and malice.

Behind him, his mates growled with pent-up
tension eager for release in battle. He joined the call rising into
a great howl from the deck. Around them, the others joined the
chorus.

The enemy ships drew up beside them,
sandwiching theirs. Such a challenge invigorated him. Greechik
snarled, gripping his knife in one hand and flexing his claws of
the other.

Arrows rained through the air, some blazing
with fire that started the sails ablaze. A few found their marks in
warm flesh, enraging the warriors.

One sank deep into Greechik's thigh. He let
loose a feral growl and yanked it out. The ripping of muscle stung
through his thigh and hips, burning with a fiery pain, but he would
not let it stop him.

They had not expected archers at sea. The
packs had planned for hand-to-hand combat, their specialty.

["Grapples!"] their leader called over the
crackling of fire and barks and snarls of the warriors. A group of
them swung the three-hooked pieces in the air, while others held
fast to the ends of the ropes attached.

The grappling irons arched through the air.
Two clunked onto the deck of the starboard enemy. Two others landed
to the ship on the port side. Those at the ends of the ropes pulled
so the barbed hooks caught the deck planking and rails of each
ship. A few more grapples arched through the air.

["Pull!"]

Greechik sheathed his knife and joined a
group at the end of the nearest rope. Although his leg screamed
pain, he clenched his teeth and strained with all his weight on his
good leg. Slowly, the other ships inched close. The arrows ceased
as the humans took up weapons of various sorts. A couple humans
fell overboard while hanging over the rails to saw through the
ropes of the grappling irons.

When the ships nearly bumped, the C'Lupuc
secured the ropes so the humans could not escape. Greechik caught
his breath from the effort. The men roared in threat.

With others of his kind, they growled in
response.

At a cue from their leader, they jumped
across the chasm between ships, leaving the fiery pillars of the
masts behind them. The humans quieted, looks of surprise and horror
on their faces like those from other encounters. The humans were
unprepared for the physical capabilities of the C'Lupuc packs, and
he and his kind would use it to their advantage.

Upon landing on the deck, pain sliced up
through his thigh. He growled but blocked an axe-blow toward his
torso by grabbing the man's arm in midair. A quick twisting of the
man's arm elicited a cry of pain as it snapped and loosened. He
took the axe away and swung at the man's head, which rolled away to
the rail while the body crumpled before him. The humans had
sharpened their weapons in preparation, a useful tool for the
C'Lupuc.

In close quarters, the humans fell like wheat
to a scythe. Greechik felled several in one swipe while taking only
minor cuts to his arms and back. His shipmates saw much the same
success in overwhelming the humans.

While their original ship burned, the C'Lupuc
cleared the attacker's vessel of all humans in little time. After
pitching the grapples over, they put distance between themselves
and the burning ship.

The other ships appeared to have had the same
success, though only a few burned like their original vessel. If
the humans sent no more ships out to face them, they would soon
land on the new continent.

Greechik's blood boiled with the rush of his
kills and the stimulation of battle. Despite his wounds, he fevered
for more.

__________

 



Jayson

 


The darkness lingered at the fringe of
Jayson's core, more solid than in his meditations. Like a serpent
waiting to strike, it coiled in the shadows beyond his full
awareness but clear in its threat. He was close now.

The two guards they had followed for the last
few days had veered from the main road that morning. They traveled
southeast through a pasture fenced with stone and wood. A herd of
horses grazed at the far end, their tails swishing at insects.

Calli's gaze fixed on the herd, one of which
was a dappled gray.

Having spent several moon cycles with her,
Jayson knew her thoughts and the sorrow claiming them. He took her
hand and twined his fingers in hers. She smiled her gratitude but
returned her eyes to the horses. A small lump formed in his chest
at memories of the gelding she had ridden when they first met.

The horse, Duke, had been a gift from Phelan
Isolder. She and the gray gelding had been true partners. While the
gelding had a playful side, he had never wandered from Calli. His
loyalty had never fallen to the flight instincts of a prey
creature, as if she told him in words what she needed from him and
he understood. When the wyvern killed the horse, it killed part of
her.

It had killed her.

Jayson had found her near death a short
distance from the stain in the snow that had been the horse. Even
after her revival, the gelding's death by the wyvern bothered her
for a long time. Only in the last moon cycle or two had the grief
blunted, yet the sorrow returned when she looked at the gray horse
grazing unconcerned with the others.

Once they reached the corner of the pasture
and an orchard of neat tree rows, Calli looked forward. Jayson
thought he saw the glint of a tear on her cheek, but she wiped it
away and said nothing.

They continued trailing the guards, the
shadow in his mind darkening as they traveled. They were close
now.

When the guards stopped for a midday meal,
Jayson and Calli stopped.

Something about the shadow bothered him. It
originated from almost the same direction in which they traveled.
Yet it did.

It was more than one. As if it broke off part
of itself, a second dark presence fell across the magic.

But this one hinted of familiarity not of the
same void of the other shadow they had been following. This one he
had confronted before.

He tensed, recognizing the malevolent aura.
Although he hid with Calli, dragon magic could detect him. No
Son'tal had the power to hide from the dragons, the first creations
and masters of magic.

They would not be safe in the open.

Had the Darklord learned
he had killed many of them? Or had
the Red Clan other reasons for seeking Loringale?

A different magic approached
from the west, but not near as fast as the first. We have
company, he said to Calli.

Her eyes followed to where he pointed south
at the shape. She tensed beside him with good reason; the lone
wyvern sped towards them.

At a roar from the beast, the two guards
looked. They took off at a run.

Despite the threat bearing down on
them, Jayson pulled Calli along and took off after the
Shî Lôrin. He
could not lose them now, not when they must be close to their
destination.

"Jayson!"

"I know!" He glanced at the dragon and caught
a malicious glint in those cold, yellow eyes. It adjusted its
flight to intercept their path.

The guards continued ahead toward the sound
of rushing water.

Water! He could use that. Ideas struck for
possible defenses and attacks against this beast.

The men vanished over the crest of a hill.
From the sounds ahead, a waterfall or river lay beyond.

But the wyvern had other ideas. It swooped
low across their path, intercepting him and Calli. Before it landed
and turned with a spray of fire, he called on the magic to form a
barrier.

"Jayson," Calli gasped and pressed close to
him. The fire flowed around them but never touched.

The flame dissipated, and the wyvern
stood before them, its wings out in anger. You will not essscape that easssily! The jaws
snapped at him.

Jayson shoved Calli down, diving after her as
the wyvern stubbed its nose into the ground where they had
stood.

Ssstand ssstill and I will end it
fassster.

Jayson put a hand out, forming a hard but
invisible barrier to block sharp teeth from closing on them. "I'd
rather end this without ending my life if that's no bother to
you."

After a brief struggle in which it failed,
the dragon drew back its head and hissed. Its tail whipped side to
side.

Jayson stood without taking his eyes off the
beast. "Have I offended your master to draw his wrath? If I have—"
He smirked. "I'm happy to oblige."

"Jayson!"

He winked at Calli. She might not appreciate
his enraging the red dragon, but he had his reasons.

The wyvern snarled and sidled away. Its eyes
gleamed with hatred and cunning. It moved around for an opening,
balancing on its three-clawed wings, those yellow eyes focused on
him.

The direction it moved cleared their way to
the rush of the waterfall and put its back to the west.

Another shape approached fast from behind it.
The large blue dragon made no sound but folded its wings and dove
from above.

Jayson stepped back with Calli toward the
waterfall. With a wry grin, he waved to the wyvern. "So sorry to
disappoint you."

The wyvern roared and drew back slightly.
Before it let loose its breath of fire, the blue dragon snatched
the red neck in its larger jaws and flew up in a graceful arc.

The wind forced Jayson and Calli to brace
themselves from falling.

"Look!" With her arm outstretched, she
pointed to the mountain of blue-green dragon. "On its back. I
thought I saw someone."

Too late. The dragon carried off the wyvern
now limp in its jaws too quickly for him to see anything but its
blue scales.

He would not wait to see either.
Although he wanted to thank their savior, he wanted more to know
where the Shî Lôrin headed,
where they disappeared.

The darkness he followed intensified. The
void he felt in the magic had not been there before, not even from
the dragon. This new darkness wanted to suck away his power. Master
Haiberuk had warned of the servants of the Darklord capable of
stealing away life and magic. Jayson suspected what he would find
but hoped to be wrong.

Now he feared the worst, that another of the
demons had come.

Jayson looked to Calli, all humor gone
as he realized the danger facing the Shî
Lôrin, the same that could snub out Calli's life.
After all he had suffered to save her, he would not let a nekreth
steal her from him. It could only be such a demon that touched his
core, seeking to extinguish the Light. "We have no more
time."

Without waiting for her, he ran toward the
darkness he felt. Over the crest of the hill lay a small gorge. A
river crashed down a rocky cliff not higher than four times his
height through the gorge. Through the clear sheet of water, he saw
a cavern. The trail of the darkness led inside.

He picked his way down the steep, rocky
hillside to the ledge behind the falls with Calli a few steps
behind. Once reaching the ledge, the wet stone slowed him to a
crawl behind the sheet of water to the cave. Worse, the ledge was
barely the width of a man. Forget an easy walk. He sidled along the
wet stone, the water crashing in a curtain only a couple feet
away.

"Jayson!" Calli hesitated before stepping
onto the ledge.

He reached a hand out, his attention split
between her and the death within the cave. A commotion reached his
ears above the roar of the falls. They needed help. He knew how to
battle the nekreth, although he had never faced the real thing.

Calli grasped his hand for balance along the
ledge until they both stood secure inside the cavern. Together,
they rushed through the darkness to a faint haze of light shining
from around a corner. They picked their way amid the shadows of
stalactites and stalagmites and the trickle of water. The cool of
the cave made him shiver, or was it the nekreth's power?

They splashed through a shallow puddle.

At the corner, Jayson stopped. Through a
narrow opening, a brilliant light shimmered like the sun off water.
Further in the cavern the darkness grew.

Calli pulled on his sleeve. When he turned,
the light reflected in her eyes, which displayed a fear he rarely
saw in her.

"I must go in." Around the corner from the
main passage, the sound of the waterfall faded but his voice
echoed.

"I feel a cold ahead, like death." She
cringed and wrapped her arms around herself. "I cannot go there
again."

Understanding and glad she would not be near
the nekreth, he put a hand to her cheek. Her eyes lifted to him,
glazed with unshed tears.

"Stay here." He dropped his pack at her feet
and kissed her gently. Before she objected, he hurried to the
opening. His heart stayed behind with her, where he wished to
linger, but he could not let the demons feed and grow stronger
anymore than he could let them kill for that purpose.

Beyond the rough doorway opened a large
cavern of glaring light. Crystals like the ones the Ancients used
in the city generated the light. A circle of more than
thirty Shî Lôrin surrounded a
pool of water in the center of the vast cavern. In the center of
the pool sat a crystal sphere of a black so deep it had no
bottom.

Hovering above the scene, the nekreth
stretched its wings. A trail of smoky black followed in the wake of
its movements and dissipated. Several of the guards lay on the
ground, their gray corpses devoid of life. Even from his vantage,
the power of the nekreth touched him, chilling his core.

If it had been here for the many
minutes since he first noticed, why had it not already taken the
lives of all the guards? Had the light of the crystals done
something or did the Shî Lôrin
cast a magic he could not detect?

Whatever kept it from devouring their lives
as a whole might give him an advantage. Although not at his full
strength from the fight with the wyvern, Jayson possessed the power
to send it away and would use it as Haiberuk had taught him.

Jayson slipped into the cavern. An oily black
head with the nightmarish, skeletal face with long teeth and eyes
as black as pits turned to him.

His insides chilled at the sight, until he
realized it had aimed its feeding at him. The faces of the Shî
Lôrin turned to him.

The nekreth hovered towards the center of the
clear pool. When it reached the air above the ring of guards, it
hissed and shivered.

Did they create a barrier? Like the
Sh'lahmar when they tried to keep out Lusiradrol from the vault,
did the Shî Lôrin block the
nekreth from its brethren?

Jayson stood outside that barrier. The
nekreth must have hoped the distraction would allow it to reach its
goal.

Just as well it had not. He might be able to
dispel this threat, but two? The sphere could only contain another
like it.

The Shî
Lôrin could not last. The demon would continue to feed
until they were too weak or dead. Chasing it away would be their
best hope at the moment. He only hoped it was enough. "Hungry, are
you?"

The nekreth screeched in a harsh language and
advanced on him.

Jayson's powers waned. Before it faded, he
focused on the light inside. It burned brighter and stronger than
he expected. He let it fill him and spill over until it could not
be contained. Encouraged by the results, he focused on the
Light.

A grating shriek pierced the air. An instant
later, the dark power detached from him and faded.

Sweat poured from his forehead and he
struggled to breathe. His body trembled and his legs gave out
beneath him.

The ground smacked him in the cheek when he
fell better than Calli ever could have.

"Jayson!" The worry of Calli's voice echoed
in the cavern.

He blinked away spots from his vision as a
hard thud sounded close to him. He was rolled onto his back, and
gentle hands lifted his head.

"Are you well? Jayson, speak to me. What
happened?"

He looked up at Calli and attempted to smile.
"Never...better." Despite his words, exhaustion fell over him like
a thick blanket, chasing away his consciousness into the black
unknown.

__________

 



Calli and Lêath

 


Calli held Jayson's head in her arms while
fighting the tears.

"Come back to me." She bent down to kiss his
cheek. With her face buried in his shoulder, she let the tears
flow.

The crunch of steps stopped nearby, followed
by the creak of fabric stretched tight. {"Fear not. He's
alive."}

The voice sent chills down Calli's spine from
its familiarity. In disbelief, she lifted her head. A ghost knelt
on the other side of Jayson.

That face stopped her heart and caught her
breath in her throat. The tears cooled her cheeks and blurred her
vision. {"Father."} The word came out as a whisper and hung in the
air.

He shook his head.

Calli wiped her eyes to clear them and choked
down a sob. How could it not be? Steady hands settled on her
shoulders. She set Jayson down gently and flung her arms around the
man who must have been her father. How had he returned? He felt so
real. Or did she die again?

He lifted her to her feet with him and, with
an arm around her, led her away from Jayson. She pressed her face
to his chest and let the sobs out. How was this possible?

{"Your friend will be okay, but the children
of the Light must recover from expending so much magic."} He eased
her away from him.

Calli wiped her eyes and looked up to the
face she had longed to see for more than four years. It had changed
a little, but there was no mistake. Kaillen lived.

He shook his head. {"I'm not Kaillen, Calli.
He was my brother, younger, though by minutes. I am Lêath."}

Betrayal swept through her. Calli shook
her head and stepped away, careful not to stumble over Jayson.
{"No. How can this be?"} He looked like Kaillen; sounded like
Kaillen. But he was not? Twins. The word rang through her head.

She knelt down at Jayson's side, unable to
look on the face of her father worn by a different man, the
reminder of her father's betrayal hardening in her chest. The soft
crunch of rock and stretch of fabric told her he knelt down. He
should have left her. She didn't want to see him.

{"I came as soon as I learned, to find you,
all that remains of Kaillen."}

Tracing the soft lines of Jayson's face kept
her from looking up at the specter of what she most desired.
{"Where were you all this time?"}

He hesitated before answering, {"That's a
long story."}

The betrayal hardened into anger. She wiped
her cheeks and her eyes and sniffed away the rest of the tears.
{"Where were you when they killed him? Why did you let him
go?"}

His clenched his fingers into a fist, but a
different voice responded.

