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 Chapter One
 

 



 Vaurgar gasped for breath, pressing his hand against the bloody armor, and leaned into the saddle. The nausea had returned along with the weakness. His face was ashen, almost blue, as he willed himself to take another breath. The battle wound had opened again. 

 He should be dead, Vaurgar reflected. If he had been anyone other than who he was, he would have died a few hours after the battle. But it had been seven days since the Battle of the Nine Kindreds, and he clung tenuously to life. 

 Vaurgar breathed slowly, carefully – each breath was agony and white-hot. He pulled his hand away and saw that the blood was bright red. Lung, if he read the signs right, maybe even liver. His plate armor was dented and smashed where Elsonre had struck him with Eihwaz, one of the three Swords of Destiny. Surprisingly, Vaurgar's adamantine armor mostly held against the enchanted battle-blade. It may have been luck, or something else. Vaurgar could not be sure.

 Sometime since the battle he had lost his black dragonhide gauntlets and his helm. His black mane would have flowed freely, but it was a mass of tangles and sticky with dried blood. He was once an Eltar prince, destined to rule Elren, but now it seemed unlikely he would live past this day. He cursed Lachlan and Elsonre, the two brothers who had ended his sire’s rule – and his life. 

 The warhorse had slowed to a walk now. Each step was faltering and jarred Vaurgar painfully. He tried to spur the wretched animal on, but the horse was lame. A few paces at an uneasy trot and the horse dropped back down to a slow walk. Vaurgar took another raspy breath. He did not have the strength to continue.

 “Halt! Who goes there?” 

 Vaurgar stared ahead. A moment before, he had seen no one for miles on the northern edge of Darkling Plain. The dark grasses still swayed in the wind, whispering their secrets to his ears, but they had not spoken of anyone. He had been fading in and out because of the loss of blood. 

 Now, Vaurgar was staring at two men standing in front of his horse with crossbows aimed at him. At first, his eyes would not focus, but when they did, he realized he was looking at two of his own soldiers. They were from the Eltar clan. Their black hair, pale complexion, tall stature, and dark eyes were a combination only found in that kindred. They wore bloodied chainmail and black surcoats with Allarun’s colors.

 Despite the pain, Vaurgar straightened. “What are you doing?” he snapped, but his voice came out hoarse.

 One of the two men paused. “Prince Vaurgar?” one asked. His eyes caught the insignia half torn away from the tattered surcoat. “My lord?”

 Vaurgar’s pain turned to malice. “Yes, it’s me. Where’s your commander?”

 “Dead,” said the Eltar. Both he and the other soldier lowered their weapons. “We heard Lachlan killed Allarun – is that true?”

 “My foolish father is dead,” Vaurgar said. “I’m in charge. How many are here?”

 The man shook his head. “Just us two.”


Two out of sixty thousand? There had to be others.

 “Do you have a horse? I must return to Thalarmor.”

 “Then, we retreat?”

 Vaurgar wanted to strike the man, but he had not the strength. “We regroup. Gather those you can and march north to Thalarmor. We’ll regroup inside our country’s borders. Do you have a horse?”

 “Just one, my lord, but...”


 “Give it to me,” Vaurgar said, slowly dismounting. “Send word to our troops. We rally in Thalarmor.” 


 ###

 

 



 Vaurgar took the horse and rode through the night and into the next day. The pain grew worse, and he knew he was slowly dying. He flogged the horse mercilessly; not daring to stop and rest. 

 But what would he do once he reached Sehduk’s Keep, assuming he could? Allarun was dead – his body was now scattered ashes along the Darkling Plain. The only creatures he might trust to cure him were witches or demons. He had long ago decided against seeking their aid. Even if they saved his life – which he doubted they could – they would demand a price. They always did, and Vaurgar was loathed to owe a life-debt to anyone. There were healers among the Eleion who could save him – Lachlan among them – but he could not chance being recognized as his power and strength waned. 

 On the dawn of the tenth day, his horse stumbled and nearly collapsed from weariness. He looked over the grasslands ahead and could see the dark spiral towers of Thalarmor in the distance. He placed his hand on the horse's shoulder, giving the animal what little reserve strength he had left. “Just a little longer,” he said to the horse. 

 Vaurgar met no challenge when he entered Thalarmor and the doors to Sehduk's Keep lay open. Vaurgar entered and descended the stairs that led to the Temple of Death. This chamber, far below the Keep, itself, was the Temple of Areyn Sehduk.

 He pushed open the iron doors and stared at the room. It was a small temple with a dais and altar. No statues lined the dark walls and no gaudy flourishes adorned it. The skulls of those who had given their souls to Allarun and the Sehduk lined the walls in a macabre display. Next to the skulls were the weapons of the warriors who had dared challenge Allarun, the son of Areyn Sehduk. The chamber reeked of death and decay. Lila's body, as well as the body of the dead firedrake, was gone – the temple's scavengers had done their job, but the stench still remained. 

 Vaurgar closed the heavy iron door and sagged against it. He could feel his life-force draining from his body. He stripped his armor off, wincing in pain. The padded gambeson tunic beneath was blood-soaked. The wound would not heal. Stripping the gambeson and gamboised cuisses, he gazed down at the ugly wound. 


Eihwaz had cut through the adamantine, but due to luck or the armor's integrity, it had not cut him in two. The gash ran from his right side, straight through from front to back. Eihwaz pulverized several ribs, his liver, and the lower half of his right lung. Vaurgar knew he should be dead: any other man would be dead, save perhaps Lachlan, himself. But time was slipping away and his battle-hardened body was now turning ashen before his eyes. 

 He staggered to the altar and carefully searched along the bloodstained stone. Vaurgar knew he had one chance before the hand of his grandsire, Areyn Sehduk, closed his eyes. Vaurgar's fingers moved clumsily until they depressed a panel. 

 A hidden drawer slid out slowly. Bracing himself against the altar, Vaurgar slid his hand in and pulled out a crystal stone. It was clear with frosty-etched runes and just fit in his palm. Translucent and beautiful, like ice, he held the stone up. It glowed white with its own power. Vaurgar turned the stone over and looked at the single rune on the front: Thurisaz. 

 The Runestone gave him strength and he pressed it against the wound. He smiled as he felt the warmth of life fill him once more. The wound closed. The organs regenerated.

 Vaurgar held the Runestone, cradling it in both hands. A gift from the gods. He smiled as the Runestone's power coursed through him.

 Both Lachlan and Elsonre would pay dearly for his father’s defeat and his own wound. He grinned as he gazed at the Runestone. Yes, they would pay…

 



 



 



 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Two
 


Three Months Later

 



 



 “Have you found Ni’yah yet?”


Shhh! Keep your voice down. Or better yet, use mindspeak. Lachlan Ah’rhyn, High King of the Eleion, son and champion of the warrior god, Rhyn’athel, Champion of the Chi’lan, glanced furtively around the inn. He wore a hood and cloak that concealed his striking features, red-gold hair and silver eyes, as well as the fine adamantine mail and the Sword of Destiny, Uruz, that hung by his side. He sat back on the barstool, nursing the flagon of mead that the waitress had brought earlier.


Sorry, said Haellsil. Lachlan flashed a smile at his half-brother before settling back against the wall once more. Haellsil, too, was cloaked and hooded as he sat down beside Lachlan on a barstool in the far corner. 

 The tavern was dark and smoky – typical of the taverns Lachlan had frequented when he had gone by the name Shadowhelm. That was before he found the great Sword of Destiny, Uruz, and before he learned of his true nature, that being a godling from a thousand years before. The tavern was starting to fill with the regulars for the night. Lachlan scanned the new customers with his powers as they entered, hoping to catch the god before he caused further mischief.

 So far, nothing. He took a draught of the mead, letting the heady honey-wine work pleasantly on him as he scanned the room for his quarry. 

 “Should you be drinking that?” Haellsil remarked, forgetting to use mindspeak. 

 “Shara’kai,” Lachlan said as if that would make the point. He was a half-breed of sorts, even if it were only one eighth Ansgar, his face was less angular and his body was more powerful than any purebred Eleion. 

 “You’re at least four times first-blood which makes up for any Ansgar blood,” Haellsil said. “You know first-bloods can’t handle alcohol.”

 “Shhh!” Lachlan hissed and then held up his hand for silence. His gaze locked on a Laddel warrior who had entered the tavern.

 Haellsil glanced at the Laddel warrior. Is that him? Lousy disguise.

 Lachlan did not reply. He did not recognize this Eleion, which made the man suspect. The Laddel warrior had short-cropped agouti hair and gold eyes, characteristic of his kindred. Lachlan thought he had known most of the Laddel on sight, since both Ni’yah and Laddel had been his ancestors. Ni’yah’s son, Laddel, had founded the kindred that bore Laddel’s name. 

 Stretching out with his senses, he could feel something different about the Laddel warrior present. Something otherworldly that Lachlan had often perceived with the gods. And yet, it was not quite right, almost as if the warrior had been disguised or tampered with. Lachlan smirked, despite himself. The god knew how to play him...

 “Where is she?” A loud voice rang from the tavern’s doorway. It caused both Lachlan and Haellsil to jump from their barstools. Lachlan’s hand strayed to the pommel of the great Sword of Destiny. 

 The Laddel warrior moved aside and two warriors strode in. By their surcoats and features, Lachlan recognized them as Redel nobility. The first warrior he did not recognize, but the second he knew as Redhan, King of the Redel. Lachlan was filled with dread about what he would hear next.

 The barkeep turned to the warriors. A thinner Shara’kai who favored his Eleion side, he glanced up at the two as he wiped a spill off the bar. “Who, my lords?”

 “My wife, Carellyn,” Redhan said. 

 Haellsil cursed and they both bolted to the stairway at the end of the hall. Lachlan led the way, drawing Uruz as they sprinted up the steps.

 “Why didn’t you sense him?” Haellsil gasped as they made it to the top of the steps. 

 “He’s a god – he knows I’ve been trying to stop him from carousing,” Lachlan said. He stared down the long hall of closed doors. “Damn Athel’cen and purebloods! It’s going to be hard to find him.”

 “We have no time,” Haellsil said. 


 “Yes, we do – the barkeep is a friend of mine,” Lachlan said. “He’ll stall him.”


 Haellsil raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been here before? Does Kalena know? Worse yet, does Elsonre know?”


 “Not now,” Lachlan muttered and began concentrating. “I like the mead here.” There were no empty rooms in this part of the tavern that served both as a brothel and a cheap place for travelers to rest. As his mind went from room to room, he touched the minds of those inside. As he suspected they were more or less engaged.

 The third room, Lachlan felt what was akin to a hard mental slap. He shook his head and nodded at Haellsil’s puzzled look. “In there,” he said, slamming into the door and forcing it open.

 Wards flared as Lachlan entered but he pushed them aside with little concern. They were nothing more than alarm wards and not actual traps. He and Haellsil strode in to see Ni’yah, the third most powerful god, the wolf god, making love to a beautiful golden-haired woman with gold eyes, a shapely figure, and large breasts. Lachlan recognized her at once as Carellyn, the queen of the Redel and wife of the very angry Redhan. Ni’yah was busy trying to fit one of those breasts into his mouth. He stopped, turned and glared at Lachlan and Haellsil.

 “What are you doing?” he snarled. Ni’yah had the agouti hair and brass eyes of a wolf – his other form. Carellyn gasped and tried to pull the bed sheets over her naked form.

 “Trying to prevent a war,” Lachlan said, closing the door and with a word making the door nearly impenetrable with his magic. “That is Carellyn, wife of the Redel king, Redhan.”

 Ni’yah’s brass eyes were slightly out of focus. “You are?” he asked her, licking his lips as he caught a glimpse of her breasts beneath the sheets.

 “Yes,” she said, trying to get up and untangle the bed sheets so she could reach her clothes with some modesty. She tangled instead and nearly tripped.

 “And your husband is downstairs,” Haellsil added.


 The door pounded. “Let us in, Carellyn!” They heard Redhan’s angry voice come from the other side.


 “Correction. Up here.” Haellsil shot Lachlan a worried look.


 “Oops,” Ni’yah said. 


 Carellyn’s face turned pale. “He’ll kill me.”


 Lachlan pointed to her. “You, get on your clothes. You...” He pointed to Ni’yah. “Get us out of here.”


 Ni’yah shook his head. “I can’t.”


 The pounding became insistent. “Why not?” Lachlan roared.


 “Mead.”


 Haellsil stared at him incredulously. “You’re drunk? How much did you have?”


 Ni’yah looked in askance to Carellyn who shook her head as she pulled on her clothing. “Just a cup.”


 “We don’t handle it well, do we?” Lachlan muttered. The famous Athel’cen blood held one shortfall – no tolerance for drink. 

 “What do we do?” Haellsil asked.

 Lachlan shook his head. His powers, as great as they were, were not intended for such paltry things as escaping from an angry husband. The room, like most boarding houses, had no windows and no apparent way to escape. Only one way in and one way out. “We’ll have to fight our way out.”

 Carellyn’s pale face became even paler as she stared at Uruz. “You’ll kill him.”

 “No great loss,” Haellsil muttered and Lachlan glared at him. “Well, if she was that fond of him, why is she here?”


 “Especially when there’s the mind-link,” Lachlan added. “I’m surprised he didn’t know.”


 “We’re not first-bloods – no mind-link.” Carellyn had donned her clothing and was helping Ni’yah with his. 


 “Oh, that’s a good excuse,” Haellsil said sarcastically.


 Carellyn shot Haellsil a look. Lachlan shook his head and watched Ni’yah struggle unsuccessfully to get his breeches on. He turned to Haellsil. “Can you help him with that?”

 The door pounded again, this time louder. It sounded as though they were using something to batter it down.


 “Are you kidding?” Haellsil looked at Ni’yah in disgust. “There’s nothing worse than a drunken god.”


 “How long before the door gives way?” Carellyn asked as she pushed Ni’yah on the bed and shove a boot on his foot. 


 Lachlan shrugged. “It’s a solid oak and my magic is good, but it won’t withstand a battering ram.”


 As if on cue, the door shuddered and they heard a loud crack from the wood. Haellsil’s silver eyes went wide and he drew his sword.

 “Wait, Uruz...” Ni’yah slurred. 

 “Uruz?” Lachlan repeated. He shook his head. “It’ll bring us to Darkling Plain, nothing more.”

 “I’m not walking,” Haellsil said. “I’ve had enough of that cursed plain to last more than a lifetime.”

 Lachlan smirked at his brother’s comment. Haellsil had been trapped on the plain with the other warriors for almost a thousand years in a ghostly half-life. Lachlan could not blame him.

 “No,” said Ni’yah. “I can redirect its power...”

 Lachlan frowned. He had used the Swords of Destiny only twice when he was Shadowhelm. Before that, he had some recollection of using Uruz to transport himself, only sporadically. His memory as Lachlan was not perfect. Still, Ni’yah was offering a way out. He lowered the Sword of Destiny’s blade and held it so the others could cross their swords on it. 

 “You trust him?” Haellsil said. Another loud thud and the wood splintered.


 “No,” Lachlan replied. “But do we have much choice?”


 “What about me?” Carellyn wailed.


 “Good luck,” Ni’yah said. Haellsil and Ni’yah lay the flat of their swords across Uruz. “Alla acnu Lochvaur, ella parthna...”