Little time have you to regret;

the nekreth is not destroyed yet.

When recovered, it will come again

to try once more to free its brethren.

I suggest these tales you leave

for a later time to mourn and grieve.

The athêrred rî
Lûmea needs his rest

to strengthen his power for darkest
test.

A dragon! Where could such a beast
enter? She saw no dragon, only the man named Lêath and the
Shî Lôrin still in their circle
facing outward from the glassy surface of water. {"Where is
it?"}

{"Outside."}

Afraid to look at the haunting face of her
uncle, Calli slid her hand beneath Jayson's neck and pulled him up.
Lêath helped her lift him, but instead of letting her hold him, he
slid his arm beneath Jayson's neck and his other beneath his knees
and lifted.

How dare you touch
him! She said nothing but scowled her darkest at
him.

{"He needs rest as Frendal stated. Spread one
of your blankets and roll the other for his head."}

Although she wanted to be angry at Lêath for
reminding her of the person she would never see alive again, she
could not object to making Jayson comfortable.

She followed his orders, and he laid Jayson
down.

Calli sat by Jayson's side, holding his hand
in both of hers. She said nothing to Lêath, who left her.

In curiosity she watched him join the
guards. One of the men saluted with a fist across his chest and
bowed his head with quick precision. She had seen it while
wandering the city with Kallisara and recognized it as a yield to a
superior. He's one of them!

But why not? Her father had been.

They kept their voices low so that, despite
the carrying of sound in the cavern, she could not hear a word.

The bitterness in her heart surprised her. He
was her uncle, her father's brother and twin. But her father had
betrayed her, despite all the happy times. Lêath's presence stung
anew the wound left by her father.

Jayson would not have betrayed her. He
deserved their gratitude for his sacrifice. If the nekreth returned
now, they would not be so lucky. She hoped it would not come back,
despite the dragon's warning.

What would they do?

Wanting only to be close to Jayson, she laid
her head on his chest and closed her eyes. The steady beat of his
heart soothed her with the rise and fall of his chest. She could
forget all else as long as she had him.

 


* * *

 


{"He tried nothing, sir."}

Lêath frowned. Based on Fellendar's
warning, he expected the mage to have tried to take the Key of
Lûmien or fight the Shî Lôrin.
{"Nothing?"}

Gilbreth shook his helmed head. {"The nekreth
wasn't here long when he and the girl showed. He called the thing
to him, taunted it—"}

{"You're sure that was his purpose?"}

{"Yes. Then he loosed the Light. It fled, and
none too soon."}

Lêath glanced back at the girl lying on the
mage's chest. This Jayson was not like the magi of the stories the
elders told. He helped them, rather than use the nekreth's
distraction to his own advantage. Frendal had suggested as
much.

That was not the reason Fellendar hated
Jayson. Rather, the man possessed Calli's heart. He saw it in her
face and her tears. Now he understood.

Those tears were not all from Jayson, though.
Kaillen was also dear to her. Lêath's presence upset her emotions
further; she hated him, it seemed, after hearing he was not
Kaillen.

Lêath turned back to Gilbreth. {"It'll
return, as the dragon said. Can we trap it?"}

{"Unknown. Not since the elder days has such
a feat been accomplished."}

This task I hear may not be done,

but send them back to join the one.

Once reabsorbed the nekrethe be,

no more a threat to humanity.

Only then can Nekrâos be no more

and once destroyed pass into lore.

Lêath blinked. Had he heard right? {"Let it
have what it wants?"}

Deny you the wisdom of a dragon?

Lêath shook his head. {"No."}

He looked to Gilbreth, who displayed the same
shock on his face that he felt. Despite his hesitations, the logic
of Frendal's words could not be denied. The elder drake made a good
point.

If the Darklord had reawakened as Makleor
stated and which Frendal reaffirmed in their conversations, they
had little choice. Setting the nekrethe free to return to their
master would be the only way to defeat Nekrâos once and for all.
They were a part of him. All parts had to return to the whole if
they would defeat that whole. But that required weakening the
Darklord enough to force him to reabsorb them. It would be possible
but difficult.

The Key of Lûmien would have to be broken.
But he could not allow the nekreth to feed once freed.

They needed Jayson's full strength if it
would work, but Jayson needed time to recover.

{"How long until the other nekreth
recovers?"}

Frendal hesitated to answer. Did the nekreth
attacked the elder drake? Worried, he called out into the dark
passage. {"Master Frendal!"}

Your worry I feel and hear well

but I know not how long the spell.

A day, likely less

until it comes to clean its mess.

Lêath turned to the mage and caught Calli's
eyes on him. She looked away and stretched out next to the
mage.

{May your love be enough to strengthen
him...for all our sakes.}

__________

 



Makleor

 


The fleet Makleor expected approached the
harbor opening, but he was ready for them. Raising his hands, he
lifted the water outside the crumbled stone walls into a wall of
water as high as the Citadel, emptying the harbor temporarily and
exposing the fortifications painstakingly set the last few days.
With a few words to focus, he sent the green-blue sea crashing over
the ships.

Exhausted all at once, he released his
concentration on the magic and fell into the chair provided on
Gheorwen's orders. He could do no more, at least not of any great
feats. He expended a large amount of energy with the effort and
needed rest.

Only a fraction of the ships continued into
the harbor amid the flotsam left in the wake of the tidal wave. The
same force of nature that sent many of the ships to the bottom of
the sea now carried those spared into the harbor on its backwash.
However, that same current of water dashed a couple of ships
against the outer harbor wall, splintering them and sending more
C'Lupuc into the sea.

Fewer than they hoped would land, but still a
formidable foe.

seven ships entered the harbor; five
ships which he estimated carried at least fifty C'Lupuc warriors on
each since they took over the Candro ships. More swam to shore. He
had not expected the wolfmen to know how to swim, but from the
shapes moving in the water and crawling over the sea walls, some
had survived the wreckage. Excellent
swimmers it seems. A note to mind for the next to come.

His work was done. Now it was up to
Gheorwen's forces to finish the task.

From his vantage atop the Citadel, Makleor
spied the mounted figure of the general in full armor near the
shoreline defenses. Gheorwen waited with more than two thousand
men.

Makleor groaned as he pulled himself to his
feet with his staff, his joints adding their objections to the
movement. He hobbled to the stairs, intent on finding a more
comfortable chair or bed on which to rest. Gheorwen's men would
deal with the rest.

__________

 



Gheorwen

 


General Gheorwen sat atop his horse behind
the lines of soldiers. Had the mage's companion not shown him what
the creatures looked like, he would not believe their hideous
appearance or size. The old man had also not convinced him of his
full power until he saw the tidal wave. That could only have been
magic.

The crashing of the wall of water should have
reduced the numbers of their enemy, these C'Lupuc, but five ships
rowed in.

General Gheorwen stared dumbfounded at the
wolfmen swimming alongside the ships. The mage had not warned him
of that trick. He ground his teeth at the ships spread out along
the width of the harbor.

They would not have an easy landing. The
waves hid other perils and left no inch of shoreline unprotected.
Two thousand men waited along the edge of the city with others
scattered throughout, should any C'Lupuc get through.

One of the ships creaked and groaned,
stopping a few dozen feet from shore, likely from the farthest of
the pikes hidden beneath the waves. A second made little headway.
The last three ground to halts a distance out. Wood creaked from
oars straining to carry them further.

The beasts on board jumped into the water
amid growls and barks from those swimming alongside. Some landed
and lay still, the waves washing over them turning a deep
crimson.

They bled as any man. Good for them, but
small comfort if the old man spoke the truth of their strength.

His free hand fell to his sword hilt in
reassurance.

More barks from those in the water made him
frown. He could only guess they warned those on the ships not to
jump in blindly—they must have noticed the sharp pikes amid the
blunt-ended timbers, which had supported the wooden docks torn up
to make their landing difficult. From the upper decks, it should
have been obvious.

They're not human.
He could not expect them to act like men, even if they bled
the same.

His dark horse stood tense, ears pricked at
the fifty or sixty creatures nearing the shore. The pikes at least
slowed them.

General Gheorwen pulled his horse around,
drawing its attention from the ghastly creatures. The time to act
had arrived. "Here they come! Archers ready!" He let his horse out
to gallop behind the lines, repeating his orders.

The archers drew their bows, arrows ready.
Other mounted officers picked up his call and carried it further
each direction.

When all archers stood ready to release their
arrows, the call faded.

The wolfmen, now dripping and snarling with
fiendish, jagged blades in their claws, hesitated on the edge of
the water. A few looked back to others now following them.

Gheorwen's horse snorted and reared. It tried
to run, but the general pulled it around in a tight circle until
the gelding stopped and watched. If his best warhorse could not
tolerate such beasts, how would the men fare?

They had to end this quickly.

"Great Goddess! What are those things?" one
of the soldiers said.

Gheorwen looked side to side to the men
asking the question amongst themselves. They had not seen the
shapeshifter or the images the mage had shown him and had not all
been told what to expect. Still, they could not falter. The
surprise would have to wait. "Make ready! Here they come!"

The order silenced or at least stifled the
talk. The C'Lupuc barked and snarled, advancing up the beach. A few
fell just beyond the water's rushing edge, their menace ended in
yelps. Despite the traps springing from the sand and clamping with
metal hooks and teeth into their ankles, they still advanced. Most
paused to pry off the traps and dragged their injured feet, leaving
bloody trails in the sand.

The mage was right about their threshold for
pain and their strength. Those traps would have severed the ankles
of most men.

Once past the buried traps, the C'Lupuc
picked up speed, their ears flat back against their dark hair like
dogs snarling in threat.

They came within range.

"Archers…Loose!"

Bows twanged as a volley of arrows sprayed
the invaders. A third of them took enough arrows to fall beneath
the attack.

"Archers! Ready!"

Wood clacked together as they drew their
arrows for another release, while more of the horrid wolfmen
reached the shore.

"Ready arms!"

The clang of metal filled the air. Gheorwen
loosened his grip on his horse to gallop behind the lines of men,
calling his orders as he went. It gave his horse something more
useful to busy himself than running away.

The men behind the archers gripped weapons of
various kinds, from the common sword to double-bladed axes, to
spears, maces and all manner in between. Many bore at least two
weapons, one in the hand and a sword sheathed at their waist with a
dagger or two. They expected an enemy of great strength.

Gheorwen reined his horse to a hard stop and
raced it back along the lines. "Archers! Aim for those behind!"

Bows lifted as the leading line of C'Lupuc
slid into the ditch before the defenders' lines and struggled
against the tight barricade of sharpened pikes and spears. Soon
they would be upon them.

"Archers! Loose!"

Another volley of arrows rained on the enemy
still on the shore.

"Soldiers! To the front!"

The archers hurried back from the front of
the lines, giving the other soldiers the lead to take on the
invaders at the top of the barricade. Armor clanked and creaked
down the line as the men shifted positions.

Just in time—the first of the enemy reached a
large, clawed hand over the top of the wall. When the wolflike head
followed, dark eyes regarded them with a malice Gheorwen had never
seen before. Those dark eyes fixed on him with the snarl of a feral
animal, sending chills down his spine.

Before the creature lunged, a spear gutted
its chest and withdrew. The C'Lupuc warrior growled and swiped at
the nearest soldier. Three weapons attacked at once. The C'Lupuc
fought but within seconds fell still on the ground. The men stood
back, saying nothing.

Gheorwen urged his horse near, although it
snorted and pranced in fear. "Leave it! This will not be the last.
Mind the barricade!"

He turned his horse, which fought him in its
efforts to flee. Other C'Lupuc now reached the top of the barricade
all along its length. The soldiers engaged them and brought them
down quickly, but each victory was short-lived as more continued to
come.

However, the mage had taken out most of the
enemy and picking them off in thin numbers proved simpler than he
expected, if at least two men attacked at once.

Gheorwen retreated from the fighting, backing
into the city streets where he could watch, away from immediate
threat. The battle progressed less efficiently than he liked. They
would win, but these C'Lupuc demonstrated their superior
strength.

The next time he expected worse.

__________

 



Greechik

 


Snarling in rage, Greechik watched from
behind the sea wall with a group of others. The humans used traps
and the strength of numbers to defeat their warriors. Already, many
had died, dragged to the bottom of the sea with the ships by the
wave.

He was lucky. The wave had missed his ship,
but the vessel had been pummeled into the wall by the force of the
water receding. The impact had thrown him into the sea with most of
their crew from the top deck.

Countless bodies floated lifeless in the
water around him, a few of them pack brothers.

["They will suffer for their treachery!"] one
of those near him growled.

["They have no honor,"] another barked.

Greechik agreed. The traps proved the humans
could not be trusted to fight honorably. From the slow decimation
of their warriors, he realized this battle would not be won. If
Trakuk found more ships, more of their warriors would arrive to
slay the humans but too late for victory that day.

["That they set traps and waited means they
knew of our coming."]

All heads turned to a female named Trekar.
She snarled at them in challenge. She had claimed victories in many
battles already and none dared argue with her. Many times before
this her words rang with wisdom.

After a moment, Greechik asked the question
reflected on the others' faces. ["How?"]

["Spies, or magi, if the tales be true."]

Magi? He blinked and looked again to the
harbor, where the others failed to penetrate the blockade of humans
behind their fortifications. If they obeyed the codes of honor,
they would be picked off. To die in such a way would secure his
place among the ancestors, but he was not ready to die. Besides,
they could be more useful to those who followed.

["The Lord Master warned not to take on their
kind."]

["Yes."] She growled the word. ["But we can
distract their attention and reserve our honor."]

Greechik smiled. They would fight with honor
but not in this battle. Trekar earned Greechik's respect for
leadership of this group. He followed with the others when she led
them around the perimeter of the wall to the rocky shore.

__________

 



Gheorwen

 


The last of the C'Lupuc threw itself amid the
now invigorated men, managing only a minor wound before they took
its head.

"That was the last."

The soldier whose swing sent the hideous face
rolling looked around him and threw up his arms. "Victory!"

The others repeated the cheer with jubilant
voices until the call rose into a thunder.

Astride his horse a short distance from the
front lines, General Gheorwen clamped his jaw. "Celebrate now, for
the worst is yet to come."

"General?"

"Another fleet of these beastmen." He growled
the sober explanation, wishing he didn't have to acknowledge it,
and guided his horse among the celebrating soldiers. As he passed,
the cheer died. "Clean up this mess. Remove the dead creatures from
this city and burn their bodies as a warning to those who escaped.
I want all the traps reset by dusk tomorrow."

The soldiers watched him in astonishment.
Those farther away whispered amongst themselves. He held few doubts
they wondered about his motives.

Wonder all you want. You'll
know far worse before this is over. If the old man was
right, they had little time to prepare for the worst.

His horse tossed its head and pawed the stone
of the streets. Gheorwen turned the gelding and rode back to the
three captains and another figure on foot who had not been there
before. The messenger in his leggings and coat bowed at his
approach. Gheorwen halted his horse.

"General, sir." The young man fixed his eyes
on him with unwavering confidence. "Captain Fremmer sent me to find
you."

Gheorwen straightened in his saddle. "He's
here?"

"Yes, sir, at the front gates. Captain
Nelson—"

To the captains, he said, "Stay here.
Organize the clean up."

Before the messenger could interrupt, he
kicked his horse into a gallop through the empty streets. The
clatter of hooves on stone rang against the structures around
him.

Lagran, he
thought. None too soon. They
could use all the help they could get. The captain had moved his
men faster than Gheorwen anticipated or hoped.