 Lachlan flinched and felt as if something seized him and sent him spinning into nothingness. The boarding house, Carellyn, and the pounding ceased to exist.




 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter Three

 



 Vaurgar sat in the throne room in Sehduk's Keep. He was whole again, thanks to the Runestone. Vaurgar was much like his sire, Allarun, inheriting the Eltar characteristics. He was tall and pale with a dark expression. But unlike Allarun, he was battle-scarred and filled with resolve. Allarun's fear of Lachlan's return had always tainted his actions – Vaurgar held no such fear. No Prophecy sealed his fate as it had his father's. Now, it was time for vengeance.

 Vaurgar held the Runestone in his hand, his dark eyes carefully studying it. Allarun had feared the Runestone, even though it held promise of great unspoken powers. Vaurgar had asked his sire about the Runestone many times, but each time, Allarun had been reluctant to discuss it. Now, Vaurgar wondered why Allarun had eschewed the stone, when it could have given the Dark Lord unimaginable power.

 The door to the throne room swung open and Kyr, Vaurgar's trusted general strode in. Kyr had been one of the few officers who survived Darkling Plain, in spite of the dragon attack. Like all Eltar, he was tall, his skin was pale, and his hair was black. Dark eyes gleamed in the ruddy light of the throne room.

 “What news have you brought me?” Vaurgar asked.

 “My lord, as you expected, the Eleion quarrel among themselves,” Kyr said. “Many do not recognize the Shara'kai abomination as their rightful king.”

 “Excellent,” Vaurgar said, a slight smile played across his features. He clenched the stone. “Most are too proud to bow to a half-blood – even if he is a son of Rhyn'athel and brought them back from the half-life.” He paused. “What of Caer Lachlanel?”

 “Caer Lachlanel is poorly guarded and its walls are not completely fortified. It will be months before they can restore it to its former defenses. Our operatives within the castle tell me that there is more: Lachlan's consort, Kalena of the Long Sword, is pregnant.”

 “Are you sure?”

 “As sure as one can be, my lord. There hasn’t been an announcement, but there are rumors.”

 Vaurgar leaned back, chewing his lip thoughtfully, fingering the Runestone in his hand. “Presumably with Lachlan's child – unless that meddling wolf-god, Ni'yah, got to her first.”

 Kyr chuckled. 

 “This is interesting news. I thought I had killed that Lochvaur bitch when I captured the Shara'kai, but she was not dead as Taryn had led me to believe. My shoulder still aches from her knife on Darkling Plain. Little matter – I thought I had seen something between them. The Shara’kai was willing to die for her even then.” He paused. “I wonder what Lachlan would do for both her and his heir.”

 “My lord?” Kyr said as a slow smile crept across Vaurgar's face. “You have a plan?”

 “Patience, Kyr – that is my plan,” Vaurgar said. He stood up and strode to the window overlooking the southern mountain range. He held the Runestone out, letting the sun's rays catch and bend to its will, breaking the light into a rainbow of color. “But yes, for Lachlan, I have a plan. One that will bring about his death.”

 ###
 

 



 Lachlan awoke with a headache. He was looking up at what were two suns that were a great deal smaller than Sowelu. The sky was also red. He blinked and groaned wondering where Ni’yah had brought him. The great Sword of Destiny, Uruz, lay quiescent beside him on the ground. The ground was covered with sharp brown sawgrass that pricked and cut with every breath he took. It was cold here too, as though it might snow.

 Not far from him, just within his line of vision, two cairns with ward runes hummed with magic. The cairns were very old and Lachlan recognized the writing as ancient Athel’cen. 

 He heard someone groan beside him. He looked over to see Haellsil lying flat on his back with blood trickling down his face where the sawgrass cut him. Haellsil winced and closed his eyes. “Are we dead?”

 “You don’t get that lucky,” Lachlan said, feeling as though he was going to retch his guts out. “You have to be alive to feel pain.”

 “Not exactly true,” said Ni’yah.

 Lachlan groaned and pulled himself to sitting position. The god seemed to be the only one who managed to get through it standing up. “Oh?”

 “Well, you won’t feel pain from your former body, but the one you get can still feel,” Ni’yah said with a wry smile.

 “Speaking of feeling, why aren’t you affected by this?” Lachlan said, rubbing his temples. He had a terrible headache he suspected would not go away. Something else would not go away either – a niggling sense that he was someplace he should not be. Someplace dangerous.

 “Alcohol,” Ni’yah replied. “Deadens the nerves.”

 Haellsil blinked and looked around. “Well it deadened your reckoning, too. Where in the hell are we?” He looked at the twin suns.

 Ni’yah frowned. “I think we’re in the World of the Jotunn.”

 “Jotunnren?” Lachlan said, his stomach went from queasy to downright sick with fear. “Ni’yah, we’re not supposed to be here.”

 “No,” Ni’yah said casually. 

 “Jotunn?” Haellsil repeated, seeing the fear in Lachlan’s eyes. “You mean Frost Giants?”

 Lachlan scrambled to his feet. “Yes, this is one of Areyn’s worlds. We have to get out of here.” He picked up Uruz and stared at the blade. It looked dull and flat in the reddish light. “What’s wrong with Uruz?” He glanced at Ni’yah.

 Ni’yah shrugged. “Nothing. That’s just its manifestation in this world. In Areyn’s worlds, it isn’t as powerful because the death god holds sway. But it still holds a great deal of its power nonetheless.”

 Lachlan frowned. The Sword of Destiny felt heavy in his hands. “How are we going to get out of here? Are you sober enough?”

 Ni’yah shrugged again. “Don’t know. Maybe you can use Uruz to get you back to Elren by yourself?”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Darkling Plain is hundreds of miles away from Caer Lachlanel.”


 “Well, it wasn’t my idea that you should forge that stupid sword on that barren wasteland,” Ni’yah said. 


 “Shhh!” Haellsil said waving them both quiet.


 “What?” Lachlan paused and listened. In his former life, he had been pureblood and his ears would have detected the noise. Now he strained to hear what he knew Haellsil and Ni’yah heard easily.

 “Someone’s coming,” Ni’yah said. “Quick. Hide.”

 Lachlan looked around. All he saw was rolling hills of sawgrass. To what he could only guess was north, he discerned hills with dark coniferous trees flocked with snow. Now Lachlan could see that a trail or – more likely – a footpath wound its way along the hill and down behind another one. Up the hill walked a very ugly creature.

 The creature was neither Eleion nor Ansgar, but was man-like in that it walked upright and had two arms and two legs. It was huge and misshapen, having muscles that jutted out at inappropriate angles to the point of a caricature of what an Eleion might be. It was twice Lachlan’s height easily – maybe a bit more – but it shuffled with a hunched back and arms that extended down to the ground. Its hair was long and matted – dirty gray or perhaps silver if it had been washed and it had a long, tangled beard. Sharp, gleaming white tusks curled upward from its mouth inches past the lower lips. It pulled its lips back in a snarl, revealing pointed teeth and fangs. In one of its hands, it held a gnarled club with spikes protruding from it.

 The creature’s eyes met Lachlan’s gaze. Dark, angry eyes with no sense of reason or mercy within them. 


Jotunn. Frost Giant. Lachlan knew the name and knew the fear that gripped him. Before him stood the ancient enemy of the Eleion – a creature whose very strength, cunning and stamina could overpower an Eleion in a fight. Before they were banished to their own world, the Jotunn had hunted the Eleion with no mercy. They were clever, cruel and capable of magic. And they lived as long as Eleion. Lachlan knew their hatred for the Eleion came from their creator, Areyn Sehduk, the death god. Areyn had created the Jotunn to answer for what the death god considered Rhyn’athel’s abomination, the Eleion. 

 Lachlan stood facing the creature; his brother silently beside him a few paces back with sword drawn, too. Ni’yah had conveniently disappeared. 

 The Jotunn’s eyes narrowed as it considered the two men. Lachlan suspected it was just as surprised as they were to meet its ancient adversary. It was twice as big but there were two Eleion which made it hesitant to attack them. 


What is it waiting for? Haellsil had enough presence of mind to use mindspeak. Lachlan could feel the fear emanate from Haellsil and he pushed it away from him. It was bad enough Lachlan was afraid; he did not need his brother’s fear compounding his own.


I don’t know, maybe it’s never seen an Eleion before. Lachlan knew the Jotunn knew of Eleion magic, but the Jotunn also had magic as well.

 “Why are you here, little man?” The Jotunn’s voice broke the silence. It was loud and grating, but understandable. Male, if Lachlan could read the creature right.

 “We are here by accident,” Lachlan said, amazed that his voice held none of the terror he felt. He eyed the creature’s club that was the size of a medium tree. One good swipe and his head would be off his shoulders. “We’ll leave you in peace.”

 The dark eyes narrowed. “Liar,” he said. “Rhyn’athel’s pets are always looking for some way to extend his power over us.” He raised his club as if ready to take a swing.

 “I have no quarrel with you, Jotunn,” Lachlan said, raising Uruz. The Sword of Destiny looked woefully inadequate. Where in the hell is Ni’yah? he wondered. “We will be leaving soon.”

 “How did you open the Gateway?” The creature eyed him suspiciously. 

 Lachlan’s eyes briefly flickered to the stone cairns that stood beside them. Of course, the cairns were a Gateway. He had not recognized it previously because his memory was incomplete. Ni’yah as a god could use the Gateways to transport. Somehow, the god had keyed the Sword of Destiny off the Gateway. If only Lachlan could do it...

 “No, we’re not far,” Lachlan said. “An accident.”

 Haellsil nodded. “No hard feelings? Just an accident.”


Shut up, you’re babbling, Lachlan said.

 “Then, there will be another ‘accident’ if you don’t return,” the Jotunn said menacingly. He raised his club and swung. 

 Lachlan leapt back, nearly tumbling into Haellsil. The Jotunn snarled and charged, swinging the club again. Lachlan rolled and leapt forward, barely avoiding the club and swinging Uruz. The Sword of Destiny flared as it bit through the tough armor and into the Frost Giant’s leg. 

 The Jotunn bellowed and slammed the club down on Uruz. The shockwave was so intense it not only broke Lachlan’s hold on the Sword but also threw him against one of the cairns. The cairn flared and the hard smack against his shoulders and neck caused flashes across Lachlan’s vision. He shook his head uneasily as his eyesight began to fade. He fought the nausea and the unconsciousness that threatened to take him.

 “No,” came Haellsil’s voice from somewhere above him. “You will not pass!” 

 Lachlan focused on his brother’s voice. Through sheer will, he forced himself to open his eyes. He wished he had not. 

 The Jotunn loomed over both of them; the creature’s maw was foaming with anger. Haellsil stood looking pitifully defiant against the Giant. Still, Lachlan’s brother did not waver. While not a godling, he was still a first-blood and the blood of Rhyn’athel still coursed in his veins. He held his sword ready for the attack.

 “What can you do, little man?” the Jotunn sneered. 

 What could he do? Lachlan was quick to agree with the Jotunn on this. Uruz laid quiescent on the ground yards away, its blade darkened with the Jotunn’s blood. If it could bleed, it could die, but Lachlan had little faith in being able to kill one of these creatures. He wondered if this was how his ancestors felt during the Battle of the Nine Worlds when the Jotunn had ravaged Elren. It had been said that Lochvaur, his ancestor and the founder of his own kindred, had been a great Jotunn and demon slayer but had succumbed to an army of these giants. 

 “I can kill you.” Haellsil glared at the giant. Lachlan almost laughed at the boast but instead stared at his brother for his audacity. By his stance, Lachlan saw that Haellsil was ready for the blow that would come. Lachlan’s brother held his sword in challenge and the Jotunn swung. 

 Lachlan scrambled out of the way and the club slammed hard into the ground where Haellsil had been a few moments before. Haellsil had retreated, this time away from Lachlan.


Brave fool, Lachlan thought. He’s buying me more time to shake the daze and think of something to do. But what?


 Haellsil pressed the attack and dove under the swinging club, nicking the Jotunn in the arm. The giant roared in pain and anger and charged at Haellsil. The Chi’lan warrior slipped aside and slammed his sword into the giant’s injured leg. The Jotunn roared again. 

 In this world, the Eleion magic felt muted. Lachlan glanced at the Gateway’s cairn and back to Uruz. He could use Uruz to open the Gateway as Ni’yah did. He would not have the focus to direct their position, but he could probably get them to Darkling Plain. That would be hundreds of miles away from home, but then it would be home – Elren. 


 Drawing on as much powers as he could, Lachlan reached out. “Uruz!” The command reverberated with his power and echoed along the branches of the World Tree. The Sword of Destiny flashed and flew into his hands. The Gateway flared bright blue with the sound of his voice. 

 The Jotunn screamed in rage and turned on Lachlan, but Lachlan could already feel the pull of the Gateway. “Haellsil!” he shouted.

 The Jotunn swung his club, but Lachlan was already in the Gateway and the club passed through him as though he was no longer there. Haellsil dove into the Gateway, slamming hard into Lachlan and throwing both of them backwards into darkness. Lachlan felt the sickening pull of the Gateway before falling into unconsciousness.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Four
 

 



 Arianne lay naked, bruised and bloodied. She shivered violently as she lay in the dirt, chained to a tree. Her throat ached from screaming, but her cries had fallen in the silence of the forest as they raped her again and again. How many Eltar soldiers? Arianne wondered. At last, she had fallen unconscious as they continued their sadistic game. 

 It was approaching nightfall and the beasts had not even had the decency to give her a blanket or food or water. Arianne could still smell the acrid smoke that rose from what had once been her village. The Eltar had slaughtered everyone save a few Shara'kai women, herself among them. They had then split up in their own raiding parties to drink and revel. Arianne wished she had died.

 They chose her because she was young and pretty. Her long black hair was now matted and muddy and her pale skin was bruised and cut with long weals, but she was still a beautiful woman. It was a terrible curse, Arianne decided. Perhaps this is what my mother felt when the demon took her... Her dark eyes closed and she shivered again. 

 It was hard to believe that she could be related to these beasts. Arianne's mother, Asvora, had been Northmen Ansgar, but Arianne's sire had been an Eltar, like the ones who had raped her. Asvora's village, Arristan, had been too close to Thalarmor's borders, and many years before, Eltar soldiers had come just as they had now. The soldiers had raped the women and murdered most of the townspeople in a gruesome bloodbath. Asvora had fled and given birth to a daughter she did not want…

 Harsh laughter interrupted Arianne's thoughts and she gazed at the Eltar soldiers as they sat on logs around the fire, drinking stolen mead and fighting amongst themselves. They would be back for their next round of cruel torture soon unless the mead had its full effect. They did not see the hatred burning in her eyes. 

 Nor the wolf who moved silently through the forest.

 Arianne did see the wolf and drew a sharp inward breath. She was powerless against the brute if it came after her. She wanted to call out for help, but she remained silent. The Eltar would relish watching her die, mauled by the wolf. Perhaps the wolf would end her misery quickly. 

 The wolf passed her by, so close that Arianne could have reached out and touched its fur. It broke into a lope and in an instant leapt on the drunken soldiers.

 Sheer pandemonium followed. The wolf ripped out the first two soldiers' throats before any could react. Several drew their swords and attacked, but the blades had no effect on the wolf as it attacked each of them. The rest fled. 

 The wolf pursued, and Arianne heard the agonizing screams of the Eltar as the wolf hunted them down one by one. The forest then became quiet once more.

 The first moon, Tomah, was rising when she saw the wolf's dark form. Arianne trembled again, this time from fear. This was no ordinary wolf to have taken out so many armed soldiers. The wolf came forward and nuzzled her face. Arianne tentatively brought her hands up to touch the creature's warm fur. The chains fell away from her hands and feet.


Go, child, find Lachlan. He has what you seek, the wolf said plainly in her mind.

 The wolf then turned and vanished into the dark forest.

 



 Lachlan awoke to groaning and darkness. At first, he thought the groans might have been his brother, but as he took another painful breath, he realized they were coming from him. So much for being the great warrior, he thought. Son of the Great Warrior God, Rhyn’athel, Champion of the Chi’lan, Wielder of the Swords of Destiny, High King of the Nine Kindreds...

 He had a splitting headache. He was thirsty and cold. He suspected if he had eaten anything, he would have thrown it up. Yes, so much for being the greatest warrior. 

 Despite the darkness, he realized he was staring up at the night’s sky. As pinpricks of light came into focus, he recognized the pattern of a familiar constellation. “Teiwaz,” he said, his voice raspy and harsh to his ears.

 “Teiwaz?” Haellsil’s voice repeated beside him to the left. “We’re home?”

 Lachlan sat up, despite his protesting head and body. “I think so.” He glanced at Uruz at his side. The blade glowed with a thought. He picked up the blade and laid it across his knees. Looking around, he could see miles of fields. They were on a small hillock. “We’re on Darkling Plain.”

 Haellsil rubbed his head and sat up. “Cursed place – I wish you chose some other place to forge your sword.”

 Lachlan shrugged. He could see a glow in the east – Mani, Elren’s third moon, was beginning to rise. “I’m just glad we’re back. I don’t think you could’ve held off the Jotunn much longer.”

 “I was doing ok,” Haellsil said with a snort. 


 Lachlan laughed. 


 “There you two are.” 


 Lachlan scrambled to his feet and had Uruz pointed at the god before he realized he was looking at the wolf god. “Ni’yah,” he said. “Don’t do that.”

 “Some gratitude,” the god muttered. He disappeared.

 “Great. How are we getting back?” Haellsil asked. He stood up slowly and rubbed his temples. Lachlan suspected Haellsil was feeling as queasy as he did.

 “I guess we walk,” Lachlan said with a shrug. As much as he hated the Darkling Plain, there was something about it that had drawn him to it all those many years before. Something that niggled in the back of his memory. When he concentrated on it, the fleeting memory vanished. Maybe if he did not have this blasted headache...

 Instead of worrying about it, he grinned at his brother. Haellsil was still wobbly, if upright. “It beats fighting a Jotunn. You ok?” 

 Haellsil laughed. “I wasn’t the one who got clobbered.” He looked at Lachlan in earnest. “They say we used to fight against armies of those things.”

 “True,” said Lachlan. “But the stories don’t say we won that often.”

 “Often enough,” Haellsil said. “What about the story of how Lochvaur destroyed entire armies of Jotunn with just a thought?”

 “Magic was different then,” Lachlan said. 

 “I wouldn’t mind being able to transport like they did,” Haellsil said, looking over the moonlit plains. “Well, we have a long road back.” He started walking.

 “You would mind,” Lachlan said, sheathing Uruz and following him. “It wasn’t any more pleasant than what Uruz did.” He paused. “Wait.”

 “What?” Lachlan drew Uruz again and Haellsil raised an eyebrow. “You’re not trying to teleport us again?”

 “No,” Lachlan said with a smile. “Something better.” He closed his eyes and focused on the blade. As Shadowhelm, he did not recognize all the powers, but as Lachlan’s reincarnation, he could feel the links between Uruz and the Fyr; that is, the Fire of Creation and Destruction. Another creature could feel that link...

 For a while, nothing happened. The cold air of Darkling Plain burned in his lungs as Lachlan measured his breathing. At last, the blade’s glow faded and he sheathed the sword. 

 “Well?” Haellsil stamped his feet and rubbed his hands on his legs in an effort to get warm. 

 Lachlan shrugged. “We wait.”

 The wait proved to be not long. Within an hour, a dark shape appeared along the northern horizon and headed towards them at an incredible speed. Soon they could make out the bat-like wings and immense form of a Fyr-dragon. It circled once before landing. It was a large black dragon with glowing red eyes – one of the larger Fyr-dragons to exist in Elren.






 



 



 



 

 Chapter Five
 

 



 “Haegl!” Lachlan said with a grin. “It’s good to see you again.”

 The dragon’s glowing red eyes narrowed in disapproval. I am not a pack mule.

 “No, you’re not,” Lachlan agreed. “But we ran into a difficult situation. Ni’yah deposited us in Jotunnren.”


Which you deserved, no doubt, the dragon replied. 

 “Not hardly,” Haellsil said. “We were trying to stop a war.”

 The dragon turned his baleful gaze at Haellsil. You still haven’t learned manners even after a thousand years.

 Lachlan chuckled. “Haegl, I need you to bring us back to Caer Lachlanel.”


Your directions were abominable, the dragon said, preening a wing. Do you know how big this plain is?

 Lachlan laughed. “I know, my friend. And I owe you, as usual.”

 Somewhat mollified, Haegl lowered a shoulder. Lachlan grasped the dragon’s scales and hauled himself up. Haellsil clambered up behind him.  Problems? Haegl asked with amusement.

 “You were a bit smaller the last time I rode you,” Haellsil replied. “I hope the ride has gotten a bit smoother.”

 The dragon snorted and leapt into the air. Lachlan and Haellsil grabbed onto the spine ridges and held on tight.


How did you get here so quickly? Lachlan asked, once his stomach stopped lurching. He had ridden Haegl many times in both lives but never got used to the dizzying experience of flight. Below them, the dark land unfolded beneath them, occasionally broken by moonlit water.


The Fyr, Haegl replied. 


Through the Fire of Creation and Destruction? Haellsil asked. Wouldn’t it burn you?

 The dragon’s sides heaved in what Lachlan perceived was a chuckle. No, my friend, I am a being from that very fire. The Fyr-dragons were there at the beginning with the gods; we will exist even when the Fyr consumes all. He glanced back at Lachlan. We owe Lachlan’s father and mother a great debt because of what they did. That is why I come when Lachlan summons me. He paused. Even if it is only to ferry Lochvaur princelings...


What’s that supposed to mean? Haellsil said indignantly but Lachlan laughed. 


I’ll try not to impose on your good nature too often. 

 



 ###

 Arianne sheathed the Eltar sword. She now wore chainmail. She had stripped the Eltar bodies of useful clothing and mail and dressed after cleaning herself up the best she could. The blood and dirt she could remove, but not the pain or rage. Her long flowing mane was hopelessly matted and she took a knife to it and cut it short. The armor was a little large, but with a few modifications, it fit satisfactorily. The boots, however, were too large. Even the Eltar with the smallest feet were several sizes too large for her. Arianne cut up one of the cloaks and stuffed the boots until she could wear them tolerably. She would have to find a cobbler and obtain boots her own size.

 After scavenging the bodies, she searched their supplies for food. The Eltar had eaten most of the supplies they had looted and spoiled the rest, so she went through the horses' saddlebags and found rations. It was poor fare -- hard tack and dried meat -- but she ate and drank greedily. 

 It was then that she heard the distinctive clatter of hooves. Arianne stood up and drew her sword. By the sound, it was one or two riders. Arianne knew she looked like a man now and she fitted one of the helms over her head. If it were Eltar, she might be able to take them by surprise. She slid out of view and waited.

 Two horsemen rode into view. As she suspected, they were Eltar soldiers. They halted amid the carnage in shock. Arianne watched as one rode slowly through the grisly scene. The other dismounted and approached the logs where Arianne had collected her supplies. She cursed herself for not being more careful -- the Eltar would soon discover her.

 Arianne's hands were cold and clammy as she gripped the sword. She was a Northmen Shara'kai and knew how to use it -- the Northmen trained their women in battle as well as their men. She waited as the Eltar approached her position. Her breath came out in raspy gasps and she fought to quell her fear -- certainly, he had heard her by now? 


I will die before the Eltar take me prisoner again.

 Arianne waited as the Eltar drew closer. Closer. 


Now!

 Arianne lunged forward with a cry, swinging her blade. She cut down the Eltar before he could draw his sword, plunging her own sword deep into the man’s gut. She watched with pleasure as the man writhed in pain and felt the death rattle as he drew his last breath. 

 Arianne turned to the mounted horseman who stared at her in horror. A slow, grim smile crept across her face and she held the bloody sword ready. In terror, the Eltar turned his horse and fled.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Six
 

 



 It was nearly sunrise when Lachlan, Haellsil and Haegl approached Caer Lachlanel. Lachlan gripped Haegl’s ridge spines tightly as he strained to get a look at his beloved city from the air. Built on the ruins of a much older city, Caer Lochvarel, the Lochvaur had renamed it Caer Lachlanel after Lachlan had become king all those many years before.

 It was nestled at the foot of the Lachlanel Mountain – a formidable mountain range that separated the Lochvaur from the other kindreds. When Allarun had come into power, he had taken the fortified city, forcing the Lochvaur to flee south. It had sat in decay for a thousand years.

 As Shadowhelm, Lachlan had never been to the legendary ruins, but the moment he had set foot in the city, he instinctively knew that this had been his home. It was not just the memories of his former life that drew him as much as the feel of the place. It felt clean and the cold, thin air of the mountains filled his lungs and senses. Something deep inside him told him you are now home. For a mercenary who had never called any place his home, this was new to him and surprisingly comforting.

 And yet, three months ago, Lachlan had almost abandoned hope of ever seeing the castle and great hall – let alone the entire city – restored to its former greatness. The roof to the Great Hall had partially collapsed and there was a huge accumulation of debris. The nobles' quarters – including Lachlan's own private chambers – were a heap of rubble and collapsed walls. 

 But the freemen had surprised even him. Masons had fortified the castle’s and city’s crumbling walls with new cut limestone and most traces of the decay and debris had been swept away. The Great Hall's roof and Lachlan's own quarters were rebuilt. Amazingly, the keep, garrison, and dungeons had remained mostly intact. Lachlan's banner, a black dragon rampant on a red-gold background, once more waved gently in the spring breeze.

 “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Lachlan commented.

 Haegl grunted in affirmation. When will they have the walls replaced?

 “By winter or so the masons assure me.” Lachlan shrugged. The walls along two sides were completely gone and still had to be rebuilt. Caer Lachlanel was far from being defensible. 

 “At least there’s a stockade and earthen works,” Haellsil said, the wind tearing the words from his mouth. 


It will not stop Vaurgar or a massive siege, Haegl commented. 

 Lachlan did not reply. He focused his thoughts to the men who stood on the parapets, readying their weapons. The Fyr-dragons, freed from their enslavement to Allarun, were allies not foes, but Lachlan knew his soldiers would treat any dragon as a potential threat. 


This is Lachlan Ah’rhyn with Haegl and Haellsil, he announced. 

 His brother shot him a worried look. Will they believe you?

 Lachlan closed his eyes. He could sense his men’s bewilderment at such a strong broadcasted mindspoken message but also knew they would be wary. I think they’ll take a wait and see attitude. Don’t do anything that remotely looks aggressive. 



I’ll try, Haegl spoke. 

 Lachlan tensed, despite himself. He could possibly sense before someone released an arrow shaft, but there were too many men to constantly scan. Being a godling had advantages but one of the major drawbacks was that he could not always see the Wyrd as it unfolded before him. The Sight was not perfect. The ability to see the Wyrd with utmost clarity was reserved for the gods.

 If he had truly seen the Wyrd, he would have seen his own death at the hands of his friend a thousand years ago. Allarun had been Wyrd-blood – a descendant of Areyn Sehduk and the Laeca goddess Fala – which made him difficult to see in the Wyrd. Lachlan had further made the mistake of creating three Swords, one of which could blind the other two. 

 Haegl swooped low before landing in the bailey, close to the rebuilt garrison. There was just enough room for the massive dragon to land without hitting walls or buildings. Soldiers and Chi’lan warriors alike came running out of the garrison to meet the dragon and his riders. When they saw it was Lachlan and Haellsil, they began cheering.


I always said this was too damn small for me, Haegl grumbled. 

 Lachlan laughed and slapped the dragon on the neck. “You’d have to take that up with my father – he’s the one who rebuilt this city, you know.”


Yes, but you had a chance at redesigning the garrison, Haegl remarked, scratching his massive head with a talon. 

 Haellsil grinned and slid off, waving to the crowds. “You’re bigger since the First Battle of Darkling Plain. No doubt in another thousand years you’ll be too big for any of this.”

 “Lachlan!” shouted one of the Chi’lan. “Elsonre and Kalena have been looking for you.”

 Lachlan grimaced as he swung himself down from the dragon’s back. “Is that so, Chi’lan Kian?” 

 Haellsil met Lachlan’s gaze knowingly. “Do you think...?” He fell silent as Lachlan raised his hand.

 Kian picked his way through the crowds. He was a tall Chi’lan warrior who had served the Lochvaur kings even before Lachlan’s time. Like all Lochvaur, he had a red-gold mane and silver eyes. “Kalena and I returned last night from our meeting with the Silren.” 

 Lachlan nodded. “How did it go?”


 The smile twisted downward and Kian shook his head. 


 “Is it even worth it?” Haellsil said.


 Lachlan sighed. “I don’t know.” He turned to Haegl. “Thank you, my friend. I am, as always, grateful for your help.”


 Haegl turned his head to meet Lachlan’s gaze. The red eyes glowed with consternation. There was a narrowing in his mental voice that suggested the words he spoke would only be heard between them. Call me whenever you need help. The power of the Swords and of the Fyr-dragons do not end in the Fifth World. I can cross the gates where mortals cannot.
 Next time you find yourself in Jotunnren, call me. The Jotunn are dangerous creatures.

 Lachlan patted the dragon’s leg. I’ll remember that. He backed up. “Give him room!”

 The small crowd backed up and Haegl took a stride and a half before leaping into the sky. Lachlan watched as the dragon circled once before heading north over the Lachlanel Mountains and out of sight.

 “I wonder where he goes,” Haellsil mused.

 “He has a cave in the Neversummer Mountains,” Lachlan said absently. He turned to Kian. “Let Elsonre know I’ve returned but will be unavailable for a while.”

 Kian nodded and turned to leave. “Wait,” Lachlan said. He turned to Haellsil. “I want you to go with Kian and report to the Council.” Keep our little adventure secret for the time being.
Hopefully the incident with Ni’yah and Carellyn hasn’t totally ended negotiations with the Redel.
See what you can do about it.


Thanks, Haellsil grumbled. And what are you going to do?

 Lachlan grinned wryly. Kalena’s back. What do you think?




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seven
 

 



 Lachlan opened the gate to the private courtyard adjacent to his own quarters in the castle. He had sealed the gate itself with ward runes that would only allow certain people access to his quarters, but now he rewove the spell to deny access to all save himself and Kalena. 