Heads peeked out of doorways and windows as
he passed. He would lift the curfew later for the people to conduct
their business over the next day, or possibly two, or until the
mage warned of the next fleet arriving. They might be better off
evacuating.

But that could wait. Fremmer was unaware of
the new threat to their shores, and his men would hear rumors.
Those who fought today would tell stories. He needed none of the
exaggerations that accompanied such tales.

By the time Gheorwen reached the front gates,
his horse breathed hard.

The towering double doors of the outer gate
remained blocked by two large timbers. The inner doors of the gates
stood open. The gatehouses on either side rose high, and the
soldiers along the top of the wall looked out over the fields
beyond.

A squad of soldiers turned to him from their
places near the closed doors.

"Why have you not opened the gates?"

One of the guards looked up at the nearest
gatehouse. "Pardon me saying, General, but they said to wait for
you."

"I say to open them!" Damn them! Could they
not see the city needed all the defenses it could muster? They
needed no permission from him to allow Fremmer and his regiment
into the city.

The men worked together to lift each of the
beams from the doors. While they did, Gheorwen shook his head,
muttering beneath his breath. "I'll speak with you later,
Nelson."

The soldiers at the gates threw the second
beam to the side with a loud thump and pulled open the doors before
the wheels could be brought into full motion. The hinges groaned
with the effort of moving their weight.

While the doors still had more than half the
distance to open fully, Gheorwen rode out to the waiting regiment.
Captain Fremmer rode up to meet him with another familiar face.

Gheorwen frowned at the man with the dark
hair and brilliant blue eyes and stopped midway. "You've
returned."

Galen showed a reserved smile and bowed his
head. "I can serve you well, if you've need of my...talents."

Fremmer snorted, giving the shapeshifter a
sidelong look. "Talents indeed." He turned to Gheorwen. "Not until
he met me on the road after we left him behind did I suspect
something afoul. Had I known he possessed these 'talents' he
speaks, I'd not have trusted the message. Only by your seal did I
continue."

"He is the least of your concerns, Lagran.
Another have I of greater power, but a power we need." Gheorwen
passed his eyes over the ranks of soldiers with a cursory estimate
of their numbers before returning his eyes to the captain. "Bring
your men. They'll have rest and food, but we've much work. I wish
you to join me."

To Galen, he said, "Your companion is in the
Citadel."

The man made no move to leave.

Gheorwen shrugged away his expectations that
Galen would be grateful to join the old mage. Instead, he turned
his attention to Captain Fremmer. "I've something for you to
see."

"As you wish." Fremmer turned back to the men
and animals behind him. "Lieutenant!"

A fully armored and mounted soldier cantered
his horse to them and pulled up beside. "Sir."

"Lead the men into the city. I'll join you
later at the Citadel."

The lieutenant nodded and rode away to carry
out the orders.

Gheorwen turned his horse for the gates,
Fremmer beside him.

They had spent the last summer in the city
helping to defend it against the forces of Hadeon. They would
settle into their old routines with few problems.

Gheorwen glanced back and caught sight of
Galen still in the place where they had left him. The man had
scared him once, but it had prepared him for the threat by sea.

Based on Fremmer's comments, the captain had
not seen the full extent of the legends resurrected. He would be in
for an ugly surprise.

They trotted their horses through the empty
streets, Gheorwen contemplating what words might prepare the
captain for reality. Nothing seemed adequate, but he had to warn
the captain. "A new danger has washed ashore. Like wild wolves with
the cunning of men. The old mage called them C'Lupuc."

"Old mage?"

"Galen's companion. Without his magic I know
not that we would have spared so many lives. Without his warning,
you would've found an empty city, I fear."

Fremmer's frown dropped further. "Magic? Have
you gone mad? Say not such things in the open. You know the stories
of evil."

Gheorwen shook his head and memories tumbled
out. Fremmer had not seen. The dragons fought over the sea in the
winter, when Fremmer and his men were far away in their homes near
Mirrodon Lake. They had witnessed none of the spectacles, although
they might have heard stories from travelers.

"The legends are true. Dragons,
mages, shapeshifters, and now
these C'Lupuc. I would not doubt if you told me of a bull with six
horns who spoke."

Their horses' shoes on stones clattered
through the streets, drawing the curiosity of citizens, who peeked
out windows.

From near what had been the docks—now ripped
up to set their traps—a cluster of soldiers proceeded down the
street.

Gheorwen and Fremmer stopped their horses and
let the men pass around them. The soldiers carried the bodies of
the wolfmen, hopefully to be burned outside the city. The air about
them reeked of death and wet hide.

Fremmer put his sleeve to his nose, muffling
his voice. "Great Goddess! What are those?"

With his arm over his mouth and nose,
Gheorwen watched them pass. Several hundred would be taken out
before the men finished. "Those are the enemy I mentioned. They're
far stronger and more difficult than any man to take down. One man
alone cannot fell one of these beasts." He urged his horse through
the flowing river of bodies alive and dead. The clean-up had
begun.

Fremmer followed him to an empty street
leading to the Citadel. "Who is this old mage?"

"You'll see."

__________

 



Galen

 


Galen waited until the army passed him. His
horse stood quietly, calmed with a simple spell. Using barely a
trace of magic, he found Makleor's presence exactly where he
expected to find him. After spending time around the mage as Dorjan
and previously as Shadow, he recognized the change of magic around
the mage.

Something inside told him he should be with
Makleor. Whether part of Gilthiel's change or residual guilt and
the desire to make right his wrongs, he would go.

Once the clomp of boots faded through the
city gates, he dismounted his horse. The boys and their herds
remained outside with some of the soldiers, but they would stay
close. Galen handed the reins to one of the shepherd boys to care
for.

Free of the saddle, he threw up his arms and
transformed into a falcon. He flapped his wings for flight until
the wind currents lifted him.

Those currents lifted far above the height of
the Citadel, which gave him a view of the surrounding land. From
there, he recognized them, but he would know them anywhere. A dozen
or more blue-gray figures crossed the land far from the city and
likely unseen by the guards. C'Lupuc warriors.

Did the general know? Obviously, Gheorwen won
the battle; but what would these warriors do? From his observations
of years ago, Galen understood their high regard for honor.
Sneaking around was not the C'Lupuc way.

Or had they other plans?

Galen glided away from the city high in the
sky, where he could observe the direction they took. They
understood how to mislead their enemies and would not keep the same
direction.

Wherever they went, they would be trouble;
that much was certain.

He could attack, but they numbered too
many for his magic. Only Makleor possessed the power to face even a
small group as this. Or Jayson,
he thought with disgust.

He had not forgotten the danger of the
Son'tal's power nor the lesson. Part of him still loathed the man
for threatening his life. Hopefully the First Race put Jayson in
his place.

But Galen deserved to die. Death would save
him from the trouble of his heart opened by Gilthiel's touch. He
had not lied when he told Istaria the child was special.

Now was not the time for such thoughts.

He angled back to the city, following the
shift of magic around Makleor. Through the streets below flowed the
procession of men carrying bodies of C'Lupuc. Would they burn
them?

The irony made him shriek. Burning was
considered the final rite for the C'Lupuc dead, so their souls
could escape the bodies, or so they believed, and return to their
master.

The fools only served to honor their
enemy.

Beyond the procession, men worked on the
shoreline. The docks had been torn up to expose the beach, which
lay torn up and gutted with a long line of defenses from one end of
the beach to the other. Men in rowboats paddled among what looked
like logs beneath the surface of the water. They carried torches to
the ships, one of which already burned, a waste of good ships but
an efficient means to remove them. From the pattern, some of the
underwater pillars must have supported the docks. The rest appeared
in random places.

The preparations since he left impressed him.
The general did well in a short span of time.

Beyond the sea wall floated wreckage and
bodies that must have been Makleor's doing, since no weapons of the
city could have caused such detritus, but the old man never
impressed him as one who could kill. He would find out soon
enough.

Galen glided over the rail of the ancient
lighthouse. When he transformed, one of the guards jumped.

Galen raised his palms to show he held no
weapons, at least nothing they could see. Magic was never seen
until used, though, like an assassins tools.

The soldier swallowed but relaxed his stance
and none of the others reacted.

One of the others twisted at the waist and
Galen recognized the soldier from his last visit. "The old man is
inside."

Galen acknowledged the information with a nod
and strode past the guard at the pile of ashes next to the
mirror.

He followed Makleor's presence down the top
door and stairs to a single door on the upper level. At his push,
the hinges of the door groaned a soft reproach. He stepped into a
room of gray light from a lone window.

The old man lying on a narrow bed made no
move. Had the corridors circled the building in its entirety,
Makleor would have been shut in complete darkness. If not for the
lone small window, the room would have felt like a tomb.

Galen stepped in and closed the door behind
him.

"Back so soon?"

His heart thudded against his chest, despite
his best efforts not to jump. Damn you! He should've known the old
man would pull a trick like that.

Makleor sat up from the small bed. His good
eye seemed dimmer than usual.

"Used a bit too much?"

"For good reason." The scolding in the mage's
voice reminded Galen of Haiberuk.

He shook away the memories floating to the
surface of his thoughts. It only reinforced the wound inflicted by
Gilthiel and reminded him of how much work loomed ahead to atone
for the wrongs of his past.

Makleor smiled and turned to the lone window
and its clear glass. "I'm glad you returned."

"I came with Captain Fremmer."

"Good. Very good. But his men will not be
enough."

"For Tyrkam?" They obviously had defeated the
C'Lupuc. Who else was there?

Makleor peered at him through his good eye.
The cold truth sent chills down Galen's spine before the old man
said it. "More C'Lupuc. Not just a few more. Double the numbers.
Fifteen hundred this first attack. Two-thirds I guess to have
killed in a wave. I cannot hope for such results next time."

Three thousand?
Cold dread passed through him. Galen had seen hundreds of the
wolfmen in one pack. That the army in Candro defeated fifteen
hundred amazed him. They could never defeat three
thousand.

He focused on the old man, the harsh reality
crashing in. "They will not survive."

"I know. We can combine our power. Only by
working together can we hope to defeat them."

Combine their power? He had nothing to
contribute to the old man.

Unless Makleor meant other forces. Fremmer's
words about Tyrkam's forces not far behind and Makleor's statement
gave him an idea.

It could work, but it might serve only to
bring the quick downfall of all of Candro and with it, Cavatar.

But if the Rivon came like Fremmer hoped,
Candro might stand a chance.

One way or the other, he had to try. The
consequences of not trying could be far worse.

Galen allowed a grim smile. "Were not
you—with Dorjan's protection—supposed to join General Lee?"

"Yes." Makleor brightened and grabbed his
staff from its place against the wall next to his bed. "Yes...Yes.
He should trust Dorjan." He grunted with the effort of pulling
himself to his feet with his staff for support.

Galen turned to leave, hiding from the mage
the doubts he knew showed on his face. Although Galen had fooled
Tyrkam, having Dorjan arrive to change Tyrkam's orders might sound
suspicious. He would need a convincing reason.

He'd better think of something before he met
with General Lee.

__________

 



Calli

 


Three days had passed since the nekreth
attacked, two more than they hoped. To Calli's relief, Jayson had
awakened after nearly a full day, rested and ready to work.

Lêath and the dragon, Frendal,
explained their plans to Jayson to release the second demon. The
idea chilled her, but Jayson agreed it was the best way. She
understood the logic but worried about whether he would survive a
fight with two of the demons after what happened facing one.
The Shî Lôrin could defend
against the nekrethe, but they had not the power to chase them away
or weaken them. Jayson was their best defense.

The possibility of losing Jayson sent cracks
of grief spider-webbing through her fragile emotions. She had lost
too many loved ones in her short life and could not stand to lose
him too.

After settling the matter, he sat against a
large cluster of pink crystal spears with his eyes closed.

Loved ones. The
thought struck her like Donaghy's sword had, with sharp precision.
A lump formed in her throat. Jayson was the last of the people and
the world she loved. She would fight to keep him, whatever the
sacrifice.

Not even Fellendar would come between them.
Fellendar! So much for family.

She hated waiting for the nekreth, but they
would not release the one until the other returned, because of
Jayson. They wished to weaken and chase away both at once rather
than risk a confrontation with one at a time where one alone could
take all of Jayson's power.

Some of the Shî
Lôrin rested, while others, including Lêath, stood
vigil at the edge of the pool. They left Jayson alone to prepare
and build his strength for the expected battle.

Lêath's appearance confused her more than
anything. She wanted him to be her father, but he was not. He had
not even answered her questions about where he had been. When she
asked the dragon, Frendal said his was not the place to speak on
the man's behalf.

She wished her father could answer her
questions. Had she known her father had a twin—had she known the
truth about her mother—she might accept it all without the tangle
inside.

The only thing she was sure of was her
feelings for Jayson. Calli slid next to him and laid her head
against his shoulder.

Jayson lifted his arm, and she adjusted her
head. The arm that wrapped around her soothed away the knot of
emotions. The constant light of the cavern did nothing to help her
rest, but being near Jayson—feeling his warmth next to her,
inhaling the familiar smell—lured her to one feeling. She smiled
and closed her eyes, focusing on the wholeness. In that she forgot
the rest and found contentment.

I'm as ready as I'll
be, Jayson said.

Calli opened her eyes and looked up.
Something in his eyes chipped away the small amount of confidence
she had. "That says little." She hushed her voice, hoping to keep
their conversation private.

"Would you rather I say I'll have no
problems? This whole thing will be as breathing? Or perhaps we
should tell the nekreth we mean it no harm and it should go on its
way, thank you? Yes, that would work nicely."

Calli slapped his chest. "Stop it! This is no
time to jest."

Jayson sighed. "I'm no more fond of this idea
than you, but I'm the only one here, aside from Frendal, with the
capability to face this thing...these things. But he cannot be
here." He rubbed her shoulder and arm. "We must do this. It's the
only way to end this."

"I only wish that you live through it."

The warmth of his lips pressed against her
forehead. She smiled for a moment. "As do I," he whispered.

__________

 



Galen

 


At the first toll of the bell, Galen jumped
from bed, the cold floor chilling him through his bare feet.
Hopefully General Lee had arrived and not the C'Lupuc.

In the faint light from the window, Galen
crossed the dark room, passing the snoring old mage on his small
bed. Their room in the Citadel faced the harbor. Gheorwen wished to
insure they would lose no time defending it when necessary,
especially when Makleor was slow to get around. The old mage's
demonstration in reducing the first invasion had gained the
general's confidence.

The water rolled onto shore in small waves,
which washed through an empty harbor. No ships lingered on the
horizon beyond. No sign of Rivon ships, whether C'Lupuc or the
seamen.

Determined to learn the reason for the alarm,
Galen reached out through the colors of magic. Makleor's essence
shone bright and powerful near him, while nothing of the odd
twisting of the C'Lupuc presence disturbed the colors for leagues
around, not even the small group.

What other reason would the general have to
wake the city and rouse the men?

Only one answer came to him—Tyrkam's forces.
If so, then his time to act had come.

Galen dressed quickly, making sure to strap
on the sword from Hadeon with the telltale dragon crossbar. Lee
would recognize him, not only because he would be Dorjan, but
because he wore the sword Tyrkam ordered specially made for his
second in command. The higher generals, such as Lee, would
recognize that only two swords of that design had been set with the
ruby in the hilts.

When he finished buckling the sword belt,
Galen left the room with Makleor still sleeping. He stepped into
the corridor as a group of soldiers rushed past, their boots
tromping a noisy cacophony on the stone. None of them noticed, or
at least none of them acknowledged him standing against the door.
After they passed, he picked up the pace behind them.

They hurried through the corridors with a
thunder of boots. Others joined them, including Gheorwen, who took
the lead.

When they reached the stairway, the general
stopped, halting all those behind. "Stay here." His eyes passed
over the group, likely counting, until they fixed on him.

Galen wore a neutral face, curious what the
general expected.

"Join me, shapechanger."

The others parted for him to pass, silent in
the early hours of morning. He followed the general up the stairs
of the Citadel. In a dark that clung to everything so he could not
see even a trace of the steep, cold stone steps which he climbed,
Galen followed Gheorwen's breathing.

Gheorwen pushed aside the trap door, which
banged open, and a hazy light outlined his bulk. Galen climbed out
behind him to the brisk morning air.

A heavy dampness clung in the air. Over the
fishy smell of the sea lingered a hint of rain. Lightning flashed
in the sky beyond the harbor.

"A storm comes," Gheorwen said.

"A storm?" By now the general must have known
this storm was too much of a coincidence.

Gheorwen's eyes hardened in the faint light
before the dawn. "This will not be a storm as any other." He
pointed away from the dawn horizon and the encroaching storm.

Through the gloom, Galen discerned a dark
shadow covering the land outside the gates, marked like stars by
what could only be torches. "Branith Lee."

"Our walls will hold, but we cannot defend
two fronts and survive."

Galen shook his head. "No. But..." Now was
the time. Recalling Dorjan was more difficult this time, but he had
seen the man enough with Tyrkam to remember his appearance and
voice, or at least he hoped. He transformed into Tyrkam's
lieutenant.

A few seconds later, he opened his eyes to a
glare on the general's face. The man said nothing.

"Perhaps this will help. They will not deny
the man Tyrkam trusts above all others." Dorjan's voice issued from
his throat as Galen remembered it from that last confrontation with
Lêath. Although it took more magic than any other change, he still
had power enough to help in the upcoming battle, and maybe he could
end this one before it began.

"No." The word rumbled in a growl from
Gheorwen's mouth. "I suppose not."

The intensity of the man's face in the slow
illumination of morning made Galen frown. The general trusted
neither he or Makleor, but he had little strength against one of
them alone. Galen might feel the same if he was an ordinary man.
His was a rare gift, one he could use to serve a higher
purpose.

"I need a horse and access through the front
gates."

Shadows played over Gheorwen's face as he
gazed past Dorjan toward the army approaching his gates. "I will
strike you and your friend down if you betray us."

"That will not be necessary."

The dark expression on the general's face and
his crossed arms said otherwise.

"I'm your only hope." The general had been
opposed to the idea since they proposed it, but he had relented
with the warning that Galen would be on his own outside the
gates.

After a moment, General Nell Gheorwen huffed.
"I'll be watching every move you make, shapechanger." He climbed
down the stairs ahead of Galen-as-Dorjan.

Galen took a deep breath. Gheorwen was
willing to let him try. Whether Lee listened or not was another
matter. With all luck, Lee would take Dorjan's word over Tyrkam's
in this matter. If not, he might well lose his life.

At least my part would be done.

 


* * *

 


Galen settled into the saddle as lightning
flashed in the distance. The wind had not yet picked up, but it
would soon, carrying the storm on its fury. The gray clouds muted
the colors of dawn over the green landscape.

"Let him through!" General Gheorwen looked up
to Galen with a frown. "I'll agree to allow a small entourage into
the city. No more."

Galen nodded in understanding. Any more and
the enemy could turn on them and cause worse trouble than laying
siege to the city once more.

One of the massive doors of the outer gate
ground open for him to ride through.

Galen pressed his heels to the mare and rode
through the tall door made of three layers of hand-width planks,
each set crosswise upon the other and reinforced with metal
bindings. Lee's men would be lucky to cause a dent. Now, he knew
why Tyrkam was unable to capture Candro.

Outside the gate waited a legion of Tyrkam's
toughest. Before them, astride a black horse of strength and grace,
waited the man who led them under the flag of Hadeon.

Surprise on the general's face drew a thin
smile from Galen. The invaders knew not who to expect, but the
message to arrange the meeting said someone important would join
them.

Lee in his detailed armor and flowing red
cape met Dorjan a couple times that Galen knew—one of them had been
him before Tyrkam sent them here.

In seconds the surprise passed from Lee's
face, and he spurred his horse forward. The general halted near
him, and Galen stopped the mare.

"I was not told to expect you ahead, much
less this."

Dorjan snorted. "The old wizard's doing."
Tyrkam never used the term "mage". The overlord would never respect
Makleor.

"I thought he was to help us, not betray us."
The words growled out with contempt.

Galen grimaced and glanced back at the
wall three stories high and the unbroken line of soldiers along the
balustrade. "A new threat will arrive soon. He's seen it.
I have seen it—them."

"Then let us use this to our advantage!"
Lee's face brightened at what Galen hoped to avoid. "At last we
will break through these walls."

Galen shook his head. "If Candro falls, it
will give them a means to arrive in tens of thousands. This enemy
is not like men. They're stronger, fiercer. They seek only our
deaths." He paused. "No, I'll not help you destroy this place. We
must defend it. Hadeon means nothing if it falls to them."

Lee frowned, fighting to hold his horse in
check as it sidled close to the mare with low nickers of interest.
"Have you betrayed then your liege?"

"Nothing of the sort!" Galen put as much
contempt in his tone as he could. "But I know that rather would I
see a kingdom under him than these creatures. If we stand apart,
we'll fall apart; but if we work together as men, we have a chance
to stop them here."

For many seconds, Lee held his tongue. His
eyes studied the walls of Candro and passed over the land on either
side. They fixed on the fresh mound a ways off; the mound where the
bodies of the C'Lupuc had been burned and covered.

"You fear this new enemy?"

Galen nodded. "I alone cannot defeat one of
them."

One eyebrow arched on Lee's face. The real
Dorjan had a reputation for unmatched skill in battle. He had never
taken a scratch. Galen could only guess the real Dorjan could not
defeat a C'Lupuc alone.

"I'll consider it."

Galen rode into his path. "Take this not
lightly, General, or you'll not survive to warn Tyrkam. The local
general of Cavatar will accommodate you as he has me, if you fight
at his side under a flag of truce."

A dark scowl shadowed Lee's face. "I
said, 'I will consider it.'"
He spurred his horse and rode back to the front line of his
forces.

Lee gathered his captains together. By all
rights, Dorjan could take over command and order them to cooperate,
but Galen would prefer voluntary cooperation to coercion.

After a few minutes, the group split up, the
captains galloping apart before the front lines. The movement sent
off warning bells in Galen's head. When Lee turned to him with dark
intent etched into his face, Galen turned the mare loose towards
the gates. Lee called out orders behind them.

Fool. They would find out too late what it
meant to die for nothing.

Inside the gate, the mare's hooves clattered
on stone, and Galen reined her to a hard stop. "This is madness."
He cursed the words under his breath and swung off the horse. The
door ground shut behind him.

General Gheorwen joined him. "I could have
said he would not agree."

"I had to try." Galen unbuckled the sword
belt and handed the sheathed weapon and belt to the general.

The general studied the weapon in puzzlement.
"What's this?"

"I cannot carry it with me. Only the clothes
I wear will change with me." Without waiting for a reply, Galen
threw up his arms and transformed into a falcon. The small raptor
required much less work than many he could have chosen.

He flapped his wings to rise above the
buildings of Candro. Without any wind, he worked hard to lift
himself. Above the rooftops, a warm breeze blew against him from
the ocean, bringing the scent of fresh rain with it. The lightning
struck the water, barely missing the mast of a ship.

C'Lupuc! Galen rose above the city and saw
them. A fleet of ships. The wind filled their sails, the dark wall
of rain to their backs. The dark wall of rain…an idea brewed in his
mind.

He had to reach Makleor. If the old mage
could make what he wished happen, they would have a chance. The
ships lingered on the horizon. At that distance, Makleor would not
have his accuracy, but he had to try.

If the stories Haiberuk had told them were
true, the Ancients would have no trouble destroying every ship out
there without tiring themselves, but they had none to help them.
Even Lêath had returned to his people.

Perhaps the real Dorjan could have convinced
Lee to use reason.

Too late to worry about it. Lee had made his
decision. Whether he survived in the end or not was not Galen's
concern.

At the top of the Citadel, Galen transformed
into himself and grabbed the east-facing guard by the arm and
pointed out to sea. "Sound the alarm. The enemy from the sea
approaches."

The man motioned to another. Galen left them
for the stairway and, in his hurry, almost tripped down the steep
steps. The guards would be slower in following, but would reach the
bell in the midlevel room with its large, open faces.

Galen landed on the level of Makleor's
sleeping chambers at a run.

General Gheorwen would have his hands full
defending the city from both fronts. The curfew to remain indoors
would take effect. The people knew; they expected a siege.

From land. He
skidded to a halt at the door. From both
land and sea will be another matter. He pushed the
door aside.

Inside, the old mage stirred from his sleep.
Understanding sparkled from his good eye in the wan light of
morning. "How went the negotiations?"

Galen suppressed a snarl. Despite the old
man's seeming ineptitude, he knew things that could frustrate the
most patient man. That same mystique had annoyed Tyrkam every time.
"That's the least concern. The second fleet approaches ahead of the
storm."

"Yes... The storm." Makleor grabbed his staff
from beside his bed and pulled himself to his feet with a grunt. "I
can use that."

"Good. We've not much time."

"Hmm? I need food first."

Galen ground his teeth and took a deep breath
to calm himself. His stomach gurgled agreement with Makleor, since
he had rushed out with the bell's toll, thinking not of food but of
practical matters. Now, he could not ignore the hunger. "Make it
quick."

Makleor smiled beneath his beard. "Always in
a hurry, you young men."

Galen held the door for him, scowling at the
old man's slowness.

"Many thanks," Makleor said and set a bony
hand on Galen's arm. "For everything."

The old man made his way out into the
corridor, while the bell tolled from a level beneath in warning.
Makleor's words settled with a sense of pride in Galen. He had made
the independent decision to help instead of hinder. Perhaps in time
the guilt would fade and Haiberuk would forgive him.

In the meantime, he had work to do.

Galen followed Makleor to the dining hall.
There they ate apart from the soldiers with little conversation,
the mood grim, as if they ate their last meal. When he last saw
them, the ships had been beyond the sight of the Citadel's
pinnacle, but they would be coming into range soon. He gulped his
food, hoping they would be ready in time to halt or at least hinder
the advancing ships and that Makleor would have the ability to
reduce their numbers like the first fleet.

With a full stomach, Galen followed Makleor
through the empty corridors to the beacon, following until they
stepped out onto the terrace.

The wind picked up, whipping Makleor's robes
about him. Thunder rumbled and a wall of blue stretched across the
eastern sky. Lightning streaked and forked in jagged flashes across
that wall.

Galen pointed at the storm. "There. They must
have been overtaken." None of the white sails could be seen,
although by then they should have been more than visible. Makleor
should be able to use the storm to his advantage.

The old man looked up from under his cowl
with a warning glint in his good eye. "Never underestimate them. We
did once; once only. They swim as well as any man."

Taking the admonishing in stride, Galen
nodded. "Do what you can."

Makleor gazed into the crystal at the top of
his staff. Around the crystal, the colors of magic changed to blue
and lightened to a hazy gray amid flashes of light coinciding with
the lightning in the eastern sky. Through the haze in the stone,
the ships materialized. They tossed and dipped on churning seas as
waves crashed over their decks. Water-soaked C'Lupuc and men fought
with the rigging. Torn sails flapped in the whirlwinds of the
storm.

Makleor glanced aside at Galen. "They'll
arrive with the storm. Unfortunate effect of that."

"You said you created a wave that smashed the
ships of the last group. Can you not do the same here?"

A spark of coyness glimmered in the blue eye
and blind. "So sure this storm is random?"

Galen blinked and looked up again. How could
he have known? He was asleep when the storm formed.

Makleor chuckled and the scene in the crystal
faded away. "A rest I needed after. Hmmm. Now, to finish the
work."

The wind lifted the hood off the long gray
hair. Makleor stared without falter at the storm front.

Galen looked up, astounded at the old man's
capabilities. Conjuring a storm was no simple feat. He no longer
doubted Makleor. While he watched, a twisting pillar of water
formed at the front of the storm, rising from the sea to the
clouds. The water spout merged into the storm at what appeared a
slow pace.

Amazement caught Galen's breath. Few magi
mastered the forces of nature in this way and only those in the
legends of the elder days; none of them had been less than the
children birthed by the Majera. Only the First Race used such power
as a whole. Conjuring a storm—and now this water spout—required the
understanding of the basic forces of creation.

How many ships would it destroy? How many
C'Lupuc would perish?

Not enough, but it would help.

When a drop of water landed near his eye,
Galen stepped under the canopy. The edge of the storm reached them.
A solid wall of blue moved into the harbor.

More drops fell on his tunic, leaving dark
spots.

A steady drizzle pattered on the stone canopy
over their heads, the wall of blue obscuring the farthest edge of
the seawall. Thunder boomed over the rush of the wind.

Makleor let out a deep sigh. "Yes. I know."
Without any prompting, Makleor hobbled to the stairway and Galen
followed.

In all his thirty-eight years, Galen had
never met anyone as enigmatic as Makleor. Before Gilthiel's touch,
he considered the old man annoying. Perhaps the situation changed
things, or perhaps Gilthiel did. Whatever the cause, now the old
man amused him and inspired a new sense of respect.

"We have other matters to attend before the
C'Lupuc arrive." Makleor's hushed voice rang clear in the silence
of the stairway.

__________

 



Calli

 


While Jayson meditated, Calli paced. She
hated waiting. She clenched her fists and tensed her body. In less
than a thought, she kicked out at one of the crystals. A melodious
chime rang through the chamber.

{"Muriel's temper."}

Calli cringed and turned to the smile on
Lêath's face. Memories of her father flashed back from four years
ago and the last smile she had seen on his face. She had executed a
perfect kick to his hand, something she never mastered like her
gymnastics until that moment. Pride had swelled within her chest
from his compliment.

But this was not her father, only a shadow of
the man she had loved.

Lêath stopped before her, and Calli fought
against the entanglement of grief and hope and anger and love.

He looked at the crystal. {"Kaillen taught
you well."}

The smile faded from his face, and he ducked
his eyes for a moment before continuing in a quieter voice. {"This
has been difficult for me, as I imagine it is for you. I'd give the
world to have him back, but that you're here means his memory will
live on; he will live on...in you. For that I'm grateful."}

She studied his face. Something pained him;
the deep lines in his face when he spoke told her. Her father wore
the same look on occasion, usually when telling her to listen to
her mother while he would be gone or, rather, the nursemaid she had
grown up believing was her mother. It must have hurt her father
because her real mother had died.

Kaillen's death hurt his brother. Calli
recognized the emotions in Lêath's face and sympathized with
him.

Questions swirled in her head, so many for
which she sought answers but dared not ask for fear of those
answers. Now, she knew not which bore the greatest importance.
After all these years without her father and the sudden
introduction of overwhelming information, one
question—insignificant by comparison to all others—jumped to her
mind. {"How old were they?"}

{"I'm in my three hundred ninety-seventh
year. Muriel would have been a hundred maybe, if she were
alive."}

Calli stared. The possibility that her father
had lived for nearly four hundred years astounded her. It made
sense, though, after learning the First Race was immortal. She was
immortal.

The last thought made her wonder about
Jayson. He said a person's ability to use magic determined how long
they lived. How many years would they have together?