 As Shadowhelm, he had been unaware of the power he had to command – something that was now so simple to do, that he marveled at his former inability to do magic. And yet, part of it had been the guise Lachlan wanted. A pureblood Lochvaur with extraordinary powers would have certainly garnered Allarun’s attention, but a mixed-blooded Shara’kai mercenary had not. Not until Lachlan had begun to awaken and not until Allarun had irrevocably set himself on the path to his death did the Shara’kai appear. 

 Lachlan closed the gate and finished the binding spell.

 “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

 Lachlan turned to see Kalena standing before him. “Kalena!” He took her in his arms and kissed her, feeling her respond to his touch. Only after several long minutes did they break apart. 

 As a warrior, Kalena was powerfully built, but she was also very beautiful with flowing red-gold tresses and silver eyes. She was nearly as tall as he was and wore the chainmail and surcoat of a Chi’lan warrior. But there were discrepancies to her uniform now. She had let her mane grow out, since she was less apt to wear a helm. And beneath the chainmail was a nearly imperceptible bulge that had not been there three months earlier at the Second Battle of Darkling Plain. She closed her eyes and sighed. 

 Lachlan gently slid his hands around her waist. “How do you feel?”

 “Tired,” she admitted. As Lachlan studied her face, he caught a trace of puffiness. “This latest trip taxed me. I won’t be able to do this much longer, no matter what Elsonre says.” 

 Lachlan nodded. “How goes the negotiations?”

 “Poorly. Silvain is a fool – as big of one as he was a thousand years ago. Silvain says he will not recognize a ‘Shara’kai bastard’ as Lachlan’s incarnation.”

 Lachlan laughed. “You should have told him that I’m heir to his throne,” he said. “Though he would deny that, too.”

 “Silvain never recognized you as king during your first lifetime, why should he now?” Kalena said. “The Shara’kai statement is an excuse…” 

 Lachlan stifled a chuckle when he looked down to see Kalena glaring at him. “It’s not funny,” she said. “Silvain is challenging you.”

 Lachlan sighed. “I’ll speak to Elsonre about this, but I doubt we can change Silvain’s mind. He’ll never forgive me for Cara and that’s something I can’t change.” He shook his head. “Not even the gods can change what is past.”

 “You loved her, though; certainly that means something?” Kalena asked.

 “The betrothal and marriage was not with his consent – nor would it have ever been,” Lachlan admitted. “For him to accept an heir from my line would have him accept me, which he won’t.” 

 Kalena met his gaze. “You still love her?”


 “I can’t love anything but her memory, beloved,” he said. “You are my queen, and I would have none other.” He kissed her again.


 She smiled wryly. “I hear you’ve been in the taverns again.”


 “Is that so? Well, it was strictly business.”


 “Really?” Kalena pulled away. “I would like to hear it.”


 Lachlan frowned. “There was an altercation between Ni’yah and—a woman...”


 “Really?”


 Lachlan nodded. “All true. I’m sure you saw me riding Haegl back.”


 “I did.” She looked in askance. “What did Ni’yah get you into this time? I swear, that god is as dangerous...”


 “He is, but I can’t keep a leash on him.” Lachlan shrugged. He pulled her close again and led her towards their quarters. “But enough about Ni’yah...” 

 “Where are we going?” she asked. “We must talk to Elsonre.”

 “Elsonre can wait,” he said, pulling her close and kissing her. He paused in his affections long enough to slip the chainmail off and unlace the gambeson.

 “Can’t you think of anything else?”


 Lachlan laughed. “You’ve been gone two weeks and all I’ve had to do is watch that lecherous god carouse.”


 “Ni’yah hasn’t taught you anything?”


 “He says I learn too fast,” Lachlan said. “We’re both becoming bored with the training.”


 “You could help Elsonre with the kingdom.”


 “What would I do?” Lachlan replied. “I’m a warrior not an administrator. He’s happy to do that. Anyway laws, administrations and negotiations have never been my strength.”

 “That’s what led us to Darkling Plain,” she said.


 “You wound me,” he said as he slid her tunic off.


 “I think not,” Kalena said. “Tell me, what happened that you had to return on Haegl?”


 Lachlan paused. “Later, beloved,” he whispered.





 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Eight
 

 



 Haellsil strode into Caer Lachlanel’s throne room, following Kian into the great hall. Haellsil halted and grinned, still amazed at the full restoration. White granite walls and floor sparkled beneath the giant columns that lined the approach to the dais. Light from clerestories and an opening in the ceiling high above brought bright sunlight and air into the great hall. The granite sparkled in the light. Lachlan's standards draped the hall – the black dragon across a field of red and gold. Benches lined the hall where the nobles sat before a great firepit. The firepit was empty now. It would not be lit until evening.

 Both Chi’lan strode to the dais, passing the nobles. Most were Eleion, but Haellsil spied a few Shara'kai and even Ansgar. Shadowhelm's foster-brother, Geiolf sat quietly, watching the proceedings. The Eleion lords were mostly Lochvaur, Elesil, Haell, and Laddel. A few Redel, such as Falar, and Lochel sat there, and the Falarel and Silren were conspicuously absent. 

 Four thrones sat on the dais. Lachlan and Kalena's thrones stood empty, but Elsonre and Joreid occupied the other two. Like the room, the thrones were made from white granite; each carved with an entwining dragon throughout. 

 Haellsil bowed once to Elsonre. Elsonre was a pureblood Lochvaur of impressive stature. Six and a half feet tall, Elsonre overshadowed most Eleion in both size and strength. Before he became Elsonre, he had been Romarin, the last of Elsonre’s first-blood line. As Elsonre's incarnation, Romarin was older than Shadowhelm by more than one hundred years, but in their former lives, Lachlan had been firstborn. Romarin, known as the Red Wolf, had been an impressive king even before the merge which had brought Elsonre back. The great Sword of Destiny, Eihwaz, hung at his side.

 Beside Elsonre sat Joreid, the Queen of the Haell. Joreid was barely five feet in height, as most Haell were, but very strong and beautiful. She had golden eyes and golden tresses that were streaked with silver. Instead of a gown, she wore finely crafted armor of adamantine and gold, forged carefully by her Haell smiths. Falar, Romarin’s closest friend, had told Haellsil how Joreid bewitched Romarin with her dancing. Haellsil did not quite believe the story, but he suspected that Joreid was indeed a powerful sorceress. 

 “Greetings, brother, Chi’lan Kian,” Elsonre said. Both Lachlan and Elsonre despised royal formalities and so the Eleion quickly abandoned them. 

 “Greetings,” Haellsil nodded. “Kalena has returned from the Silren and will be here shortly.”

 “Where's Lachlan?” Elsonre asked, glancing at the empty throne.

 Haellsil paused. “He's with Kalena.”

 The nobles exchanged glances, but no one dared speak. Elsonre shook his head; a faint smile creased his lips. “Lachlan is bored,” he said. “I, too, am growing weary of this unproductive council.”

 “But the treaties…” Joreid objected.

 “That is the last thing Lachlan should worry about. Treaties are for diplomats, not warriors—or sons of warrior gods. Little wonder that as Shadowhelm, Lachlan became a free-lancer. The Eleion have lived so long under the threat of war, we don't know what to do with peace.” He paused and turned to Haellsil and Kian. “Do you know what Silvain said?”

 “Silvain's wounds are still fresh,” spoke Kian. “He won't parley. The Silren will not accept Lachlan because they won't swear fealty to a Shara'kai.”

 “That Shara'kai brought them back to the world of the living,” said Kelersil, grandson of Laddel, king of the Laddel. “He will not parley after what Lachlan has done for them?”

 “Peace,” Elsonre growled. “Lachlan is stronger than before because of his Shara'kai blood—we all know this, but the argument is an old one. Does a Shara'kai hold right and title to be king?”

 “Some would say he wouldn’t,” said Joreid. “Shadowhelm has not been appointed by a Council nor has he faced a challenger.”

 Elsonre laughed and Joreid arched an eyebrow. “Who would dare challenge Lachlan in hand-to-hand combat?” He looked around the room and the nobles shook their heads. “Lachlan was a great swordsman in his first life, but he’s no match for what he has become. Shadowhelm is by far the better fighter—I wouldn’t dare challenge him with six men beside me, let alone to single combat.”

 “But a great warrior doesn’t make a great king.”

 “No,” Elsonre conceded. “But that is the way the Lochvaur have always chosen their king and champion. We follow Rhyn’athel’s law. Arguably, it is better than how many of the kindreds choose their kings—through blood, not skill.”

 Joreid stiffened. “Are you saying...?”

 He smiled. “I cannot imagine a better queen for the Haell. But the laws of Rhyn’athel are absolute. Lachlan was chosen by the counsel and he did become king after defeating Kestrel the Usurper. It doesn’t matter now that he is in a Shara’kai body. He is Lachlan, the son of Rhyn’athel and champion of the Chi’lan.”

 “But you, too, bear the mark of Rhyn’athel’s champion.” 


 “I bear that mark because I am Rhyn’athel’s son.” Elsonre said slowly. “What you suggest is...”


 “What she suggests is nothing less than treason.” 


 They turned to see Lachlan standing at entrance to the Great Hall. 


 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Nine
 

 



 Lachlan strode in; his eyes glinting with anger and his expression dark. Although shorter than Elsonre by several inches, he commanded a presence that was felt through the Great Hall. All stood as he walked towards the dais. He wore the customary chainmail, cloak, and surcoat of a Chi'lan warrior. Only the circlet on his brow designated his rank as High King. His hand rested lightly on Uruz.

 “How strange that such a long-lived race can so easily and conveniently forget what happened on Darkling Plain in a mere three months. Even the Ansgar have longer memories,” Lachlan growled. He paused and gazed at Joreid, his mind touching hers. Joreid blanched. “Or have I become such a liability that you see fit to dismiss me?”

 “My lord, it was never our intentions…” Joreid stammered. “Silvain will not sign the treaty.”

 “I know. Nor will the Redel or the Lochel.” Lachlan grinned inwardly as he felt the nobles' surprise. Yes, let's remind them whom they deal with. “Disappointing perhaps, but not entirely unexpected.”

 “This is a grave situation -- the alliance will fracture,” Joreid said. 

 “The alliance was never completely there,” Lachlan replied. “History has been kind to me. Maybe because our people needed something to unite them during the darkest times of Allarun's reign. Elsonre and I knew that Darkling Plain was our last bid for a united Eleion race. That's why I forged the Swords and that's why I held Allarun so fully in my confidence. I never expected betrayal because to see this through I had to rely on the Swords. The Lochel and Redel came to our side not long after I forged Uruz, but it was not until Darkling Plain when Silren accepted my rule.” He paused. “Anyway, it matters not. In time, the kindreds will come to me.”

 “Come to you?” Laddel asked. “Why? How?”

 “Vaurgar,” said Elsonre. He had been silent, studying his brother. “What is it you see that I can't?”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Difficult to say, but Vaurgar is still alive. He has nursed his wounds and now waits for an opportunity to strike. Thalarmor is still very real, and he still has a sizable army at his command.”

 “Cut off the head of the serpent,” said Joreid. “And two heads will grow.”

 “Indeed, but we knew this demon already,” said Lachlan. “I suspect he has sown dissention among the Redel and Lochel. The Silren and Falarel needed no encouragement.” He paused. “Darkling Plain was but the beginning.”

 Joreid paused and met Lachlan's gaze. “You would have us fight this war again?”

 “This war has not ended -- don't fool yourself into thinking otherwise.” He turned and strode towards the door.

 “The Haell will not join you.”

 Lachlan halted. In one swift movement, he drew Uruz and slammed the blade point-down into the granite floor. The ground trembled as blue flames shot from the Sword and raced through the room, filling the great hall with its energy. Lachlan strode forward, his fury unmasked as he glared at the Haell queen. “Then, you'll have naught when Vaurgar comes for your blood,” he snarled. “Think carefully whom you cross, Joreid. You may have my brother, but you won't have either Uruz or me. And Eihwaz isn't powerful enough to hold its own for very long.”

 Joreid said nothing as she met the High King's gaze. Much to her credit, she stood steady, but he could feel her fear behind those golden eyes.


Do not cross me, Joreid, he said in mindspeak. I am a deadly opponent. With that, Lachlan turned and with a flick of his wrist, pulled Uruz from the granite and sheathed it. Without another word, he strode from the throne room, flanked by Geiolf, Kelersil, and Haellsil.

 Elsonre turned to his queen. “I wouldn't do that again,” he said in a voice so low that only Joreid could hear it. “If you seek to drive a wedge between my brother and me, know that you will only drive that wedge between us. Lachlan and I are of the same mind.” He turned and left.

 ###

 



 Vaurgar paced slowly in the throne room, his dark eyes staring into another world. The son of the Dark Lord had grown stronger in the months following Darkling Plain, taking on a terrible countenance. The burning desire for vengeance consumed Vaurgar now.

 Kyr watched as his master paced. Kyr had seen the changes in Vaurgar as he became stronger with each passing day. The changes had been frightening at first as he saw the man whom he counted as a friend became slowly and inextricably drawn to a power that consumed him. But now, Kyr could see the rationality behind it. If Vaurgar were to defeat Lachlan, it would take all the power that Vaurgar could summon to bring about the Shara’kai’s death. And yet, Kyr wondered at what cost. 

 “Lachlan, Lachlan,” Vaurgar said at last with a slow smile. “If Allarun had only known your weakness.”


 Kyr paused. “His weakness, lord?”


 Vaurgar grinned. “Kyr, trusted servant, I am sending you to Caer Lachlanel.”


 “Caer Lachlanel -- that's suicide.”


 “Nay, we have operatives there among the traitor, Taryn's, men. One is particularly close to Taryn and Lachlan, himself.”


 “An operative?” Kyr said. 


 Vaurgar nodded. “You will be undercover to be certain that the operation succeeds.” He stood up and held up a small sliver of what looked like glass. “Take this crystal and keep it safe.”

 Kyr held out his hand and Vaurgar deposited the sliver into his palm. A shockwave ran through Kyr as though he had been jolted with a powerful magic. He almost dropped the shard in surprise but caught himself. “What is it?”

 “A piece of the most powerful talisman known in the Nine Worlds. This will give you the power you need to accomplish your mission. See to it that it does not fall into enemy hands.”

 Kyr held the crystal sliver between his thumb and forefinger and held it up to the light. It caught the light from the torch flames and cast rainbows around the room. “How do I use it?”

 “I will show you,” Vaurgar said. “Listen well, Kyr. I will only have once chance at this. After that, Lachlan will not permit another attempt.”

 “And if I fail?” Kyr’s throat tightened in fear.

 “Do not worry, my general, I have foreseen our victory.” 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Ten
 

 



 “That was hardly diplomatic,” Ni’yah said.

 Lachlan turned around and glared at the wolf god. After his outburst, Lachlan decided it was best to leave the great hall, dismissing his nobles and letting his anger cool. His feet had taken him towards the garrison and up the stairs to the wall walk. The soldiers knew him on sight and let him pass with curious glances but dared not bother him. Alone and yet not alone. He seemed to recall that feeling was familiar even a thousand years ago.

 He had been leaning over a merlon when he heard the god’s voice behind him. 


 “You! You’ve caused me more trouble than you can possibly imagine.” 


 Ni’yah grinned. “Ready for your next lesson?”


 “I’m not in the mood.”


 “Your mood has nothing to do with it,” the god said. “Your enemies won’t wait for you to be in the right frame of mind when they attack.” With that, Ni’yah drew his Sword of Power, Dagalaz. 

 The soldiers along the wall walk started forward, but Lachlan raised his hand. “I owe you one for leaving me with the Jotunn.” He drew his Sword of Destiny, Uruz, and swung it over his head into a high ready position.

 “What are you complaining about?” Ni’yah remarked. “You figured out how to leave Jotunnren. Besides, you had Haellsil with you.”

 The goad was a little too much. Lachlan charged, swinging the sword. Ni’yah parried it with ease. Lachlan attacked; Ni’yah parried. Back and forth they went, neither gaining the advantage. Lachlan began to grow hot in the spring’s sun from the exertion and felt the sweat trickling down his face. As fit as he was, he was seldom matched in sword fighting and the exertion was taking its toll.

 They broke apart and circled. In full armor, even without a helmet, Lachlan was beginning to tire.

 “I thought you were better with a sword.” 

 Lachlan’s silver eyes smoldered with anger. He raised the great Sword of Destiny, Uruz, into a ready position as he met the wolf god’s gaze. “By Rhyn’athel’s sword, Ni’yah, I wouldn’t be fighting this long if it were anyone else!”

 Ni’yah looked unimpressed. He was shorter than the Lochvaur king by a good six inches, but was no less imposing with brass eyes and an agouti silver mane that mirrored his other form, that of a wolf. He wore his customary silver armor and wolf cloak. Ni'yah's countenance had an untamed feeling. 

 The wolf-god smirked. “What about the famed Shara’kai endurance?” 

 “This
Shara’kai is exhausted,” Lachlan said. “Can’t we rest for a moment?”

 Ni’yah lunged, answering Lachlan’s question with a fierce attack. Lachlan parried and riposted, swinging the two-handed Sword of Destiny against Ni’yah’s own Sword of Power. The two swords flashed with ethereal flames as they touched. Lachlan locked his blade against Ni’yah’s, using his strength and weight to his advantage.

 Suddenly Ni’yah disappeared and Lachlan staggered, no longer supported by Ni’yah’s force. He tripped and nearly fell, but caught himself and wheeled around to see the wolf god laughing at him.

 “You’ve grown too soft, my friend, now that you’re king,” Ni’yah said. “You should’ve caught that old trick.”


 Lachlan snarled and charged. “That was unfair!”


 “Do you think Vaurgar would fight fair?” Ni’yah asked, his brass eyes glinting as he parried the Sword of Destiny.


 Lachlan raised an eyebrow. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?”


 “Some,” Ni’yah remarked enigmatically. “But more so because of who you are. My friend, you’ve been too lax lately.” He broke off and they circled. “You’re good with the Sword, but how are you without it?”

 Lachlan stared at Ni’yah. “What do you mean?”
“You’ve relied on Uruz far too often,” he said. “What if you were to lose it?”

 “I’ve only had Uruz a scant three months,” Lachlan objected.

 “I’m not talking about Shadowhelm – I’m talking about Lachlan,” Ni’yah replied. 


 Lachlan smiled at his former name. “I can fight without the Sword.”


 “Prove it to me. Ever since you forged that blade, you’ve relied on it. What happens if it were to disappear?”


 With that, Uruz vanished. Lachlan stood empty handed before the god. He fought twinge of panic that crept along his skin. Without Uruz, part of him felt naked; defenseless. But part of him – the Shadowhelm part – knew he was better than that, even weaponless. He met the god’s gaze. “Not fair.”

 “You said you could fight without Uruz.”

 “But unarmed?” Lachlan frowned as Ni’yah raised his sword in challenge. 

 “You said you could fight without Uruz.” The god stepped forward and Lachlan moved to the side. Ni’yah stepped again; Lachlan retreated. Soon they were circling each other.

 Lachlan considered his predicament. Weaponless, he dared not try to charge the god, who would certainly give him a well-deserved beating for such a foolish action. Ni’yah feinted, trying to lure him in but Lachlan stayed back. Lachlan’s mind felt slow and muddied as he tried to sort out Lachlan’s memories from Shadowhelm’s. Shadowhelm considered the fight folly, even as he looked for a way to disarm the god. He knew he could not touch the god’s sword, Dagalaz, or risk getting maimed or killed by the god’s Sword of Power. Only the forger of such blades could handle the blade or perhaps those who were the forger’s heirs. Lachlan was distantly related to Ni’yah, but he doubted the blood was strong enough now. Still...

 “Are you going to attack me?” Ni’yah taunted. He opened his guard wide to invite a charge.

 “No,” said Lachlan, straightening and crossing his arms. He turned around and took a few steps.

 Ni’yah charged and Lachlan wheeled around. Blue fire flashed from his hands as the wolf god swung the blade down on him. The blade hit the fire and sent a shockwave through the god’s arms, hurling the blade across the wall walk and skittering across the stones. With a deft move, Lachlan used the god’s forward momentum and threw him to the ground. 

 The god blinked in surprise and then began laughing. “My boy, you have your father’s skills.”

 Lachlan grinned wryly, offering a hand up. “Don’t wait. Always attack when you have the advantage.”

 “Well done. Shadowhelm taught you that?” The god rocked to his feet and Dagalaz flew into his hands. A flash of light and Uruz appeared once more in Lachlan’s scabbard. The god sheathed his sword.

 “Who else?” He shrugged. “I am Shadowhelm as much as I am Lachlan.” He felt a pang the moment he said it. Something within him felt twisted and unyielding. He frowned, despite himself.

 It was the god’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “But the merge hasn’t quite gone the way you expected.”


 “No.”


 “That isn’t surprising. It will take time.”


 “A part of me has been dead for nearly a thousand years,” Lachlan said. “Another part of me has never known anything save being a Northmen free-lancer until very recently.” He paused. “It’s harder to reconcile than I expected.”

 “Why do you think I have been with you these past three months?”


 “I thought it was an extended social call,” Lachlan said wryly.


 “You know better than that. Or haven't you paid any attention to my teachings?”


 Lachlan met the god's gaze. “I’ve paid attention, my friend,” he said. “And I have learned much.” 


 “Good,” Ni’yah said gruffly. “I wouldn’t want to waste your precious time.”


 Lachlan laughed. “Time. I’ve had all the time in the world since the battle. I've felt as though a burden has been lifted since Allarun’s death. Carrying a prophecy for a thousand years is wearying.”

 “Yes, but your darker times lay ahead – you’ve seen some of it, as I have, in the Web of Wyrd,” the god said. “And much has to do with Vaurgar. You know he won’t rest until he has his revenge. He would love to see both the sons of Rhyn’athel fall again.”

 “Would that Elsonre had slain him on Darkling Plain.”

 “I wish so too, but what has been done cannot be undone,” Ni’yah said. “Be careful, Lachlan. Vaurgar is Wyrd-blood, like Allarun was, which makes him tricky to see even with the Sight. Because of his mother’s demon blood, in many ways Vaurgar is more dangerous than his sire.” He paused. “He’ll be even more dangerous once he finds out Kalena is pregnant.”

 Lachlan frowned. “What would you have me do?”

 “Protect Kalena. You can’t hide her pregnancy much longer. Vaurgar has the Sight and it won’t take long before rumors reach even his ears – assuming he doesn’t know already. As much as you’d like to think your troubles are over with, they've just begun. You’d do well to keep her in Caer Lachlanel. Kalena could become a target.”

 Lachlan shook his head, chagrined. “Do you think that I have control over her?” he said. “Kalena is a Chi'lan warrior.”

 “Then, you are her commander.”

 Lachlan laughed. “I am her husband, Ni’yah. That puts me at a distinct disadvantage.”

 “The son of Rhyn’athel, Champion of the Chi’lan and Slayer of Allarun is fearful of a woman?”

 “In a word – yes!” Lachlan grinned. “She’s a warrior, not some fragile court lady who swoons at the sight of blood.”


 “That may be, but you must speak to her. Especially now.”


 “She won’t listen and she won’t stay in Caer Lachlanel.”


 “Damn my brother’s blood! Rhyn’athel was the same way when it came to Lachlei...”


 “Was he?”


 “And you’re just like him!”


 Lachlan laughed at the new revelation. “I am?”


 Ni’yah grinned and gripped Lachlan’s arm. “Indeed, you are, my friend, though you couldn’t possibly remember. That was two lives ago.”

 “I’ve lived other lives?”

 “Yes, you have, but you don’t remember. That’s the nature of reincarnation, I’m afraid. You lose part of yourself with each transition.” He paused. “But listen to me. Vaurgar’s power has grown, but he has always been powerful because he is part demon. I tell you this now because Rhyn’athel will soon call me away on other duties.”

 Lachlan stared. “You’re leaving?”

 Ni’yah nodded and Lachlan could see he was chagrined. “Soon. I don't want to leave now – especially because this is a dangerous time for you. Allarun could've succeeded when Vaurgar captured and fettered me.”

 A silence followed. Vaurgar had found a way to shackle a god and that, Lachlan knew, disturbed Ni’yah. If Vaurgar could chain Ni'yah, what could he do to Lachlan? 

 “But Vaurgar isn’t your only worry,” Ni’yah said. “There is the small matter of you being Shara’kai and not pureblood. I know that you think it is inconsequential, but others don’t see it that way.”

 “I am only one-eighth Ansgar,” Lachlan said.

 “But each time the purebloods look at you, they see the marks of mixed-breed.”

 “I couldn’t have defeated Allarun as a pureblood – you know that.”

 “I know. You’re a better warrior because of it,” Ni’yah said. “But that decision will haunt you.” He paused and looked towards the bailey. “Go back to your chambers. Your lords are waiting for you.” 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Eleven
 

 



 “You didn't have to take Joreid on,” Elsonre said. He stood with Lachlan in a private meeting chamber. Haellsil, Kelersil, Kian and Geiolf stood beside Lachlan. Kalena sat and watched quietly from one of the benches.

 “You know he had to,” Haellsil said. 

 Lachlan turned to Elsonre. “I did what I had to do. She challenged me before my own nobles -- some who are wavering in their loyalty.”

 “How do you know?” Elsonre asked.


 “I know,” Lachlan replied steadily. “It isn’t hard to read their thoughts.”


 “You can go beyond their mental barriers?”


 “I've been able to do so for some time,” Lachlan said dismissively. “Joreid would've been wiser to challenge me privately -- I might have listened to her counsel. Now that she has challenged me publicly, she gives me no choice.” He paced, glancing at those who were there. “Ni'yah warned me that the Shara'kai argument would become more strident.”

 “Ni'yah,” Kalena repeated, breaking her silence. “Ni'yah. I saw you with Ni’yah on the curtain wall. It was about Vaurgar, wasn't it?”

 Lachlan smiled grimly. “Yes, it was. He warned me of our complacency and he fears for your safety -- now that you carry my son.”

 The nobles glanced knowingly at each other. “Then, it's true,” Elsonre said, gazing at Kalena. “This will shift the balance.”

 “How?” Geiolf asked. 

 “Up until now, there has only been one Swordwielder for Uruz,” Lachlan said. “Once my son or daughter is born, there is another. Before, Vaurgar would have had to kill only me to end my power. Soon, Vaurgar will have my heirs to deal with as well.”

 “Would your heirs be able to wield all three blades?” Kelersil asked.


 “I don't know,” Lachlan said. “It seems likely.”


 A silence ensued. 


 “Then, what do we do?” Elsonre asked. 


 “Talk to Joreid -- make peace with her,” Lachlan said. 


 “That is easier said,” Elsonre said wryly. 


 “Yes, but you are her consort and she needs your power,” Lachlan said. “As much as you love her, know that Joreid can be very dangerous if she chooses. She is a very powerful sorceress and I still want to keep her as an ally.”

 “She may not bargain through me,” Elsonre warned. 

 “Then, send her directly to me,” Lachlan said. “I will speak with her privately. The Haell are my subjects now and have sworn their fealty. They will not break their vow without considerable consequences.”

 Elsonre met his brother's steely gaze and suppressed a shudder. “Very well.”

 Lachlan turned to his half-brother and the Laddel prince. “I would ask you to be Kalena's guards…”

 “I need no guard, I am a Chi'lan!” Kalena interrupted.

 “I know, beloved, but these are dangerous times for us both,” Lachlan replied evenly. “I would trust my life to either of these men, as I would trust yours.” He paused. “I can't be with you all the time to protect you.”

 “I can protect myself.”

 Elsonre chuckled and Lachlan glared at his brother. “It seems you can't control your consort either,” Elsonre said. 

 Lachlan sighed. “The price of marrying a strong-willed woman.” He paused and took Kalena's hands. “I don't insult your prowess in a fight, beloved. We have fought side-by-side in many battles together. But three warriors are better than one and you must now think more for your safety than ever before.”

 For a moment, he thought she might argue. “Very well,” Kalena said in resignation. “But only because you wish it.”

 Lachlan grinned, but noticed Kalena still looked very tired. He took her in his arms. “Go rest,” he said. “I can handle this. I will be with you soon.”

 If Kalena was going to argue, she showed no sign. She nodded wearily. “I will.” She kissed him and turned to leave. Lachlan nodded to both Haellsil and Kelersil to follow. 

 When the door closed, Lachlan turned to Geiolf. “You have brought a message from my foster-father, Einar?”

 “Aye,” said Geiolf. “You're right about Vaurgar. His troops are attacking outlying Northmen villages along the Thalarmor border. Eltar have destroyed Arristan.”

 “Arristan?” Lachlan said, a shadow crossing his face. “That's one of the major villages.”

 “Five thousand murdered,” Geiolf replied. “Thorolf will do nothing while Eltar slaughter our people. Einar has mobilized a small army, but it is not enough.”

 “Five thousand! By Rhyn'athel's Sword, I should have killed Thorolf when I returned to Ulfstan. Tell Einar not to look for help from Thorolf. Vaurgar is paying the chieftain to look the other way.”

 Geiolf stared. “A Northman taking a bribe from Thalarmor? Is that possible?”

 Lachlan nodded grimly. “The money has already exchanged hands. Vaurgar's intent is to spread my army thin in these border skirmishes and then march directly onto Caer Lachlanel.”

 “Then, we can expect no help,” Geiolf said. “Einar will not be pleased.”

 “Tell Einar that anything I send will not be enough,” he replied. “Tell him to take those who are loyal and bring them into Caer Lachlanel. They’ll be safe here for the time being.”

 “You are asking the Ansgar and Shara'kai to abandon our lands? The lands we have fought hard to keep?” Geiolf said. “Sceaduhelm, do you think this is wise?”

 Lachlan smiled at the use of his Northmen name. “I would not lose one more loyal Northmen for lack of protection. Tell him that I will need his army soon.” He paused and turned to Elsonre. “You wonder what can be done with the kindreds that will leave us?”

 Elsonre chuckled. “I think we have all underestimated you, my brother,” he said. “And the time you have spent with the wolf-god.”

 Lachlan smiled slyly. “Everything the gods do have a purpose, my brother. Ni'yah visits were not social -- though they might have appeared so.”

 “You've grown in power since Darkling Plain.”


 “And will continue, but then, so has Vaurgar. I still do not know if I am strong enough to fight him.”


 Elsonre stared. “Vaurgar? Certainly you can kill him if you destroyed his sire.”