{"Muriel wasn't Kaillen's first lover, but
you are the only child for either of them."}

Calli returned her attention to Lêath.

{"You're still a child by comparison."}

{"I am not a child!"} Calli crossed her arms
and held his gaze. Defiance tore through her. {"I'm a grown
woman."}

A smile spread across his face and he nodded.
{"I said, 'by comparison.' You certainly are Muriel's child."}

Muriel's child.
Calli dropped her arms. Her shoulders slumped and she looked
away, not seeing much of anything around her. {"I wish he'd told
me. I wish I had the chance to know her."}

{"So do I. It's unfortunate."}

Unsure of what to say, Calli looked away.
Jayson at least seemed at peace, but he always stayed calm, except
for his frustration over the inaction of the High Council.

He had told her that the boys of the
Sh'lahmar were given unto Haiberuk's tutelage since they could
walk. Despite no memories of his parents, he never expressed
concern. In fact, he told her that, while he might like to know who
his real family was, he was glad not to, in case they were not what
he hoped to find.

In some ways, Calli was relieved not to
know her mother before she died, but not for his reasons. When her
father died, she mourned for over a year and still missed him. Only
Istaria's company had comforted her, but she spoke not a word
then. No regrets. No grief.
Jayson was lucky in that way.

{"It approaches,"} Jayson said.

Calli snapped from her thoughts.

He rose from his sitting pose and joined her
with Lêath.

{"Certain?"} Lêath asked.

Jayson nodded.

Not of doubt this seems to be

but matters of great urgency.

Lêath whirled and returned to the circle
around the pool. {"All ready!"}

While her uncle roused the Shî Lôrin, Calli
looked to Jayson. Her fears of losing him returned.

"Stay close to me," he whispered. He clasped
her hand and led her to the circle of guards around the pool.

Lêath alone faced the crystal sphere. Before
him the liquid parted, flowing away from a path to the sphere.

Jayson turned from the sphere. {"It's
here."}

Calli followed his gaze but saw nothing.
Gripping Jayson's hand, she searched the cavern for shadows.

Shadows... He said to beware
of shadows. Was this what he meant? He was right about the
Sh'lahmar. Her father's warning made her shiver as the
shadowy creature coalesced from a smoky cloud.

When Jayson pulled her back toward the
ring of Shî Lôrin, Calli never
hesitated. She trusted him.

From behind them, Lêath let out a cry of
defiance before a new song rang through the cavern, the sound of
metal against crystal. A crackling followed.

Lêath backed away from the black oozing from
the crystal. He hurried to the edge of the pool. When he reached
it, the liquid flowed together. A web of black spread around the
sphere.

In an explosion of black, it shattered.
Fragments of crystal splashed into the pool, but only when the heel
of Lêath's boot brushed the liquid did she realize it was not
water—his heel smoked and the liquid bubbled.

An ear-shattering shriek reverberated through
the cavern. Calli let go of Jayson's hand to cover her ears, or
tried to. Jayson held her hand and looked to her with a grimace.
{"You must hang on to me."}

Although instinct told her to protect her
ears, Calli held on.

{"Do what you must, mage!"}

A moment after Lêath's words, a brilliant
light enveloped Jayson. Calli closed her eyes as it filled her with
the same warmth and comfort she remembered from the last time. She
smiled and wished it would last forever. All her doubts, all her
fears vanished.

A grating voice rose to a shrieking
curse.

Before the shriek ended, the light faded, and
Jayson stumbled next to her. His hand loosened from hers, but she
let go only to catch him. He fell forward against her, his eyes
glazed over.

"Jayson."

The grating voice spat what she guessed to be
curses. Just as Jayson's Light had filled her with strength, the
nearness of the two winged, black creatures stole it away. Fear
poured in where the disappearance of the Light left her empty.
Jayson's eyes closed, and his full weight fell in her arms.

{"Help me!"} Her arms strained to hold him,
but she could not. She lost her balance. Jayson crumpled to the
ground first with her falling over him. She pushed her hair from
her face and lifted up from him.

The crunch of steps stopped next to her and
another set of arms helped to roll him to his back. {"I feared as
much."}

Calli looked up to Lêath with a frown. What
had he thought?

{"Two nekrethe are too much for him."} He
looked up and shook his head. {"We need Frendal."}

An echo of rocks falling carried from the
narrow opening through the rest of the cave. When Calli looked up,
the cheek muscles on Lêath's face twitched.

She knew the answer before she asked the
question. {"He'll never make it through, will he? Not without
risking our lives."}

After a moment of hesitation, Lêath shook his
head.

Calli looked up at the two shadows growing
more distinct. Something made her tired, as if she had walked all
day rather than sat around resting. A firm grip on her jaw pulled
her eyes back to a black face of death.

{"Don't stare at the beasts. Your life will
end faster."}

Her life?

{"They'll feed until we're all dead."}

Her heart jumped to her throat, where it
stuck. Her hands trembled as she smoothed away stray hairs from
Jayson's calm face. His chest rose and fell with steady breathing.
He lived. One good thing, except he had not been strong enough for
two. Worse, he could die before his strength returned.

Had Jayson used all his power? Did the Light
inside him drain away when he used it, like water from a bucket? It
had to replenish somehow for him to use it again.

{"There must be a way."} It could not end
like this.

Lêath said nothing but stood up and looked to
the entrance. Frendal said nothing, but his clawing stopped.
Without turning back to her, Lêath shook his head. {"I've never
known a dragon to be wrong before."}

Had he given up? The thought stirred up the
same rage as Phelan's challenge to her had. Under her breath but
loud in the cavern, she muttered, {"Kaillen would not give
up."}

Lêath bristled but said nothing. Damn him!
Damn them all.

She laid her head to Jayson's chest and
closed her eyes. Memories of the day he connected with her came
back. Perhaps if she touched that place, she could revive him.
Although she doubted she could be any help, she had to try
something. Swords and shields would not protect against this enemy.
Only magic would give them a chance, and then only the right source
of magic. She had to help Jayson, to help them.

Calli opened herself as she had that day, but
this time, Jayson's mind did not seek her out.

Instead, someone else called to her,
directing her deeper into the connection.

Who are you?

The presence said nothing but pulled away.
She chased it with her thoughts. At the moment she felt herself get
close, it drew back again.

Many times, the presence led her in a game
like this. However, she soon recognized the brilliance filling her
and surrounding her in the same comfort as the Light.

The presence flared bright around her.
Calli floated in it like a warm sea, bodiless but aware.
Jayson?

No, child.

She faltered at the depth of wisdom and
vastness of the presence, as if all at once an explosion of
awareness of everything engulfed her. It suffocated her. Had she
been in her body and conscious, she would have gasped for air.

From the Light around her materialized
a figure. In plain robes, a man approached. His hair shone like the
sun, his eyes like the sea but sparkling like the stars. His
youthful face bore an expression raising her hopes. Before she
could ask, the answer came to her as if she always knew.
Haiberuk?

A smile stretched across his face.

Jayson had told her so much about his Master,
his teacher and the only father he and the other Sh'lahmar knew.
Why was he here? If so, why did he not use his great power as one
of the Majera to banish the nekrethe?

The smile faded from his face.
I cannot interfere, but I can lend you my power as
the Darklord lent them his. More than Jayson, you have that
ability. Your kind was created for this. You must believe in yourself, Calli.

What of Jayson?
she asked.

He is here, but weak. The Second Race was
not intended to use magic. Tahronen's children are limited because
of this. Hurry now. You both grow weak.

What— How do I use your power?

His image dissipated, but his presence
surrounded her like Jayson's warm embrace.

Let me guide you.
Haiberuk's consciousness overwhelmed her. His power coursed
through her like cold fire.

Through the fog of unreality, she saw the
shadowy demons and let the Light flood through her. Like a fiery
wave it poured from her. She watched events unfold in a glimpse of
the whole of Creation. A mere speck on the grand picture of that
moment.

The whole world touched her mind at once.
Life and death passed through her in an instant that seemed an
eternity. A million joys and sorrows filled her heart, washed aside
by anger and love. Dragons of Light and Dark, surprising her by the
strength of their magic, spread over the world, although the dark
ones were more concentrated in four areas.

Armies amassed on all the continents. Men
cried in pain and anguish as a terrible enemy spread over the
world. But men and women bearing connections to the power of the
Light touched her through it. For a fleeting second, the impression
of Phelan upon a white horse charged through her but raced away as
quickly as it came.

Calli wanted to cry at the flood of emotions
and physical sensations tearing through her. It both soothed and
hurt all at once.

A shadow hovered over part of the world, a
void of nothingness that made her shiver. It lasted a speck of a
moment, one of infinite beings, but one of great power.

After what seemed an eternity, the sensations
faded. She trembled, tears cooling her cheeks. Through the mist in
her eyes, the colors of the cavern coalesced.

Where he failed you picked up;

had I not known I'd think Haiberuk.

Calli blinked and wiped away the tears. The
dragon's voice fell to the background of questions echoing about
the cavern.

{"They're gone. You did it, Calli."}

She looked up to lines of confusion creasing
Lêath's forehead. His lips moved but no sound uttered from it.

Her mind reeled with the faded impressions
from the onslaught of sensations, although she now saw colors about
the people and objects she had never seen before. How could she
explain what she could not understand?

{"Haiberuk."} She had no other answer.

The cavern quieted.

Lêath knelt down and held her gaze with his.
{"Where is he?"}

Calli searched around her, but the face she
had seen in her connection hid from sight. When she returned her
eyes to Lêath, she shrugged.

Lêath's shoulders slumped and he glanced down
at Jayson.

Did he doubt her? Did he doubt his Creator?
Calli leaned near, seeking his eyes, the same eyes as her father
but different.

Different. Lêath was not Kaillen; he never
would be. {"It was him. He showed me how to use his power to defeat
the nekrethe. You must believe me."}

{"I believe that you believe. That's
enough."} He motioned to a couple of guards to join them. {"The
fact is that the nekrethe have been chased away from here and
likely from Loringale, because of you—both of you. For that we're
all grateful. But your friend needs rest."}

When he stepped away, two guards moved in.
Knowing they would not harm their main defense against the nekrethe
returning, Calli let them lift Jayson.

Lêath stood aside as they carried him between
them. {"The Key of Lûmien is broken. No more reason have we to
stay."}

What would happen to them now? This had been
the reason she and Jayson left—to find the darkness he felt and
eliminate it. What would Fellendar do?

Calli grimaced but followed the men carrying
Jayson out of the cavern. With more care than she expected, they
shifted him to slip through the narrow opening into the dark
tunnel. She followed, seeing nothing ahead but vague shapes in the
limited light from the crevasse into the tunnel. The roar of the
waterfall echoed from ahead.

The tromping of many feet followed behind
her, the light of the crystals in their hands illuminating the
cavern. She ignored them, rushing to catch up to those who carried
Jayson, while using care not to fall on the wet, slippery
ground.

They rounded the corner to the widest tunnel
out. Ahead poured a sheet of water, smearing the moonlight beyond.
The roar of the waterfall muted all other sound.

The men continued to the glistening wall.

For the first time, the enormous presence of
the dragon touched her inside. Calli grabbed her chest as if she
could loosen the breath that caught. Never had she been aware of
them without seeing them first. She took a deep breath and let it
out slowly.

{"Are you well?"}

She turned at Lêath's shouting voice beside
her, trying to find her voice. Although she could not see his face
clearly, she imagined deep lines in his forehead. Concern? {"Is it
always like this?"}

{"Like what?"}

When she tried to describe the immensity of
the power, words escaped her. Calli shook her head and shrugged.
{"I know not how to describe it."}

Was this some residual effect of Haiberuk's
power? Why did she know where each of them were every second? The
impressions they left on her flickered but resembled the massive
awareness on a smaller scale of what she had experienced through
Haiberuk's power.

{"This is odd."} She shook the thoughts away
but could not turn off the effect of the magic. Would it leave her
in time or would she always feel this?

As the two men carrying Jayson reached the
opening behind the waterfall, the silhouette of the dragon's head
blotted out the moonlight.

Many can I carry but not all,

I will take a few through the fall.

The water parted ahead. Through the clear
path, a large claw entered. The Shî Lôrin carried Jayson along the
wet, scaly limb to the dragon's back.

Hesitant but aware of no threat to her, Calli
set her foot on Frendal's front limb. Magic tingled in her feet.
What is this that I should feel every bit of magic around me?

Like your friend you've seen the Light.

Now experience you magic's plight.

Not easy to one not born of it

that you should have such fit.

Accept for now the knowledge gained

that this is as your friend has pained.

The First has not the same as this

but in exchange they would not miss.

Calli settled down in a place on the dragon's
back where she could hold Jayson's head in her lap. {"If this is
what it's like for you, I know not how you stay sane. You're far
stronger than I."} She bent down and kissed his cheek while others
found places on the broad back among the rough scales.

Soon they would be in Amendren. She
doubted Fellendar would be happy to see them again, or at least to
see Jayson again. Hopefully, Lêath would make him listen. Her
father's twin brother had not tried to separate them but accepted
Jayson without hesitation. Fellendar could not easily dismiss the
word of a Shî Lôrin, or so she
hoped.

Frendal shifted beneath them. Calli grabbed
Jayson with one arm and the scales with another. Here we go,
again.

The dragon spread his massive wings.

__________

 



Gheorwen

 


Rain hammered on Gheorwen's helmet and armor
and those of the two men next to him. The old man had conjured the
storm, or so he said, before Galen had ever warned of the
approaching fleet.

Gheorwen could not see the harbor wall, much
less if the enemy approached.

He scowled, waiting astride his horse behind
the lines of soldiers. The rain made things difficult for the enemy
at the gate, and hopefully the C'Lupuc by sea. Fremmer commanded
the defense of the city wall, but they needed men here, on the
shoreline, if Makleor was correct about the numbers expected.

The heavy rain poured inside his armor. His
horse tossed its head, its wet mane slapping its neck. The soldiers
behind their barricade stood in wet sand and mud. The rain also
washed away some of the sand hiding their traps. Unless the rain
blinded them, the C'Lupuc could easily avoid the traps meant to
slow the first group's advance.

Waves crashed over the shoreline. Their
recession revealed the tips of the pikes waiting to stop any vessel
to pass through the opening to the harbor.

A streak of lightning flashed across the
harbor and ended at the top of a mast illuminated in the
discharge.

Gheorwen turned aside to his captains.

"Warn the lines. They're here!" He shouted
above the hammering rain. The two captains nodded and galloped away
from him, shouting orders.

Another streak of lightening touched the
water somewhere behind the ship. Or was it two? The lightening was
gone before he discerned. He thought a second ship flanked the
first.

It matters not. More than one will come.
Many more.

__________

 



Galen

 


In the crystal of Makleor's staff played
something Galen had not expected. He narrowed his eyes and leaned
closer, wishing to enlarge the images, but only Makleor knew how.
Were the C'Lupuc who escaped preparing to attack Lee's men?

"I see an opportunity," Makleor said.

"Opportunity? What can an attack by the
C'Lupuc do for us but distract Lee's forces? Candro has not the men
to take advantage of that."

Amusement glimmered in Makleor's good eye. A
light chuckle from him made Galen's blood simmer.

He clenched his jaw in frustration and waited
for the old man to explain.

Makleor let the magic fade. "Now, he may
believe you."

Anger threatened to boil up. Galen turned
away to the tapestries of the waiting room. Here they could see
none of the fighting taking place, yet he felt the presence of the
C'Lupuc that survived Makleor's waterspout and storm, a growing
shadow of conflicting magic, most of it dark.

The twisting of forces about the wolfmen
reminded him of his past. Before Gilthiel's touch, he bore a
similar confusion of magic. For years, the Light of the Majera had
battled the darker emotions and drives inside him, until the
child's touch purified it. Gilthiel had cleansed away the
confusion. Could it not be the same for them?

Galen frowned at the ideas in his
head. It would never work. They were
created to kill. They can do nothing else. He shoved
away the prospects as useless, focusing instead on immediate
concerns.

Thunder rumbled outside, muffled by the stone
walls.

Makleor suggested Lee would change his mind
after being attacked by the C'Lupuc. Tyrkam had picked Lee for good
reason—he trusted him to advance his goals. Allying his forces with
the last of Cavatar's would impede his conquest of Candro.

"He may believe," Galen said, "but he'll
never ally his forces with Gheorwen's for any reason."

The tap of Makleor's staff accompanied the
shuffling of his feet, which halted a moment later. "This was never
your battle. More than enough have you done."

He wouldn't be dismissed so easily. "This is
as much my battle as yours."

"You must warn others." The old mage let out
heavy sigh and a called upon a surge of magic. The colors of magic
swirled in a familiar spell. A portal.

The old man was insane, if he was going where
Galen thought he was going. "You intend to speak with him?"

"Candro cannot face two enemies." Makleor
stepped forward and disappeared.

Galen shook his head but wanted to laugh in
spite of himself. "Old fool."

Lee would consider the words of Tyrkam's old
wizard less than those of Dorjan. Makleor would do best to
concentrate on defeating the C'Lupuc rather than waste his power on
Lee.

Galen would do best to leave and warn the
nearest towns, but the heavy rain made flight nearly
impossible.

Until the storm passed, he was stuck in
Candro. The least he could do was to help defend it.

__________

 



Makleor

 


Makleor stepped into the downpour he created,
the cold rain soaking through his hood and robes to chill his old
bones to the core. Behind the lines of men worked the commanders of
the legion and the other half of Tyrkam's invaders. They set up
tents and cut trees from the groves along the river banks to build
their siege towers and weapons.

Branith Lee sat atop his black stallion, the
center of a group of what Makleor guessed were captains and
lieutenants, directing the construction of their camp. They saw
none of the activity behind them on the open fields around the
city.

Makleor huffed up the hill, winded by the
short climb and the power he had expended to transport himself. At
the top, he moved around their horses and stopped between the men
and the activity.

A frown washed over Lee's face. He fixed dark
eyes on Makleor. "You've come."

"Already here was I."

Beneath the dripping helmet, thin lips pursed
with contempt. "I need not your help, old man."

"Need not my help? Then all is well?" Makleor
chuckled and pointed beyond them to the larger than human shapes
amid thousands of men. Thunder followed a streak of lightening that
touched one of the cliffs south of the city. They all twisted to
see what he pointed at.

Makleor caught the surprise on the face of
one of the captains as they turned their mounts around. He waited
until Lee realized that, although his men were able to injure these
creatures, the C'Lupuc razed through a section of them before the
soldiers turned their attention from the city.

"Speak, old man! What are they?"

Makleor hid his smile by tipping his head
down and pulling his cloak over his face to keep the rain off. He
hobbled through the horses to stand at the head of Lee's stallion,
which watched the attack with ears pricked.

"At least two thousand will land this day.
Less maybe. Yes. Traps, perils await them, but too many for you
alone to face. You need Gheorwen's alliance."

When Lee's stone face revealed a glimmer of
horror, Makleor turned back to the C'Lupuc. All the regiments
turned from their siege preparations to the C'Lupuc attack, but
already he estimated a hundred bodies lay on the battlefield. When
the men worked together, the C'Lupuc fell one at a time. Only five
escaped.

Makleor frowned. He had not expected them to
flee. This group was different than those who had attacked in the
harbor.

"They will not threaten us."

"General Gheorwen said the same, before they
arrived." Makleor pointed his staff to the fresh mound of earth
outside the city.

"He saw his luck run out. Already they enter
the harbor. If you will not join the fight, then you'll fall."

Lee snorted. "Dorjan said the same; I see you
cast your enchantments over him. You'll not have me. Away, old
man."

Makleor had expected the rebuff but hoped for
cooperation, or at least reason. A couple of the other officers,
their helmets hiding much of their faces with the nosepieces
between their eyes, looked to each other behind Lee. One of them
shook his head minutely and dropped his eyes. The other grimaced
and turned to where the soldiers gathered around the creatures.
Other soldiers helped the wounded left in the wake of the
C'Lupuc.

The surviving C'Lupuc disappeared through the
pouring rain.

"Gheorwen will soon be too busy to offer a
truce," Makleor said.

"Be gone!"

The general's tone disappointed him.
Lee had impressed him as being a reasonable man.
Reasonable if it serves his purposes. No less
should I expect of Tyrkam's loyalists.

The rain chilled him, despite the warmth of
the coastal area. He had wasted his power to transport out of the
city, but, unless he used it again, he would be stuck out in the
drenching rain with Lee's cold gaze chilling him further.

Calling forth the magic, Makleor created a
portal to the chamber in the Citadel where he had left Galen.

When he stepped into an empty room, he
reached out to find the other's presence. The ripples in the magic
generated from the lowest level of the Citadel and moved into the
street.

You found your purpose,
assassin. The thought brought some peace to his
mind. But will it be for
nothing?

Even with both of their combined powers, they
could not give the people of the city much chance of defeating
invaders from both sides, and he was too weak to aid them further.
It was up to Gheorwen now.

__________

 



Galen

 


Galen stepped out into the quiet street and
pulled the hood of his cloak over his head to shield his eyes from
the pelting rain. Guards in armor stood at attention at every
corner, pole-axes in hand and motionless at the moment. They would
be active soon enough.

He rested his hand on the pommel of Dorjan's
sword, staring through the blur of rain falling in the empty
street. Although he wore no armor, he could still fight, and armor
would interfere with his transformation, if the need arose. Despite
the lack of protection, he could not sit around and wait for Candro
to fall.

Lee was an arrogant fool.

Galen picked up a jog through the streets to
the shore. The C'Lupuc would reach it soon. He would be there to
greet them with his sword and not wait for them to enter the
city.

At sight of the harbor, a chill ran though
his core, but not because of the rain plastering his clothes to his
skin. Already, four ships stuck on the pikes and dock supports in
the water. Waves crashed against them, and the C'Lupuc dove
overboard. At least six more ships came behind with a few others at
the gateway through the harbor wall. Some of the masts burned like
giant candles.

Galen stopped in his tracks a sprint from the
back lines of soldiers.

The rain let up. The lightning flashed less
and the thunder no longer shook through his body.

When the first of the wolfmen, soggy and
dripping from their swim in the sea, stepped upon the shore, Galen
sprinted for the soldiers.

He reached the back lines as Gheorwen's voice
rang out over the drumming of rain on metal: "Archers! Ready!"

A line of archers at the front pulled back on
their bowstrings, arrows ready for release.

Gheorwen galloped his horse along the street
lining what had been the pier, now a war zone.

The growls of multiple C'Lupuc came from the
forces landing on the shore. They filled the narrow strip of beach.
Most avoided the exposed traps in the sand, although a few were not
as careful. The sections of branches with sand partially concealing
the pits made them pause, but only for a moment, enough time to
avoid the pits.

"Archers! Loose!"

The call rang out along the lines. Arrows
sang through the air. Numerous C'Lupuc fell, but only after taking
multiple hits. More set foot on the beach behind them.

Three more ships groaned to halts on the sea
defenses. A few masts stuck above the harbor wall, moving away from
the entrance.

Galen stared, uncertain if he interpreted the
direction of movement correctly. They might crash against the
cliffs, but the survivors would climb to land. Lee would discover
soon the true danger he faced. By the time he begged a truce, it
might be too late.

The snarls and growls of approaching C'Lupuc
snapped Galen's attention back to the situation before him. The
leading edge of the invaders reached the watery trenches before the
barricade of spikes; the C'Lupuc arrived en masse from the sea.

"Soldiers! To the front!" Gheorwen's order
was carried along the lines by several riders.

Archers hurried back through the lines of
soldiers, who advanced and took positions behind the barricade. The
first of the C'Lupuc reached the wall of spikes and growled and
barked. They carried axes and knives; some carried the thin, curved
blades popular with the Rivon.

Galen swallowed with the understanding that
came. They had invaded Rivonia, Cavatar's strongest ally, before
setting out to sea. What would happen to the lands of Ayrule when
Rivonia fell? Had it already fallen?

The first C'Lupuc collapsed as it emerged
over the barricade, attacked by several soldiers. Others followed,
each one advancing farther than the last.

"Mage!"

The rough voice came from his left,
accompanied by the clatter of hooves. Gheorwen pulled his horse to
a stop. It snorted and pranced, despite the general's efforts.
"What can you do for us? We'll be overwhelmed."

Galen hesitated. He had not considered using
magic. What could he do that would not also injure or kill the
loyal soldiers he hoped to protect, much less leave him still
capable of fighting?

While Galen considered his options,
Gheorwen's voice rang out. "Archers! Form a line! Form a line!"

The men with their bows lined up well back of
the soldiers now engaged in combat with the invaders. An endless
flood flowed over the beach toward them.

"Archers! Ready!"

The archers drew their arrows. The nearest
ones trembled, hindering their efforts to follow orders. While many
still readied their weapons, Gheorwen called for them to loose
their arrows.

A volley of arrows arced through the air,
felling a portion of the C'Lupuc arriving on the beach.

Galen blinked away the distraction and
returned his attention to the general's request. Nothing came to
mind. What would Haiberuk say? Memories of his training flashed
back, memories he had despised but now wished he could return to
enjoy for what they were. Haiberuk had taught them many ways to use
their magic for defense and few for attack. But he had taught them
enough to attack when no defense was sufficient.

Those lessons were for facing a few foes.
Haiberuk had never taught what to do against an army, because to
take on so many would leave him weak.

When Gheorwen turned to him again, Galen
shook his head. "I have not the power to stop them. I can do more
with a sword than with magic."

Gheorwen's face hardened, and he struggled to
keep his gelding from fleeing. The horse reared.

When it landed, Galen grabbed the reins and
pulled the horse's head to him. He put his hand to the forehead of
the frightened animal and called on the magic in a simple
spell.

The horse quieted and he let the rein go.

When the gelding no longer snorted and
pranced in fright but responded as if ridden through open fields,
Gheorwen nodded his head in acknowledgment. "Go then. Fight as you
will. I turn away no man willing to carry a sword." He turned his
attention to the screams of men and growls and barks of C'Lupuc.
"Archers! Draw your swords!"

The clatter of bows on stone reached Galen
from both directions. The enemy had mixed too much with the men in
close combat for archers to avoid injuring or killing their own.
The C'Lupuc now climbed over the barricade with little
opposition.

Galen joined the melee. he would be no more
effective in killing them, but he was one more man.

__________

 



Makleor

 


Makleor watched the attack from his room in
the Citadel. Gheorwen had not evacuated the city, but Candro was
the safest place for the people to be. In the open they would not
have survived. And the population was too large to effectively
evacuate in such short time as they had.

The citizens would have to fend for
themselves when the soldiers failed to stop the C'Lupuc.

"This bodes ill for Ayrule. They'll not be
the last to come." The white sails of ships not yet in the harbor
caught his eyes. They headed for the cliffs of the coastline
outside the sea wall.

One thought came to mind. "Fremmer." Before
he considered the drain on him, he conjured a portal and stepped
through to the upper wall near the gates of Candro.

"Blessed be!"

Makleor turned to the wide-eyed look on the
soldier's face. "I must speak with Captain Fremmer."

Hesitant at first but more agreeable each
second, the soldier nodded his head. "Right. Ah... This way."

While walking along the top of the wall,
Makleor glanced down at the land outside the city. The soldiers
outside still prepared and had not yet attacked, being too busy
building siege towers and machines to launch projectiles at the
heavy walls of Candro. Lee would not be ready for a few days, at
the least. Before then, the C'Lupuc would descend upon him.

The soldier disappeared through the doorway
of the gate house. Makleor focused on the cold glare of the man
standing in the shadows of that doorway. The soldier whispered
something to him and pointed back at Makleor.

Fremmer excused the soldier and motioned
Makleor forward, out of the rain. He turned his back and entered
the shadows of the tower room. "You came."

Makleor gladly stepped out of the cold rain
and into the shelter of the gatehouse. The size of the room
surprised him. He had not imagined the space inside. Six archers
stood near the windows looking down on the commotion on the plains.
Rain spattered on the glass and ran down the windows to the ledges
at chest height. Below the windows were angled, vertical slits for
them to safely fire through. Three taller, lower windows on the
opposite side faced into the city.

At the back of the room stood a wooden wheel
about two-thirds the height of a man. Pegs projected from the side
of it, perfect for grasping with two or even four hands. From past
experience with the handiwork of the Ancients, Makleor guessed the
wheel was the handle to a massive system of wheels and chains
controlling the doors of the gates. The engineering feats of the
Second Race were catching up, despite their setbacks a couple
thousand years ago.

Makleor entered the empty space in the middle
of the room.

"You said in counsel you could help the city.
Gheorwen also assured me of your help. His word I trust." Fremmer
turned to face him and crossed his arms. "I'll hear it now from
you—what is your true purpose here?"

Makleor met the challenge in Fremmer's face.
He had seen worse in Tyrkam. "I came to warn of the beasts called
the C'Lupuc, which your general fights as we speak."

Fremmer stiffened and uncrossed his arms. His
right hand fell to the hilt of his sword. "I've seen these
creatures."

"I've done what I can. Warriors must do their
work now, milord."

Fremmer's cheeks twitched with the clenching
of his jaw, and his eyes hardened into an icy glare. He stepped
away to peer through the window overlooking the plains outside the
city wall. "Why are you here...now?"

A few of the men turned to Makleor, but
Fremmer continued to look away. Frustration? Anger? Makleor had
seen much the same on Tyrkam's face when he wanted an easy answer
to a deeper meaning behind his words. The answer was never
easy.

Makleor took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. His body ached from the expenditure of power that day. He
needed rest, but he had to inform them first. "To warn you. The
C'Lupuc are not all landed inside the harbor."

Fremmer swallowed and glanced aside to a few
of the men who had watched them. "Where? Where will they land?"

"Outside the city."

The captain nodded. All the men in the room
turned to him with expectation on their faces. They knew enough of
their leader to anticipate his words; Makleor had seen it many
times in his lifetime, a sign of the time they spent under his
command and a sign of respect.

In a quiet voice that cut through the silence
of the tower room, Fremmer spoke. "They seek to surround us, to
pinch us from all sides."

He looked back to Makleor, a new spark in his
eyes. "Tyrkam's army will be hard-pressed...and so will we."

A smile crept to Makleor's lips. Perhaps
Fremmer understood. Now, hopefully Lee would forego his pride and
agree to a truce.

"Come, mage. We have work to do." Captain
Fremmer strode past him to the door and stopped just out of the
rain. "How much time have we?"

Makleor hobbled to the door, his staff
tapping on the stones. He stopped next to Fremmer and spoke in a
low voice the others would not hear. "By their speed, not
long."

With a nod, Fremmer stepped out into the
light drizzle.

__________

 



Greechik

 


Greechik snarled as Trekar wrapped his
shoulder wound with strips of cloth taken from the soldiers felled
on their retreat. Her rough touch sent spears of pain through his
chest and throbbing into his head. Spots danced in his vision. She
had already dressed the slit on his side, which caused far less
pain, although his leg wound still bothered him, but that was
nothing. A human had nearly ripped his arm at the shoulder with a
well-aimed stab of his spear.