 Lachlan shook his head. “Vaurgar is not what he seems -- he may actually be more powerful than Allarun. He is Allarun's son, but he is also the son of a demon life-leech. He has only a quarter of Eleion blood.” 

 “But demons are weaker than Athel’cen – Vaurgar is only one quarter Areyn Sehduk,” said Elsonre. 

 “Only,” Lachlan said ruefully. “That is enough, I assure you. He is a powerful first-blood.” He paused. “Vaurgar's weakness was due to his father's powers. But in time, Vaurgar would've become powerful enough to kill Allarun and take his sire's place. I never took that into account with the Prophecy.”

 “Who could?” Elsonre said. 

 “Not I -- I failed to see Allarun's betrayal, let alone anything beyond that,” he shrugged. “You know, I still dream of that cursed battle.”

 “And that dream will probably haunt you the rest of your life. You can't cheat Areyn Sehduk without a scar of some sort.”

 Lachlan turned to see the wolf-god standing beside him. “Ni’yah.”

 “It is as I feared; your father has called me away to another one of the Nine Worlds. You’ll be on your own in this, though I wish it weren’t so.”

 “That is why you spent so much time with me – to prepare me.”

 “Yes – I only hope it will be enough,” the wolf-god replied. He paused. “I am sending you another who can help you: a Shara'kai. That one has the knowledge you will seek.”

 “Could you be more specific?”

 Ni'yah laughed. “No, I can't.” He grinned as the Shara'kai glared at him. “My friend, remember when I told you earlier that you are truly Rhyn'athel's son?” Lachlan nodded. “If you had been my son, I would be proud to claim you. Remember that.” 

 With that, the wolf-god vanished.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twelve
 

 



 Joreid strode into Lachlan's private chamber. “My lord, I beg an audience.”

 Lachlan sat on the wooden throne. Less impressive than the one in the Great Hall, this throne was hewn from oak and inlaid with silver. Still, he felt more comfortable here than on the great throne. He stood up and greeted the Haell queen. “Joreid, you are always welcome to speak with me.”

 “I have come to express my regret over this morning's meeting,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on his gaze. “Some words I would take back, if I could.”

 “Have you spoken to Elsonre yet?”

 Joreid shook her head. “No, and it was not needed,” she said. “I know Elsonre would try to talk with me -- even without your counsel.” She paused. “The Haell are your closest allies, Lachlan, but we are war-weary. We have fought Allarun longer than any House. To fight Vaurgar…” Her voice trailed off.

 Lachlan smiled. “Lady, you are wise to come to me.” He offered his hand. “Walk with me a while in the sunshine -- I am tired of secretive meetings.”

 Joreid returned his smile and rested her arm in his as they strolled into the courtyard. “The Haell and Laddel have brought you back to power, never forget that.”

 “How can I, when you’re here to remind me constantly?” Lachlan laughed. “Joreid, you fear you only have hold of my brother, but you fail to recognize the true power you possess. Lady, you are perhaps the most powerful woman in these lands…”

 “Save perhaps Kalena.”

 “Kalena has another power -- and that is over me. You, however, hold power most kings would envy. The power to make kings. And I am forever in your debt.”

 “But?”

 “But, I’m not willing to have my authority questioned, even in council. Many waver already with talk of my Shara'kai blood. You know I’m the son of Rhyn'athel. You know I’m Lachlan. I know you’re loyal, but there are those who see your dissention as something else. Joreid, we must speak as one mind through me. Rail against me in my private chambers, counsel me as you see fit, but say naught before the nobles.”

 The Haell queen met his gaze, her golden eyes thoughtful. “Just when I think I know you, my king, you surprise me. Tell me, son of Rhyn'athel, what have you seen?”

 “The Alliance of Swords will fall apart,” he said, his silver eyes becoming slightly unfocused. “Redhan will challenge my authority directly. Vaurgar…” He paused. “There will be a war.” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s a long story, but I caught Ni’yah with Carellyn.”

 Joreid’s eyes widened. “So that’s why you were in the tavern...”

 Lachlan frowned. “How many people know about this?”

 “Just rumors really,” Joreid said. “Idle chatter, but it confirms your less than reputable origins to your nobles. The rumors say it is because you are Shara’kai.”

 “Rumors...” Lachlan turned away. “I was trying to stop a war.”

 “No wonder Redhan left in such a hurry. Damn that god! He’s ruined any chance at reforging the Alliance. Unless...” Joreid paused. “You should send Kalena to speak with Redhan of the Redel. She may be able to convince Redhan…”

 Lachlan shook his head. “No. Kalena stays here in Caer Lachlanel. If anyone will go, it’ll be me.”


 Joreid searched his face. “Then, it's true.”


 Lachlan nodded. “A son.” 


 “A son.” She paused. “I had hopes that I would be the first with such news.” She shook her head. “An heir to the Lachlan. You would be wise, my king, to end the Shara'kai arguments -- for the sake of your heirs.”

 “I know, but it will not be easy. You, Joreid will help me.”

 “How?”

 “I leave that up to you. The Haell are, after all, my closest allies,” he added.

 “Aye, we are,” she grinned. “I will think up something.”

 “I'm certain you will,” he said. “You are a woman of many talents, Joreid, not the least of which is charming a king’s heart. I can see why my brother fell for you.”

 “Speaking of Elsonre,” she said, looking beyond him to the gate. Lachlan turned to see his brother opening the courtyard gate.

 “Bad news,” he sighed. He turned to Elsonre. “You have news from Redhan?”

 “It is worse than we feared,” Elsonre said, glancing briefly at Joreid as she came up beside them. “I assume you made your peace.”

 “Aye,” said Joreid. “Your brother is most persuasive.”

 “What is the news from Redhan?” Lachlan asked.

 “He has formally declared you an imposter. The Redel have seceded from the Alliance.”

 “Lochalan of the Lochel can't be far behind. What the Redel do, the Lochel soon follow,” Joreid said. 

 “We need to go to Caer Redelren,” Elsonre said. “If we have any hope in avoiding further fractions.” 

 “The Redel won’t listen to counsel,” Lachlan said. “It will be a fool’s journey.”

 “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Joreid said. “The other Houses will see that you have extended the hand of friendship. It will be Redhan's folly if he rejects your plea.”

 “My plea?”

 “You must go, my brother,” Elsonre said. “I’ll come with you.”


 “It will make me look weak,” Lachlan objected. “I won’t parley with them.” 


 “Lachlan,” said Joreid evenly. “Will you listen to my counsel?”


 Lachlan sighed. “Very well.”


 “Go to Caer Redelren,” she said. “Not to parley -- for they will not. Demand their allegiance. If they do not give it, then leave them. You gave them a chance. What happens after will be on Redhan's own hands.”

 A silence ensued. Lachlan shook his head. “Against my better judgment, I’ll go with you, brother.”

 “Good,” said Elsonre. “We will leave tomorrow morning.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirteen
 

 



 Lachlan returned to his private quarters. The rooms were spacious with carved oaken furniture, bearing the black dragon of Lachlan's crest. He passed the table and paused. Strang, his great Laddel warhound lay on a cushion on the floor. Strang had been a wedding gift from Ladsil, son of Laddel, king of the Laddel. The warhound rose to greet his master. 

 “Strang!” Lachlan knelt down and patted the large dog. Like the Sighthounds from his earlier days, Strang was nearly three feet at the shoulders, with a medium, rough red coat. Strang reminded him of his favorite warhound, Isen, killed on Darkling Plain. The big dog put his paws on Lachlan's shoulders nearly bowling him over and licked his face. “Easy,” Lachlan laughed, thumping the dog's side. “You'll do more damage to me than the Redel will.” 

 He pulled himself to his feet and walked into his bedroom, tailed by Strang. He found Kalena asleep in their bed. He quietly sat beside her, gazing into her face as she slept peacefully. “My heart is heavy, beloved,” he whispered. “And I don’t know why.”

 Kalena stirred and opened her silver eyes. “Lachlan,” she smiled. He stroked her hair gently. “You're leaving, aren't you?”

 “Who’s the one with the Sight?” he teased. 

 “You are. But your face betrays you,” Kalena said. “It’s the Redel, isn’t it?”

 Lachlan nodded. “Ni’yah possibly ruined all chance at negotiation. Elsonre and Joreid think I can accomplish something by going to Caer Redelren.”

 “Do you?”

 He shook his head. “The Redel have made their decision -- Redhan will not back down. Certainly not before a Shara'kai.”

 “That isn’t the real reason you don't want to leave,” she said. “There’s another.”


 Lachlan grinned. “Damn the link! I can’t keep secrets from you.”


 Kalena laughed. “Had I known the mind-link would be so strong, I might’ve reconsidered.”


 “You wouldn't have,” he said. “I would’ve never allowed you to. The night in Caer Ladren.” He smiled. “I won’t easily forget that night.”

 “You’re distracting me,” she scolded. “Why don’t you want to go to Caer Redelren?”


 “I don’t want to leave your side,” he said. “Since I spoke to Ni'yah, I’ve been worried.”


 “I can take care of myself.”


 “Yes you can.” 


 “Then, there should be no argument,” Kalena said. “Go to Caer Redelren. It’s only three days' ride.”


 ###


 



 It was early morning and Sowelu was still beyond the horizon, but its glow had already touched the eastern sky when Lachlan mounted his steed for Caer Redelren. He had spent a restless night in his quarters, unable to sleep.

 The visions from the Sight haunted him. Like strange flashbacks from memories he never had. He used Uruz to focus his connection with the Wyrd, but to no avail. He saw flashes of battles he had not fought, Kalena’s face filled with fear, and Vaurgar laughing. At one point in the vision, he could see the Eltar king holding something crystalline and glowing in his hands. 

 Lachlan’s mind returned to Ni’yah’s warning. Kalena could be a target, especially now that she carried his son – but what could he do? Caer Lachlanel had to be the safest place for her. She was surrounded by soldiers and Chi’lan. Haellsil and Kelersil would guard her – both were powerful enough to fight with swords and with magic, if necessary.

 Before dawn, Lachlan had reset the wards. They were powerful enough to discern friend from enemy and would kill those who intended to harm Kalena. 

 Now riding beside Elsonre, he had the same uneasy feelings. The air was cold; steam from the horses’ breath shot out in jets as both kings’ steeds trotted from Caer Lachlanel’s gates. Elsonre glanced behind at the city’s fair walls, shining white amid the spring-green forests and fields. “I would have brought Chi’lan to ride alongside,” he said.

 Lachlan shrugged. “What could Chi’lan do that we couldn’t?” He paused. “Save for an army, you and I with the Swords of Destiny are more formidable than any bodyguard. We can travel quickly and I don’t want to spend any more time away from Caer Lachlanel than I must.”

 ###

 



 They rode silently as the sun rose above the mountains and slowly crossed the sky. In spite of his dour mood, Lachlan could not but appreciate his holdings. Lachlan's lands had stretched from old Thalarmor and the Northlands to the tip of the Shadow Mountains' southern range and from the eastern sea to the western shoals. The land was green with the constant rains and the breeze held the heady scent of lilac and wildflowers.

 “I forgot how beautiful these lands are,” Lachlan said. “So long have we been under Allarun's reign.”

 “It’s good to be traveling again, even though circumstances are dire,” Elsonre said. “You've been in Caer Lachlanel too long, Shadowhelm.”

 Lachlan grinned at his Shara'kai name. “Perhaps you're right, brother. Caer Lachlanel has always been home, but I never stayed long. As Shadowhelm, I never stayed in one place very long, either.”

 “It's the blood,” Elsonre remarked. “I felt the pull often, though I stayed in Caer Sithar.”

 “I wasn't one for Caer Sithar, either,” Lachlan replied. “I would have left that city faster than I had entered it, if I had a choice.”

 “And what was wrong with my fair city?” 


 “If it hadn't been for Kalena, I would've been hanged,” Lachlan remarked. 


 “Did you deserve it?”


 Lachlan broke into laughter and Elsonre joined him. “I daresay I've deserved worse,” he admitted. “But in that case, no.”


 “We both have regrets, my brother -- in both lifetimes.”


 “I only hope I can set them right.”


 



 By the end of the third day, they had reached the Redel lands. It was dusk and the first stars shone in the sky when they spied the lights of Caer Redelren in the distance. The city sat along the very edge of the northeastern part of Darkling Plain, just next to the foothills of the Lachlanel Mountains. Lachlan reined his steed and looked across the valley at the city's flickering lights. “Let's camp here tonight.” 

 “We could make Caer Redelren within a few hours,” Elsonre said. “Unless you think the Redel will be short on hospitality.”

 Lachlan shook his head. “I think Redhan won't suffer our presence any more than he has to. By rights, we should claim a traveler's hospitality, but I think we would push Redhan's patience.”

 “You’re the High King,” Elsonre said. “There should be no 'patience,' and he should suffer your presence in silence.”

 “Redhan sees a mixed blood king and therefore a weakness to exploit,” Lachlan shrugged. “The Shara'kai argument is handy -- he would see his own heirs on Caer Lachlanel's throne. That’s why I will sleep here tonight. A cold stone for a pillow is better than a knife in the dark.” He smiled wryly. “Besides, the accommodations are more to my liking.”

 They said little after that, eating their meal in silence. Lachlan's thoughts were on Kalena and on the wolf-god's warning. As he lay down beside the fire, his last thoughts were of Runestones. The thoughts faded into a dream and he saw nine crystal Runestones hovering in the night's sky. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fourteen
 

 



 Redhan sat on the mahogany throne in the great hall of Caer Redelren, his thoughts dark. The mead hall was empty -- Redhan had dismissed his nobles, keeping only a few servants to tend the firethat burned in the firepit before the dais, its fragrant smoke drifting through the hole in the ceiling. Redhan sat brooding as he gazed into the fire.

 Redhan was a handsome warrior with angular features, gold eyes, and a long golden mane. He was tall, even for a Redel, at nearly six and a half feet in height. Like most Redel, he was light-boned but muscular and wore a simple hauberk, bereft of plate mail. He had removed the golden crown and cape now that he was alone. He traced his fingers idly across the gilded wood.

 “You are worried, my king,” came a familiar voice from the shadows.

 Redhan gazed on the warrior who stood in the flickering firelight. “Seilan, my friend,” Redhan greeted. “You shouldn’t be here.”

 The Redel warrior smiled as much as he could. A long jagged scar cut across Seilan's face from his left ear to his throat, permanently marring his features. He was slightly shorter than Redhan and wore full mail. “And where else would I be, but with my king?” he asked. “Tell me, my old friend, what troubles you?”

 “Lachlan,” Redhan said. “Or the Shara'kai that calls himself thus. He wields Uruz to be certain.”

 “Are you sure, my king?” Seilan asked.

 “What else could’ve brought us out of Darkling Plain?” Redhan replied. “Anyway, both he and Elsonre will be here tomorrow and demand my allegiance.”

 Seilan considered his words. “Are you certain? Have you seen this?”


 “I haven’t the Sight -- you know that,” Redhan said. 


 “Forgive me, my king. I forget much since my wound.” Seilan said, touching the scar.


 Redhan smiled. “I don’t forget, old friend, and I am in an eternal life-debt to you.” He paused. “But to answer you -- our scouts have seen Lachlan and Elsonre ride into Caer Redelren. No doubt it will be to challenge me.”