The others bore injuries less serious than
his, but he would not stay out of battle. They had not run far to
hide, but the men had given up the chase early.

["We cannot stay here."]

Greechik growled as Trekar knotted the bundle
of cloth strips in place.

Rashtrar turned from his lookout near the
bluff of the hill. ["The others will come. I thought I saw
ships."]

["We'll wait for them,"] Trekar said.

Greechik looked at her, vengeance coursing
through his veins. She had called the retreat, an action he and the
others opposed at the time but now understood. ["Then we'll destroy
the humans."]

__________

 



Galen

 


Blood smeared the sword, which found its mark
in the bowels of another. Galen sawed the flesh with the blade
before pulling it out.

The C'Lupuc snarled, its fangs bared in
threat. But the fire in its eyes faded as it swung an axe taken
from a soldier whose neck it had snapped moments before.

Galen jumped away before it came close.

The C'Lupuc staggered back.

Before the beast fell to the ground, another
jumped at Galen. Sharp claws snagged his cloak and shredded through
the fabric. Galen yanked off the heavy, wet garment.

The C'Lupuc howled with rage and threw it
aside.

In that instant, Galen swung the sword in an
arc that slit through the throat above him.

The C'Lupuc grasped its throat, gargling in a
struggle to breathe. It fell to its knees before him, drowning in
the blood pouring from its veins.

Galen whirled about and caught his breath.
None came at him for the moment. But the forces of the enemy now
numbered greater than men. Bodies littered the shoreline and the
streets.

He stood at the edge of the battle, which
crept into the city streets among the buildings. The C'Lupuc pushed
back the front lines, yet they moved slower than he expected.

Had the swimming tired them? Even that small
of a hindrance might make the difference.

In the few moments he stole to catch his
breath, he noticed the stench of death and wet dog, a combination
that not even Tyrkam's hounds could have duplicated if hunting in
the rain.

He noticed too that the rain all but quit.
Hints of blue sky peeked through the clouds above.

And a group of C'Lupuc ran for the general.
Pack hunters. Much like the wolves when Gaispar had followed
him.

Galen searched the visible streets and saw
none of the other officers on horseback. A horse lay dead on its
side among the bodies of men. Realization struck him with a blow
that stopped his breath.

They were after the general.

Magic twisted into an eddy behind him,
something he heeded with the many C'Lupuc nearby. Galen forgot his
thoughts and swung hard around. The sword made contact with an
object that gave a little.

A sharp sting caught him in the ribs. Galen
winced and looked up in time to see a heavy arm raised with a
spiked club in the hand. The other withdrew bloody claws.

With a roar that released the pain from his
consciousness and the speed of the Sh'lahmar, Galen jabbed the tip
of his sword in the throat of the beast.

The club swung down. Galen ducked, and it
flew over his head.

The C'Lupuc grasped its throat with both
hands as blood poured down its wet hide. A second later, it lunged
at Galen with bloody claws.

On instinct, Galen thrust his hand into the
air between them, his palm out as a focus for his power. The
C'Lupuc bounced back into another bearing many wounds.

Galen took a moment to catch his breath. He
had used magic several times in battle to defend himself. Combined
with the act of physically fighting, each use drained him faster
than he recovered. Nevertheless, it saved his life. If he used it
sparingly, he would have no trouble.

Thank you, Master.
The epiphany brought a strange peace to him.

It would have to wait. While the soldiers
slowed the C'Lupuc advancing on the general, even taking down at
least a couple of the group, they were no match for the beasts.

Galen sprinted through the edge of the melee.
Gheorwen had asked what magic he could use. Perhaps he had
something left, something to at least save the one person who
inspired the men to fight and who listened to reason.

Exactly why they target
him! The thought cracked through his head like the
thunder that had passed. It hurried his feet on the wet, slippery
stones and over bodies on the ground. They weren't negotiators;
they sought the death of every human, starting with the
leaders.

Three C'Lupuc surrounded the General, who
swung the horse around to keep them from finding an easy
opening.

A larger group of men sprinted at them.

One of the C'Lupuc howled in threat, sending
the horse into squeals of fear and rearing out of control.

Two of the soldiers slammed into two of the
C'Lupuc.

Gheorwen spurred his horse, but one of the
C'Lupuc caught the rein and yanked its head around while throwing
its arm out. The C'Lupuc hit one of the soldiers in the jaw and
knocked him to the ground.

Gheorwen stabbed with his sword, but the
C'Lupuc warrior held firmly to the rein. With only one hand free,
he slashed his claw across Gheorwen's arm.

Gheorwen dropped his sword, four bloody
streaks across his arm. No more than four strides away, Galen heard
the metal clatter to the stone street.

The soldiers killed the third C'Lupuc. Two of
them prepared to attack the wolfman at the horse's head.

From Gheorwen's other side, another of the
C'Lupuc lifted a sword.

Galen gripped his sword tight and let out a
war cry that should have distracted the wolfman, but the C'Lupuc
warrior lunged at Gheorwen as Galen struck him in the back and up
through his chest.

The C'Lupuc turned with such speed that he
yanked the sword free of Galen's hands, a bloody blade in his
claws.

Galen jumped away. One of the soldiers
finished his work. In the instant before the beast struck, he fell
on the sword sticking up through his chest.

Galen yanked his sword from the C'Lupuc's
back and looked to where the general should have been. The horse
circled frantically, its head pulled around tight.

General Gheorwen lay motionless over the
outer shoulder.

Galen sprinted at the panicked horse, forming
a calming spell in his mind.

He approached the animal carefully and slowed
his pace. In Gairdran, he uttered words to focus the magic and
simply to say something in a calm tone to the animal. The whites of
its eyes showed, but as he spoke, the eyes softened. The eyelids
relaxed to hide the white, and the horse stopped. Its nostrils
flared with each hard breath, its sides still shaking from the
fading fright.

"That's better." Galen grabbed the rein and
pulled it loose so the horse could relax its head. With a quick
scan, he confirmed no immediate threat.

"General." He nudged the man's shoulder. A
line of blood trickled from the seams of the general's armor.
Gheorwen groaned.

"Can you ride?"

The general shifted his head but did not lift
it.

"Then I will." Galen pulled the general's
foot from the stirrup to replace it with his own and took both
reins in one hand. With the litheness of a cat, he sprang to the
horse's back behind the cantle.

"Fr— Fremmer. Get...Fremmer," Gheorwen
groaned.

Galen gave the gelding his head and the horse
jumped into a full gallop.

__________

 



Makleor

 


Captain Fremmer cursed under his breath next
to Makleor.

Outside the city, General Lee sat on his
horse, but his voice carried far in the calm after the storm. His
words had been clear. He would not agree to any sort of peace,
unless it involved Candro's surrender.

"Foolish pride," Makleor muttered.

Fremmer turned to him but said nothing. His
scowl made it clear he agreed, at least about Lee. They had
discussed the possibilities of Lee's reaction already—he had failed
to take Candro the summer before, when the rest of Cavatar
surrendered to Tyrkam's forces. No general liked to fail, nor did
Captain Fremmer.

Makleor shook his head and sighed. This would
not do. Through the magic, he knew they approached. The C'Lupuc
climbed the cliffs. They covered the ground outside Candro as no
horse could. Soon, they would strike.

"The enemy is near."

"Already?"

The twisting of magic generated from almost
all around them—behind in the city and ahead as they circled wide
around Lee's forces. Fremmer looked out over the hills covered in
trees, searching the shadows. "They're swift."

"The will of their master pushes them."

Fremmer's stern face twisted into a grimace.
Makleor had briefly told of the Darklord in an update Gheorwen gave
the captain after his arrival. They understood the will of the
Darklord—the master of the C'Lupuc—and his desire for chaos and
eventually death.

"Lee will discover the horror himself."

Fremmer nodded, a glint of satisfaction in
his eyes. "He cannot deny the truth when it strikes him down."

General Branith Lee turned his horse and rode
to the camp his men set up. The largest tent, outside of which
flapped the banner of Hadeon with its white dragon on a red
background, awaited him.

Makleor watched, tingles of anticipation
quickening his heart. He gripped his staff in tight fingers. Next
to him, Fremmer said nothing but waited at the balustrade.

When the black-haired C'Lupuc appeared around
the edge of the camp, Lee never noticed.

You see nothing in the
trees? Makleor took a deep breath to calm himself.
This was Lee's battle, not his. His point would become evident soon
enough. From where he stood at the height of the wall overlooking
the plains, the enemy stood out from their background of green
leaves and brown trunks. The blue-gray of their pelts could not be
mistaken.

They advanced on Lee's camp.

"He'll beg us to let him in." The captain's
voice bore the sharp edge of cynicism, a hint of arrogance that
came from knowing wielded an advantage in a situation. He stared
over the activities as relaxed as if it meant nothing.

The pack of what must have been a couple
hundred tightened their ranks around the soldiers.

While Lee spoke with a soldier on foot, his
horse spun around, ears pricked on a high head. The other horses
pulled free of their tethers and raced toward the city, away from
the threat of the open land. Lee jerked the reins, but his horse
squealed and bolted after the others. Only after the horse reached
the edge of the field did Lee regain control. The animal reared
high, a feat usually ending in the death of the rider by the animal
falling backwards. However, the horse kept its balance and came
down, shaking its head against the tight hold.

The C'Lupuc turned their slow creep into a
full charge. The men looked up too late from their work and grabbed
whatever tools or weapons lay close by. Although vastly
outnumbered, the C'Lupuc cut through the ranks of men with
methodical viciousness.

Lee dismounted his panicked horse and set it
free, pulling his sword as the horse raced off. He stood with his
sword in hand, his eyes on the advancing menace. The men at the
fringes of the attack felled several of the enemy but more of them
came, too strong and swift for the men.

The C'Lupuc left bodies in their wakes. Men
surrounded them, using their numbers to overcome the strength of
the wolfmen.

"Too late he sees." Although Makleor uttered
the words under his breath, Captain Fremmer glanced aside at
him.

The battle played out, the men at the wall
making no move to help.

They are the enemy. Not a
one to be trusted while they obey Branith Lee. Why
should Fremmer help? Lee's forces cut down the C'Lupuc numbers for
them and they risked nothing.

On the battlefield, the full complement of
Lee's forces spread out. Groups of men took on each C'Lupuc,
causing more injury to them and increasing their chances of
success. Other C'Lupuc joined the fight from around the city
perimeter.

Then it happened. Makleor watched, unable to
blink as Lee faced one of the wolfmen alone. He blocked what would
have been a skull-crushing blow from a spike-tipped club. The
general stumbled under the force of the C'Lupuc's swing and fell to
his knees. He used his free hand to stop himself from falling on
his face.

The C'Lupuc overshadowed him, baring its
sharp fangs in a hideous snarl.

When another soldier came to his leader's aid
and swung an axe into the leg of the beast, the C'Lupuc warrior
lashed out with his free claw.

The soldier fell away, his face shredded. The
C'Lupuc kicked Lee in the gut, and the general rolled away into a
body.

Makleor imagined the terror on the general's
face in the moments before the warrior smashed down with its club.
The C'Lupuc lifted his bloody weapon and turned to continue its
rampage as if the general meant nothing.

"Captain!"

Makleor turned as Fremmer did to the man on
the ground inside the gates. The helmed soldier pointed to the
closed gates. "They're beggin' entrance! They ask for truce."

Makleor leaned over the balustrade. At the
gates, a large group of soldiers had gathered. Their calls barely
rose above the clamor of battle.

Captain Fremmer's grave expression gave
nothing away; but by his silence, Makleor guessed he gave the
request serious consideration.

Makleor met the hard eyes of the captain with
a raised eyebrow. They risked the C'Lupuc slipping in with the
enemy soldiers at this point. They also risked those forces
attacking Fremmer's once inside.

Fremmer motioned to the guards in the gate
house and turned to the soldier below. "Let them in!" After giving
the order, he hurried away. His voice carried loud and clear behind
the city wall. "Stand ready! Let none of the beasts in!"

The voices of men called for help to unblock
the doors. The great wheel inside the gate house creaked and
groaned. Chains clinked and clicked.

The nearest door ground open, assisted by men
on the ground pulling hand holds.

Makleor leaned over the balustrade, watching
the outcome. Men squeezed in, pushing and shoving to escape the
terror behind them. Others on the field caught sight of the gate
and ran from battle.

Makleor shook his head. Although the men ran
from this battle, they might well face another inside, if they
threatened Fremmer's men.

No word had come from the harbor's
frontlines. By now General Gheorwen should have sent word for help
if necessary, unless his forces had been swiftly overcome. Not a
pleasant thought, but a grave possibility.

On the plains below, men streamed for the
gate, leaving the battle behind. Some tripped and fell and the
C'Lupuc closed in.

The din of voices rose behind Makleor as
Tyrkam's soldiers poured into the city.

Makleor turned and froze, surprised by the
numbers swelling into the streets, but resolved not to interfere.
That was Fremmer's duty.

His awaited.

While the numbers of soldiers to stop them
dwindled on the battlefield, the C'Lupuc advanced on the city with
greater speed. Fewer obstacles stood in their way. They had been
outnumbered by humans at odds greater than five-to-one, yet they
killed a large portion of Lee's forces.

When a handful of C'Lupuc ran at the open
gate, several soldiers called from below, "Close the gates!"

The wheels ground as the men in the gate
tower cranked on the mechanism and men below helped push the gates
shut. The last of the men on the ground waved to someone outside
the gate to hurry.

The door ground on its hinges, lumbering
slowly into position to close. Two men squeezed through the
narrowing opening before it closed completely. More men than
necessary lifted the planks into place.

By his best estimate, Makleor guessed they
saved a couple thousand of Lee's men, at least a regiment's worth.
The loss of twice that many lives brought a lump to this
throat.

Had Lee listened to their warnings, he would
now live. Instead, he had died for his stupidity. A pity, but it
saved those who saw the truth clearer than he had.

The C'Lupuc snarled and barked at them.

Makleor grimaced at what had to be done. He
despised killing, but if he did nothing, many more would die at
their hands.

Despite the weakness inflicted by the magic
he had already used that day, Makleor closed his eyes and delved
inside himself for what he now needed. With few soldiers still
struggling to survive the merciless slaughter, he rested better
knowing what he did would save far more. He had held off as long as
he dared, but now the time came.

The colors of magic changed. The twisted
presence of the C'Lupuc faded to the background and the Light rose
up inside Makleor. Although he knew what had to be done, he
hesitated to release the power. He blocked out all distractions on
a moment of balance before pulling down the magic like a giant
hammer of energy.

The barks and growls ended abruptly with all
sound outside the wall. Behind him, the men's voices faded.

He swallowed, wishing not to see the result
of his work but knowing he had to be sure none had escaped. He
opened his good eye.

Bloody corpses lay flat on the fields beyond
the city wall.

Fatigue and shame overwhelmed him and his
knees gave out. He hated what he did. It sickened him. The C'Lupuc
were horrible creatures but had the potential for good in them or
the magic would not twist. This would loom like a shadow with the
rest of his indiscretions in his long life.

Sunlight peered through the clouds on the
bodies strewn over the fields and near the gates of the city.

A touch on his shoulder made Makleor look up
to Fremmer's face. Two soldiers took his arms and helped him to his
feet.

"You were right; it should not have been this
way. But a truce has been made."

"Too late." Makleor's voice rasped in his
throat as that of someone waking from a long slumber, something he
now desired. He would not rest easily, though. Lee should have
agreed to a truce before all this, when his men could have used the
city wall to fight from a safe position and spared him the shadow
of guilt.