 “And what does your heart tell you?”

 Redhan shook his head. “Redkellan was Lachlan's close friend. My sire would have wanted me to honor the Lachlan as my liegelord…”

 “And you have -- on Darkling Plain,” said Seilan. “But is the Shara'kai really Lachlan? I've heard he went by another name -- the name of Sceaduhelm.”

 “I’ve heard these rumors, too. That’s not an Eleion name, but an Ansgar name.”

 “Just as he is not Eleion but Shara’kai,” Seilan replied. “The High King of the Eleion is a half-blood, my lord.”

 “Yet Elsonre is pureblood and he accepts the Shara’kai like a brother,” Redhan mused.

 “Elsonre – you mean the one from Caer Sithar who calls himself Elsonre? That is Romarin Nevfaras – his blood is diluted,” Seilan said. “There are Lochvaur with greater claim to the throne than he. He isn’t even Nevfaras’ son – he was born a year after Nevfaras’ death.”

 “He is the son of Rhyn’athel.”


 “Can you be so sure?” Seilan asked. “Can we be certain that either of them are? Both are bastards claiming godling status.” 


 Redhan stood up and began to pace. “Perhaps you are right,” he said. 


 “The Second Battle of Darkling Plain was not won by the Shara’kai, my lord. You and the Redel won it. Our army is by far the largest of any of the kindreds – twenty thousand warriors. The Chi’lan are but a mere five thousand. The Laddel and Haell are but the same number. Only the Elesil can boast of a number nearly as great.” Seilan paused. “Tell me, my lord, how the Shara’kai has rewarded you for your loyalty.”

 A silence ensued. Redhan frowned. “He has returned what is left of the Redel lands,” he said at last.

 “Is that how a liegelord repays his servants?” Seilan asked. “Where is the glory of Caer Redelren? Where are its great spires and walls?”

 Redhan grimaced. “Allarun razed it to the ground when our people resisted.”

 “And yet, Caer Lachlanel still stands.” Seilan shook his head. “Are the Redel weaker than their former days? No! We are stronger. My lord, I think it should be you who should sit on the great throne of Caer Lachlanel – not the Shara’kai usurper.”

 Redhan smiled as he let his imagination play with the thought. “High King of the Nine Kingdoms,” he mused. “It wouldn’t be such a terrible thing, would it?”

 Seilan made no response, but smiled inwardly. 

 ###

 



 The cold rarified air of the Lachlanel Mountains burned in Kyr’s lungs. He shifted uncomfortably on his warhorse and pulled his cloak closer around his armor. Looking over the snowfields and rolling hills, he could see Caer Lachlanel in the distance. 

 He moved his frozen fingers inside the gauntlets and felt the painful burn as the nerves within came to life. He could not understand the attraction of what he considered not much more than a wasteland. The Eltar had always been a lowland kindred, preferring the fertile plains and waterways to these high mountain bluffs where the Lochvaur made their home. 

 He clapped his legs against the stallion’s side and urged the beast forward. The horse started forward unsteadily; its breath came out as steam in the icy air. Kyr glanced down at the red-gold surcoat emblazoned with the black dragon – the trappings of the enemy. He had had to wait until he was well outside of Thalarmor before he donned those colors and then he had to evade his own troops to avoid being branded a traitor and being killed on sight. 

 But as he rode, Kyr kept his gaze ahead. Miles below, gleaming in Sowelu’s last light, was Caer Lachlanel, Lachlan’s own city. He smiled as he touched the pocket where he had put the crystal sliver and knew that all would be as Vaurgar said. It always was.

 Kyr urged the horse into a trot as the sun slipped behind the mountains and cast everything into cold twilight. The horse was exhausted but Kyr knew he could sustain it just long enough with the sliver to get him to the main gates. After that, the beast could rest all it wanted, assuming it was still alive. It did not matter; his contact would provide horses for their escape. 

 The road, known as the King’s Highway, seemed to go on forever. Kyr forced the warhorse past any animal’s normal endurance by taking the crystal sliver and running it across the animal’s skin. 

 It was sometime after midnight when he crested the last hill to gaze on the Lochvaur city nestled between the spurs of a mountain. Kyr dismounted and looked down on the city with some reservations. Here he would be walking into the heart of the enemy’s home. One slip and he would die. He pulled the sliver once again from his pocket and stared at it. 

 Overhead, the first two moons had risen. The third was beginning to rise; blood red, in the eastern sky. Kyr held the crystal, cradling it in his hands. The power was beyond anything Kyr had experienced. He had a normal dislike for magic that many warriors did, preferring straight combat to sorcery. The crystal, however, was different. It was warm in his hands and glowed with an inner light. Seductive in many ways, he had never felt power such as this even when serving Allarun or Vaurgar. He recalled the Runestone that this sliver came from. He wondered what powers it might indeed have. 

 Kyr stared at the sliver and focused on what he wanted. Slowly, his face changed and he took on a different appearance. He felt dizzy for a moment, but when the magic had finished he pulled a small metal mirror from his pack. The face of Taryn, Lachlan’s trusted Eltar friend, stared back at him.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifteen
 

 



 It has been three days since Lachlan and Elsonre left and Sowelu rose high over the walls of Caer Lachlanel The sun was warm and there was a gentle breeze, but Kalena could not enjoy it. She paced in the courtyard. “I’m a prisoner, Kelersil! A prisoner!” She whirled on Kelersil, her hand on her sword hilt. Slightly less than Lachlan’s height, she was still imposing to the shorter Laddel prince. She was nearly a foot taller. 

 “Kalena, you know Lachlan is worried....”

 “I am Chi’lan!  I am the Commander and the king’s champion. I can take care of myself!” 

 “Kalena...” Kelersil said but fell silent at her glare. She turned away, clasping and unclasping her gauntleted hands. In her mail, she looked as formidable as ever. He had no desire to anger her now. His gaze followed hers as she began to pace once more. 

 “Trees, Kelersil, trees,” she said, waving her hand at the courtyard. It was a beautiful courtyard paved with stones and planted small trees, stretches of grass and flowerbeds around the walls. “What I would do for a chance to see Caer Ladren again. I feel like a prisoner here.”

 Kelersil grinned, understanding all too well. He longed to leave the city fortress and return to the dark forests around Caer Ladren. “I would take you there, but Lachlan would have my head. You're safe here in Caer Lachlanel.”

 “By Rhyn'athel's blood, I'm a Chi'lan warrior! I should be riding beside Lachlan, not wandering idly here!”

 “That was his choice, my lady.”


 “Commander.”


 Kelersil chuckled. “You are a queen now -- consort to the High King.”


 “Lachlan,” she corrected him. “Gods! He hates the formality. He'd go by Shadowhelm if he thought he could.”


 “Lachlan will always be a warrior,” Kelersil agreed. “As you will always be.”


 Kalena paused and a gleam entered her eyes. “That doesn’t mean I must stand around and do nothing. When was the last time you sparred?”

 “Sparred?” He eyed her dubiously as she drew the long sword.


 “Yes, sparred,” Kalena said. “Sword fighting. Lachlan has been too busy, and none of the guards are willing to spar.” 


 “Lady, I…” he began.


 “Defend yourself!” She charged, wielding the blade.


 Kelersil drew his sword and parried as she attacked. “I don't think we should…”


 “Counter, damn it!” she snapped, catching her sword point across his face drawing blood. Kelersil's eyes steeled and he attacked. Kalena parried. “You can fight better than that -- I saw you on Darkling Plain.”

 Kelersil laughed. “Yes, but those were against Eltar and undead -- not my queen.”

 “Your queen will draw more blood if you don't fight,” Kalena said. “And with good reason.”

 ###

 



 Kyr stood along the wall walk on Caer Lachlanel, his dark eyes gazing down the bailey, garrison and castle grounds below. In his guise of Taryn, he had to be careful to steer clear of the real Taryn to avoid having his guise uncovered. Kyr had wanted to kill Taryn outright, but Vaurgar had cautioned against this. 

 “Go in, become Taryn, and do what you must do. Leave the Eltar traitor to his Lochvaur friends. No doubt, Lachlan will dispose of him for us.”

 “My Lord, Kyr,” a soft voice came behind him.

 Kyr whirled on the man, almost drawing his sword before seeing a familiar face. “Darham,” he growled. “Don’t address me in that way again.”

 Darham bowed low. “I am sorry, my lord Taryn,” he grinned. He was a tall Eltar – almost as tall as Kyr, himself –with short-cropped black hair and a severely angular face. Years of soldiering had made him lean and muscular.

 Kyr slid his hand into his pocket and brought forth the shard. Focusing on it, he wished the conversation between the two be kept private. “We’re safe now,” he said. “What news have you brought me?”

 “The Lochvaur bitch is in the palace courtyard. As far as I’ve been able to glean, she has maybe one or two Chi’lan guarding her – nothing more.”

 “And why not?” Kyr smiled. “She is here – safe in Caer Lachlanel.”

 “She’s been bored,” Darham remarked. “She’s been practicing with her sword against her own guards.”

 “Evidently, the Chi'lan bitch wants to make it a bit of a sport,” Kyr mused.

 “I wouldn't mind making her a bit of a sport,” Darham said.

 Kyr gave him a warning look. “Vaurgar wants the bitch untouched,” he growled. “If any of us spoil her, Vaurgar will slowly eviscerate us all. I, for one, have no desire to die for one night's pleasure. Is that understood?”

 The Eltar nodded. 

 “Get your men and let’s go,” he said.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixteen
 

 



 It was dawn when Lachlan woke in a cold sweat. The morning spring air prickled his skin as he sat up and tried to read the Wyrd. Nothing. His link to the Web of Wyrd was tenuous at best these past several months, but now it felt as though he could read none of it. And yet, what was the dream?


Swords, he thought as he tried to remember them. I dreamt of the Three Swords, but why?

 “Your thoughts are unguarded, brother,” Elsonre’s voice came from beside the fire.

 Lachlan turned to see Elsonre trying to coax the embers to life again. There was no wood there, just dried grass. Lachlan frowned and carefully shielded his thoughts, chagrined for leaving his mind so open. As Shadowhelm, he had no such barriers, except for the undetectable barrier that stood between Lachlan and himself. It was the strongest of magic that even the gods were unable to penetrate. It suggested that Lachlan Ah’rhyn had powers that even he did not know about.

 “Another nightmare?” Elsonre asked.

 Lachlan drew Uruz and let Sowelu’s light play across the blade. “I dreamt that there was a third Swordwielder.”

 Elsonre’s face darkened. “Vaurgar?”


 Lachlan shook his head. “I don’t know. It would make sense; Vaurgar is the son of Allarun.”


 “You can never allow Vaurgar to wield that weapon. Imagine the damage he would do.”


 Lachlan closed his eyes, still trying to focus on the vision. “Hagalaz is safe within Caer Lachlanel. There is nothing save the power of the gods that could break the wards I put on it.” He opened his eyes and shook his head. “It’s not that cursed blade I’m worried about – it’s Kalena.”

 “But you have wards guarding her?”

 “The most powerful ones – no magic from this world could defeat them.” He paused. “But I can’t shake the feeling something is wrong. What have you seen in the Wyrd?”

 Elsonre cocked his head. “You can’t read the Wyrd?”


 “Not well – can you?”


 “I thought it was me,” Elsonre admitted. 


 “No, it’s not.” He frowned. “Let’s get our horses. Redhan will be expecting us.”


 ###


 



 An hour later, they stood at the gates of Caer Redelren. Lachlan gazed at the stockade walls, hewn from nearby timber of the Lachlanel Mountains. The city was nothing like he remembered in his former life – massive stone walls with an impressive keep and garrison. 

 Under Redkellan’s rule, Caer Redelren had become even more magnificent with exotic woods and stones from far away places and riches beyond even what the Lochvaur  could muster. The Redel had been staunch allies of Lachlan under Redkellan, up until his death a few weeks before Darkling Plain. His son, Redhan, had been made king – a poor choice, in Lachlan’s opinion, but one he had little say in. The Redel chose their kings through primogenitor, not through a Council or battle. 

 Lachlan turned to Elsonre. “I doubt Redhan will bargain with me, especially after the episode with Carellyn.”


 “Carellyn?” Elsonre’s expression grew dark.


 “I caught her with Ni’yah in a boarding house.”


 “What were you doing in...Oh, never mind!” Elsonre glared at his brother. “Now, you tell me.”


 “It’s a long story,” Lachlan admitted. “Regardless of that, there’s another problem far worse. I'm Shara'kai, and in the Redel eyes, I might as well be invisible. It might be better if you spoke with them.”

 Elsonre shook his head. “I am not High King. I do not wield Uruz. I did not bring them back from the half-life on Darkling Plain. You are Lachlan Ah’rhyn -- they will have to accept you, Shara'kai or not.”

 “But I am a warrior.”

 “And so am I -- and so is Redhan. If anything will convince the Redel, it will be power, not words.” 

 



 The gate was open as they rode up and two tall Redel soldiers stood guard. Like most Redel, they were tall men with flowing gold hair, braided in a traditional warrior style. Their armor shone bright in the sunshine with gilded trim and red tabards with the stylized sun motif of the Redel insignia. Their gold eyes met Lachlan's; hostility and derision glinted in them. “So this is the famed Shara'kai,” one said. 

 Lachlan held their gaze coldly. “I am Lachlan Ah’rhyn, son of Rhyn'athel, High King of the Nine Kingdoms,” he said in a low voice. “I would be careful how you address me.” Silence ensued for a moment as they felt the High King's mental grip. Fear grew in their eyes. “You will lead me to Redhan at once.”

 One guard shuddered as Lachlan released him. “Yes, my lord,” he muttered. He turned and without a word, led Lachlan and Elsonre inside. The city of Caer Redelren -- if one could call it that -- was more of a fortified village. The buildings and homes were a mixture of sod and stone huts -- only the nobles could afford masonry or wood. 

 “Hardly the splendor of Caer Redelren,” Lachlan remarked to Elsonre. “I remember a Caer Redelren with limestone walls and lofty towers. I spent many a night in the mead-hall beneath the stars with a cup of mead arguing tactics with Redhan's sire, Redkellan.”

 “I wish Redkellan were still alive,” Elsonre replied. “We wouldn't even be here, except on a social call. His son's loyalty is far too capricious for my tastes.” He paused, gazing at the city. “I suspect Caer Redelren was one of the many cities razed after the First Battle of Darkling Plain.” 

 The guard led the two kings into the great hall of the Redel. It was a smaller mead-hall, less impressive than the Great Hall of Caer Lachlanel, but abundantly furnished. Rich mahogany wood, carved in intricate knots and animals adorned the hall with gilded trim and rich ebony. The Redel banner hung overhead -- a stylized golden sun with yellow, white, red, and orange rays. 

 A firepit sat in the center of the hall. Benches where golden-haired Redel warriors sat, watching with fiery gold eyes as Lachlan and Elsonre strode into the hall. None stood up as Lachlan approached.

 Redhan sat on his throne, his golden eyes met Lachlan's gaze with scorn. Lachlan strode forward, his brother, a step behind, and held the Redel king's gaze. “Redhan,” Lachlan said with a nod, ignoring the obvious affront. 

 “What manner is this that a Shara'kai would declare himself High King of the Eleion and enter my hall?” Redhan demanded.