The clatter of hooves drew his eyes into the
city through the fog of sleep caressing his mind. Before he gave in
to the need to rest, he forced his eyes open. Was that Galen? Who
had he on the horse with him?

The questions faded with all sensations as
the deep forgetfulness of sleep fell over him.

__________

 



Galen

 


Galen reined the gelding to a hard stop, too
stunned to think. Hooves clattered on stone. Where had all the
soldiers come from? They numbered a few thousand, and many bore the
mark of Hadeon. They also bore blood stains and cuts.

His stomach tightened at what he suspected.
Two soldiers bearing the mark of Cavatar carried him between them
down the steps from the wallwalk.

"What happened?"

"The ones the old man calls the C'Lupuc."
Fremmer squeezed through the crowd until they parted at his
voice.

He stopped at the horse's head and motioned
to the others. His face hardened on Galen as three men gently
lowered the general from the horse.

"You've more on the way. They overpowered the
forces along the harbor. And you do well to hide yourself,
Captain." The captain's glare made him shiver. "They know enough to
take out the leaders."

"Cut off the head and the body is
useless?"

"Something like that." Galen dismounted, glad
to stand on solid ground, as someone took the reins of the horse.
"Can these men still fight? The C'Lupuc make their way through the
city."

"Can they? Maybe. Will they?" Fremmer glanced
around at the haggard faces and blood-splattered uniforms.

Men nodded, gripping their weapons.

"I see no other choice." He returned his eyes
to Galen and stepped forward to take the reins of Gheorwen's horse.
"Tend to your friend, mage. Leave this to us." Without waiting for
a response, he swung up onto the horse.

While the captain shouted his orders of which
of his lieutenants would stay and which would go, Galen followed
the soldiers carrying Makleor and others carrying the general. They
took the men to a nearby building of stone bearing the flag of
Cavatar near the door. They would have a chance to rest, until
Fremmer and the soldiers under his command cleansed the city of
C'Lupuc. With only a few hundred surviving against more than three
thousand soldiers, the battle would be won.

But at what cost? Too many men had lost their
lives already and the war had only begun. He could fight further,
but someone had to ensure Makleor survived if the C'Lupuc found
them.

__________

 



Calli

 


Calli smiled at the serenity on Jayson's face
and the rise and fall of his chest. The glow of life had returned
to him since their arrival a day and a half ago, while her
sensitivity to the Light had faded.

The sun had set a short time ago and the
stars winked on in the night sky outside the windows of the bedroom
in Fellendar and Kallisara's house.

She cared not but stayed at Jayson's bedside
day and night while he recovered. Only at Kallisara's insistence
that she eat and bathe had she left him and nothing else. She slept
at his side on the bed, her arm across his chest to reassure
herself that he continued to live and recover and for her own
comfort.

In all that time, she had seen nothing of
Lêath or Fellendar, but she could do without them. Kallisara told
her they put in long hours with the High Council. Calli would have
cared less but for the fact they discussed Jayson's fate.

Come back to me, she begged, holding the back
of his hand to her cheek.

Quiet steps entered the room. She turned to
the door and straightened in surprise.

{"The Council knows the truth."} Lêath
crossed to the bed and stopped next to her. Strange to see him in
the uniform of the Shî Lôrin,
but he was one of them and belonged there.

Unlike Jayson.

Anxiety trembled through her. She clutched
Jayson's fingers in hers, afraid to let go. What had they
decided?

When he said nothing, she looked up to Lêath
studying Jayson. {"They know I ordered the nekreth free and aren't
happy; but they understand it was necessary. None would dare
question the wisdom of a dragon."}

Lêath stared at Jayson. {"They're grateful
for his service... The time has come for the elders to set aside
their differences. They understand now that we cannot sit by while
the world is ruined."}

Then they had agreed and accepted Jayson.
Calli swallowed the lump in her throat and pinched her eyes closed
to ease the burning. Tears of joy cooled her cheeks.

Lêath's breath escaped in a heavy sigh. {"You
should know I haven't ignored your questions, Calli of Muriel."}
The fabric of his robe rustled with his movements and the faint
clinking of metal accompanied it.

Calli opened her eyes to him kneeling before
her. Lines of regret deepened on his face.

{"I left to find Kaillen and Muriel but my
search seemed in vain. I couldn't sustain my journey without food
and shelter. I found, instead, a man who promised to satisfy my
basic needs for my services to help train his army. I hoped the
security of such a position would allow me to continue my
search...but I was too late discovering the truth."}

Calli's breath caught in her throat from the
implications of his words. Part of her wished to hear no more,
fearing the truth she suspected; the other part of her desired
definitive answers.

She waited for him to continue or to at least
look up, but he said nothing and swallowed with his eyes still
down.

She had to know. {"Who was the man?"}

{"The one called Tyrkam."}

Her heart stopped, arrested by betrayal.
Calli sat back in her chair, stunned into disbelief. He had worked
with Tyrkam while his brother, her father, was murdered. He had
sided with Tyrkam when Setheadroc burned. He had helped to destroy
all she loved as a girl. Her spirit shredded with the
revelation.

A gentle grip around her hand drew her blurry
eyes to his face. Anger overflowed and, without thinking, she
slapped him with her free hand. {"He was your brother!"}

Had he been her father, she would have
regretted her actions, but Lêath was not Kaillen. Kaillen would
never have sided with a killer.

His hand tightened around hers but he made no
move to rebuke her nor did he show signs of anger. {"I could not
confirm that Tyrkam ordered his death until I met the man who
killed him."}

Calli froze and wiped away the tears in her
eyes. The man who killed him? {"When?"}

{"Before I left to return home. His guilt
will be his penance; Gilthiel has seen to that."}

Calli frowned. Gilthiel? Istaria's child?
{"How?"}

Lêath's brow furrowed. {"He implied that you
met him. I thought you might have been able to tell me."}

{"Who?"}

{"Galen."}

The name escaped her for a moment and she dug
deeper into her memories. After sorting through events of the last
few moon cycles, she remembered the man Jayson had warned her
about. She had faced the man who killed her father and not known.
{"I begged Jayson to spare his life. Had I known..."} Her head swam
with emotions. Everything tangled into a prison from which she
could see no escape.

{"What would you have done?"} The whisper of
a voice from the bed stopped her heart and shone a light through
her emotions. Calli leaned forward in her chair to run her hand
over the stubbly growth along Jayson's jaw. Brilliant blue eyes
studied her.

{"What would you have done"} he asked again,
{"had you known he killed your father?"}

She opened her mouth to speak, but no words
came. Her joy at Jayson's revival and the torrent of pain in her
heart struggled inside her. After several seconds of mixed
emotions, she shook her head. {"I'm not sure. Did you know?"}

{"No."} Jayson reached for her hand, which
Lêath had let go of sometime during her confusion.

The touch and something else—did he use his
magic on her or was it her imagination—swept away the tangle inside
her. Calli leaned closer to him, wrapping both her hands around
his. What would she have done? Would she have let Jayson take his
life? Would she have asked for it at her own hand?

She would have been no match against Galen;
that much she understood from her experiences with Jayson.

{"Can you forgive him?"} His voice rose to a
dry croak.

Calli frowned at Jayson's question. Every
fiber of her being said she should despise Galen for what he had
taken from her, but she could not. When Haiberuk opened his powers
to her to defeat the nekrethe, he gave her a temporary sensitivity
to the Light, the magic surrounding them. Although it had faded,
she still felt the connection. Whether from the nature of the
magic, weariness, or something inside her, she could not cling to
any jealousy or hatred.

Calli dropped her eyes and shook her head.
{"Forgiveness will take time, but I cannot hate him. If he lives
with the guilt of what he's done—"}

She looked up as Lêath rose beside her.
{"—he'll suffer enough."}

She looked down again to Jayson. His smile
warmed her inside. {"I'm proud of you."}

Proud of what? She could do nothing if she
wanted to, but she wanted only to move on. She knew not what she
would do if she met Galen again.

In the silence of their gazes, Lêath cleared
his throat. {"Since you're awake, I should inform you that the
Council has agreed to let you stay."}

{"But what of this war?"} Jayson's voice was
stronger this time.

Lêath shook his head. {"With the nekrethe
awake, they know they won't be safe. They fear what else may
awaken. Many speak of a new war, but few support fighting."}

{"I hoped this convinces them."}

{"Give them time, mage. Many, like Fellendar,
remember when the children of the Light led the Second Race against
them. Thousands of years of distrust don't vanish overnight."} He
took a deep breath. {"But I'll do what I can to hasten that."}

Jayson stretched a hand up to Lêath, and the
two clasped hands momentarily before Lêath released his grip. He
strode away, his steps tapping on the stone tiles of the floor.
Whether he knew it or not, he carried her grief with him.

{"Your father must have been a great man if
his brother is half as great."}

She smiled and nodded her head. Jayson's
words lifted her spirit and buried the last of her pain. {"He
was."}

Jayson sat up slowly with a soft grunt and
reached for the full glass of water on the table near the bed.
After emptying the glass, he cleared his throat. {"Much better."}
He replaced the glass and took both her hands in his, his sparkling
eyes catching her gaze.

{"I'm glad you're back."}

He looked down at himself with a frown. {"I
seem to be all here."} When he returned his eyes to her, a coy
glimmer shone from them. {"Where did I go?"}

Calli shook her head, ready to swat him; but
relief at having him back to his normal humor stopped her. Instead,
she moved to sit on the edge of the bed next to him. {"Someday that
mouth will get you in trouble."}

{"Someday has come and gone many times, my
lady."}

{"Why do I not doubt you?"}

He shrugged, his grin growing. {"There is one
way to silence it."}

{"I thought that nigh impossible."}

{"Improbable. Nothing is impossible."}

Calli welcomed the gentle touch of his lips
on hers for a gentle kiss. When he pulled away, she slid her
fingers behind his neck and held him near. {"We'd best keep you out
of trouble."}

His hands slid along her sides and pulled her
close. {"I agree. Better to be safe."}

__________

 



Galen

 


Voices drew him from a fog in which he had
been running, from what he could not say.

Galen opened his eyes, aware of the presence
of others nearby. In the dim torchlight, he made out the outline of
cots and bodies. He'd fallen asleep in the infirmary.

"The ceremony will take place in the morrow,
so the body may be properly honored." The gruff voice sounded
familiar.

"Aye, sir."

The tromp of a single pair of boots faded
with the departure of one of the speakers. Galen peered through the
gloom around the figures in the doorway at the shadows on Fremmer's
angular features. The captain's eyes focused on something on the
other side of the small room. Galen followed his gaze to a cot on
which laid someone with their face covered.

"A costly victory," Fremmer muttered under
his breath. "To take a good leader."

"I'm sorry."

At Galen's whisper, Fremmer's sharp eyes
darted to him. He glanced out the open door behind him before
stepping into the room and closing the door. "You're awake. I hoped
to speak to you and the old man, but he's gone."

Galen looked aside at where Makleor should
have been, but the cot was empty. Where had he gone? "How much time
has passed?"

"Since we won—if a victory you take it—or
since you fell asleep?"

"Yes."

Fremmer frowned, then shrugged. "The last of
the C'Lupuc were cornered as the sun set, but not after breaking
into many houses and killing the families inside."

Galen grimaced and looked away, wishing he
could not see the visions Fremmer's words conjured.

"You've slept through meal time and the
night. The sun rises soon."

That explained the hunger pains. Galen looked
aside at the covered body.

Fremmer let out a deep sigh. "He was my
cousin and one of the most respected of Cavatar's generals."

Then Gheorwen's wounds had been fatal after
all.

He turned to Galen, his face softened to
something resembling a normal man rather than a captain carrying
the burden to restore a kingdom. "But he was not the last. He said
you're a shapeshifter. I met a woman who tried to talk me into
joining Marjan in some mountain fortress. I think she was like
you."

"Gaispar. She knew not that the C'Lupuc
came."

"I've seen much these last few days that I
would not have believed half a cycle ago. Now I speak to magi from
legend and have battled monsters that would scare a man to his
grave. What more can I expect?"

"You have allies you have not met and
terrible enemies you will wish not to." Galen sat up and slid his
legs over the edge of the cot. Dried blood smeared across his
clothes as it did Fremmer's armor. He smelled sweat and blood all
at once and wished to bathe to erase it, just as he wished he could
erase his past. At least he had used his skills for something good
here, small consideration though it was.

"Have we allies, I wish to know. Kirkmyr has
named me as my cousin's replacement. Whether that or not, I would
wish to know whence help may come."

The man may not believe what Galen had to say
but he would have little choice. "Dragons, my lord. Trust not the
red but the rest will defend your city."

Fremmer straightened and looked away,
muttering the word "dragons" to himself as if to taste it. "Had you
said it before this battle, I'd have thought you mad. Now I'm
inclined to believe."

"And others from across the sea. If fortune
holds out, the Ancients will return."

"They're real?"

Galen rose to his feet. His back and legs
ached as they had not since he was a boy in training. "Quite real
and very much alive. Two of their descendants I met. Pray they take
mercy on us, or we may fall to foes far worse than the
C'Lupuc."

Fremmer blanched in the flickering
torchlight, the lines of his face tightening again into the stern
visage Galen recognized. "I see. Then let us hope."

With his stomach now demanding food and the
conversation at an end, Galen stepped past Fremmer for the
door.

Before he opened it, Fremmer's voice stopped
him. "The old man is at the tower of the Citadel."

He would have found Makleor whether anyone
told him or not, after refreshing himself, but Galen thanked the
new general and exited the room. He could not stay where the body
of Gheorwen lay. Besides, Fremmer needed time alone with his
cousin.

__________

 



Makleor

 


So much had changed since the abduction of
the princess. The events in Candro had been at the direction of the
Darklord. Had he not awakened from within Lusiradrol, none of this
would have come; at least, not yet.

Makleor shifted his gaze from the lightening
eastern sky to the dark horizon in the west. The soldiers would be
starting their cleanup come sunrise. Death would not be cleaned
from the land as easily as the bodies had been removed, especially
not with a small group of C'Lupuc loose.

Candro would be safe, for now. The Rivon
fleet would arrive in a few days, in time to aid in reparations to
the city and its harbor and provide replenishment to the army. The
C'Lupuc had taken a heavy toll on the city's defenses. Most of the
survivors of Lee's legion had asked to stay in Candro and serve
under General Fremmer. They risked their necks if they returned to
Tyrkam bearing such losses.

The shriek of a falcon cut through the calm
of dawn. The bird flew toward him. With all the patience of his
age, Makleor waited for Galen to land and transform.

When the shapeshifter stood before him in
clean clothes and a dark cloak shadowing his face, Makleor wondered
if he had changed. Would the man revert back to his old ways or had
Gilthiel changed him permanently? He hoped the new Galen remained.
Not only could they use him, but Makleor wished to believe in the
power of the white dragon, in Gilthiel's power. It gave him
hope.

"What will you do now?" Makleor finally
asked.

Galen took a deep breath and shrugged. "I
know not. What would you have of me?"

Makleor smiled and leaned on his staff.
"You've changed, Galen."

"I am m'athêrred rî Lûmea. I serve the Majera to
protect the world from the Lord of Darkness and his servants. I
shine the Light so that none must walk in shadow."

"A pledge well-spoken, Sh'lahmar. How will
you serve?"

"Whatever you need of me."

Makleor hobbled closer and gazed through his
good eye at the solemnity on Galen's clean-shaven face. "I have
much for you..."

 


To be concluded…
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