 “Well, so much for diplomacy,” Lachlan said, glancing at Elsonre. 

 “You dare question Lachlan's legitimacy?” Elsonre demanded, standing before Lachlan, his hand on Eihwaz. “He is your sworn king.”

 The nobles leapt to their feet, hands on swords. Lachlan smiled ruefully. “Perhaps we should have brought more men, brother. Are you willing to fight your way out?”

 Redhan glared. “I swore no fealty to a Shara'kai.”

 “But you did swear fealty to me,” Lachlan said. “You swore upon Uruz -- the very blade I hold now.”

 “It is a manner of trickery,” Redhan replied. “I will not acknowledge your kingship.”

 Lachlan drew Uruz; the great battle-blade glowed in his hands. “I grow tired of this,” he said. “Draw your sword, and swear upon Uruz, and tell me that I do not hold the great Sword of Destiny. Tell me that I did not free you from the Darkling Plain. And tell me that I did not kill Allarun.” 
“I do not take orders from Shara'kai.”

 “Then, perhaps you would listen to me -- and I am pureblood,” Elsonre said. “We see great danger to your people if you refuse to unite under Lachlan. Vaurgar is still alive and every day, he grows stronger. He is no longer encumbered by his sire's power. You would abandon Lachlan Ah’rhyn, our only strength?”

 Redhan smiled grimly. “I would abandon the foolish notion that only the Lachlan or a son of Rhyn'athel could destroy our enemies. The Redel died for Lachlan once -- we will not sacrifice our lives so eagerly again.” He gazed on Lachlan. “Go, Shara'kai, take your dread sword and mixed blood. The next time we meet, it will be with swords drawn.”

 Lachlan paused and gazed at Elsonre. We could fight our way -- but at what cost?



The other kindreds would hear of Redhan's death. It would divide us further, Elsonre replied.

 Lachlan shook his head. “Redhan, you are a fool and for that, I can forgive you. But the blood of your own people will be on your hands. Come not to Caer Lachlanel for aid when the Soul-Eaters stand on Caer Redelren's threshold.” He paused. “Come, my brother.”

 Lachlan strode out. Elsonre followed and they mounted their horses. 

 “I thought Redhan would see reason,” Elsonre said. 

 “I didn’t -- he was always difficult even as a supporter,” Lachlan said. He clapped his legs against the sides of his horse and rode forward. Elsonre followed him and they rode through the Redel gate. “Remember when he objected to the Laddel and Haell? It probably rankles him that you took Joreid as your queen and not a Redel princess.”

 Elsonre laughed. “It isn't as if I had a choice. Joreid had chosen me a long time even before I knew of her.”


 Lachlan chuckled and then his face became grim. His eyes became unfocused.


 “What?” Elsonre said, sensing his brother's fear.


 “Kalena! No!” Lachlan shouted. He spurred the horse into a gallop.


 “Lachlan! Wait!” Elsonre called. He spurred his horse after the High King.





 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventeen
 

 



 Kalena grinned as Kelersil attacked. She parried each blow and countered. Kelersil was a good swordsman in his own right, but he was not Lachlan. Kalena was used to training with Lachlan; he had honed his fighting ability as a mercenary. As Shadowhelm, Lachlan had been brought up as a Northmen and forced to survive by his skills as a warrior. Lachlan was dangerous even without a sword or the dread power he commanded. 

 Kalena feinted, luring Kelersil to attack. She twisted her sword and Kelersil's own blade went spinning off into the garden not far from the gate. 

 “Ow!” he exclaimed, gripping his bleeding hand. “You've been practicing against Lachlan too much.” 

 “I've been giving Haellsil a beating as well,” she laughed. “Poor man! He's ready to resign from the Chi'lan now.”

 Kelersil chuckled and went to retrieve the weapon. As he bent down to pick up his sword, he glanced up to see the gate open and the wards that Lachlan had set flash and extinguish. He stood up and was face-to-face with Taryn, the leader of the Eltar loyal to Lachlan. “What in the gods’ names?”

 Kalena stepped forward. “What’s wrong?” Her gaze fell on the Eltar as they came through the gate. “You can’t be here...” 

 Taryn’s face twisted into a sardonic smile. Kelersil glanced at the uniform – he wore armor and insignia from Thalarmor. “You’re not Taryn,” he said as realization dawned on his face. “This is some kind of magic.” 

 Kalena stepped forward. “Taryn?” She stared at him. His features morphed and she saw him for whom he really was. “Kyr! Kelersil, that’s Kyr!” She raised her sword into the ready position. 

 Kelersil leapt forward sword in hand, just as five Eltar attacked. “Kalena! Run!” he shouted. “Help!” he yelled. “Attack! Attack!” He parried two blows, but there were too many Eltar to ward off. Kyr plunged his blade into Kelersil's chest and the light faded from the Laddel warrior's eyes. 

 Kalena turned and saw three more Eltar blocking her way. She charged and met their attack, killing the first man and wounding the second before several Eltar surrounded her, grasped her arms from behind and pinned them back. Kyr broke her grip on the sword. 

 Kalena struggled. “Help!” she shouted. “Help!” 

 From out of nowhere, Strang, the great warhound charged. Two Eltar charged, cutting into the warhound. The dog screamed and attacked, tearing into one Eltar's throat before the other could plunge his sword into the dog's body. Strang collapsed to the ground, bleeding profusely and whimpering in pain.

 Kyr clubbed Kalena with his sword's pommel, knocking her out. “Come on; let's get her out of here before the guards come.”

 



 Haellsil walked down the path towards the palace’s courtyard. He carried his sword, knowing well that he would be practicing with Kalena yet again. Kalena had embarrassed him the last time by disarming him more than once. Each time she disarmed him, he had countered, only to have his weapon fly out of his hands yet again. While Haellsil knew Kalena was a seasoned warrior, he was not about to have his queen best him in swordplay. 

 “Help! Help!” 

 Haellsil heard Kelersil and Kalena's screams and the ensuing sword fight. He drew his sword and rushed into the courtyard through the open gate. He halted at the sight. Kelersil lay dead before him, Strang lay bleeding and unconscious, and five Eltar stood ready. Two others carried Kalena who was either dead or unconscious. 

 “To me! To me! The queen is being kidnapped!” Haellsil shouted. He leapt on the Eltar warriors. Haellsil cut the first Eltar down and turned on the other Eltar, who stood ready. Haellsil parried and countered, backing up as they pressed the attack.

 Kyr had slung Kalena over another Eltar’s shoulder and held what seemed to be a glowing crystal in his gloved hands. “Teiwas!” he shouted. A flame leapt from the crystal and the wall before them exploded, sending Haellsil and the other Eltar to the ground. 

 “Damn demon spawn! Where in the hell is the guard?” Haellsil shouted.

 Kian appeared with Chi'lan warriors flanking him. Seeing the Eltar, the Chi'lan warriors rushed in. Haellsil leapt to his feet. 

 “They have Kalena!” Haellsil shouted. He swung his sword against the Eltar. Another fell. The Eltar retreated. Haellsil killed another and charged, following the Eltar. The Eltar had mounted horses they had left tethered nearby and rode out. Haellsil grasped the pommel of one of the dead men's steeds and leapt into the saddle. He spurred the horse onward in pursuit.

 “Close the gates! Close the gates!” he bellowed as he rode at a gallop. 

 Darham glanced behind as he rode towards the gate. “We have none other than the King's brother in pursuit,” he grinned at Kyr.

 Kyr grinned back, Kalena's limp form lay across his saddle. “Damn fools!” he said. The portcullis began to drop. “It's going to be close…” Kyr spurred the horse forward and lay flat against the stallion's neck as he rode through, just inches below the portcullis' sharp teeth.

 Darham was not so lucky. The portcullis dropped and he reined his horse around to meet Haellsil's flashing sword. With one swing, Darham's head dropped to the ground. 

 “Shoot! Damn it! Shoot!” Haellsil shouted to the guards. “He's got Kalena!” 

 The archers on the wall walk fired, but Kyr was already out of bowshot. The guards lifted the portcullis and the Chi'lan rode out in pursuit, but Haellsil reined his horse, watching dismally. He knew he had failed Lachlan.

 Kian rode beside him. “One of the Eltar still lives,” he said. “He's unconscious and badly wounded, but I recognize him -- his name's Sardur -- one of Taryn's men. Should we kill him?”

 Haellsil gazed at the Chi’lan. “No, keep him alive,” he said. “And may the gods have pity on his soul when Lachlan returns -- because Lachlan will surely have no pity.”




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Eighteen
 

 



 Lachlan rode possessed with the dark vision that played before his eyes. He flogged the horse mercilessly, wishing by the gods that what he saw was an illusion. He ignored all cries from Elsonre, until at last, the horse shuddered and stumbled. He reined the steed and stared into the sky.

 “She's gone, Elsonre.”


 Elsonre paused. “What happened?”


 “Kalena.” 


 “What about Kalena?”


 “Vaurgar has her.” 


 “Are you sure?”


 “Wouldn’t you be if it had been Joreid?” Lachlan slumped in the saddle, running his hand down the gray stallion's sweaty neck. “Sorry, my good steed,” he whispered. “Would that you had wings.” He paused as the idea took hold of him. Of course. He could find her if he had wings. He raised his head again and drew Uruz. He gazed at the Sword and concentrated. Haegl...

 Elsonre watched, feeling his brother’s power emanate from the Sword of Destiny. Uruz’s power was so strong that it resonated in the Web of Wyrd. And yet, even as he felt the power, another power blocked it. Lachlan’s focus soon turned to frustration. Elsonre could see that his brother’s concentration was broken. “What’s wrong?” Elsonre said.

 Lachlan opened his eyes and stared at the Sword. “I don’t know – it’s like I’m in Jotunnren again. Uruz feels muted.”

 “Let me try Eihwaz,” Elsonre said. He drew his Sword of Destiny and focused on it. Nothing. He turned and stared at Lachlan; fighting the fear that crept into his voice. “I can’t touch the Wyrd.”

 Lachlan chewed his lip. “I’ve felt as though my contact with the Wyrd was –muted.” He paused and sheathed the Sword. “It’s been as if someone very powerful has been trying to block me.”

 “Vaurgar? How could’ve he become so powerful?”

 “I don’t know, but he has,” Lachlan said. “It’s almost as if he extended his Wyrd-blood over everything he does. The only thing I can be sure is that Vaurgar has Kalena.”

 “Are you sure?”

 “Vaurgar was kind enough to allow me that vision.” He paused and shook his head. “I saw Taryn kidnap her.”

 “Taryn? Is that even possible?”


 Lachlan shook his head. “From Vaurgar, I can’t be sure of anything. If she’s been kidnapped, my wards failed.”


 “That can’t be. No one can break your wards.”


 Lachlan stared into the sky. “Yes, it’s impossible – and yet, that had to be.” He sheathed the Sword in disgust. “I can’t even summon Haegl.”

 “Won’t Haegl sense something is wrong?”

 “Maybe; maybe not. He’s a dragon – he sleeps quite a bit.” He shut his eyes and buried his face in his hands. “Kalena, Kalena! I should’ve listened to Ni’yah.”

 “Is she…” Elsonre’s voice trailed off.


 “She is alive,” Lachlan said looking up, his gaze haunted. 


 “That is something,” Elsonre said. “Come, let us walk our horses, we’ll return to Caer Lachlanel ere morning.”


 “I should’ve never left,” Lachlan spoke. “Ni'yah warned me – but I didn't heed his words.”


 Elsonre shook his head. “Brother, what could you have done? You can’t always be by her side.”


 “I knew there was a risk – she should’ve come with us.”


 “And if not this time, then maybe the next. Even you can’t guarantee her safety when Vaurgar is concerned,” Elsonre said. “She nearly died in the Laddel forest…”

 “I know!” Lachlan said. “I should have gone after him after Darkling Plain.”


 “Perhaps, but we can’t change the past. We must now face the future.”


 Lachlan gazed at his brother, his silver eyes hard and grim. “And a dark future it will be.”


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Nineteen
 

 



 Kalena shut her eyes as she sat in the chair. The room was comfortable, if sparsely appointed. Warm, but not hot, it had a window that overlooked the sea. There was a bed, a table and chairs, a wardrobe, mirror and not much else. A small bathroom with a garderobe opened to the side. Beyond that, there was nothing.

 Kalena was tired and hungry. Her captors left food and drink on a platter on the table, but she did not dare touch it. She pushed the platter aside and instead focused on what she could remember. It wasn't much. She had been practicing swordplay with Kelersil when the Eltar attacked. 

 Kalena replayed the events that led her to her capture and shut her eyes in sorrow as the memory returned. Kelersil was dead. Kalena shook her head sadly. The Laddel warrior died defending her -- cold comfort for his kin. After that, she remembered being struck and blacking out. Then, waking up here.

 How long had she been unconscious? She did not really know. She guessed several days because she was near the sea. Nothing could move her that far within a day except a dragon. She had woken up as if she had been asleep – nothing more. After a blow to her head, she expected to have a raging headache, but felt nothing. No bruising; nothing. It was as if she had been healed and put into a magical sleep. Maybe she had been. 

 Kalena could still feel Lachlan's rage and emotions through the mind-link. That link had begun that very night in Caer Ladren and had grown stronger with each passing day. But now the mind-link was dim -- almost as if something blocked it. She guessed it was Vaurgar, though how he was able to block it, she did not know. Vaurgar was a first-blood, descended from a god, and first-bloods, like Lachlan, Elsonre, Laddel, and even Vaurgar, had powers beyond the normal Eleion's ken. Kalena had no such blood in her, save perhaps Lochvaur, who was the common ancestor of the Lochvaur kindred. 

 Kalena stood up and walked over to the window. Looking out, she saw that she was in a tower overlooking the sea. A lighthouse or watchtower perhaps, she wondered. The white tower was only fifty feet, but it was set on a cliff that towered a hundred feet above the rolling surf. Stretching her hand out, she reached as far as she could.

 A jolt stung her hand, and she jerked it back. Kalena rubbed it thoughtfully and stared at the window. Painful, but not unbearable, she thought. She glanced at the door and seeing no one, reached her hand out the window again.

 Pain seared through her arm and she leapt back with a cry of surprise. It was stronger this time. Her arm tingled numbly as she rubbed it. 

 “The first one was a warning -- the second one causes pain,” Vaurgar said. Kalena turned to see the dark prince standing by the door. “It's no use -- you can't escape this room. You might try to jump, but all you would feel is extreme pain. The web would catch you.” 

 Intense anger filled her, and Kalena scanned the room for anything that she might use as a weapon. There was nothing. Instead, she stood staring at her captor, wondering what he would do next.

 Vaurgar stood before her in black battle armor. The cuts from his fight with Lachlan and Elsonre had healed but left scars across his face. Perhaps at one time she might have considered Vaurgar handsome, but the anger and hatred had twisted his features into a cold, cruel countenance.

 Although Vaurgar was taller than Lachlan by a full six inches, Kalena guessed they weighed about the same. Vaurgar was thin and light-boned; Lachlan was more compact and muscular, inheriting his build from both Rhyn'athel and his Ansgar blood. Vaurgar had grown out his hair in a more traditional Eleion mane. It was jet black with almost a blue sheen to it. Piercing dark eyes considered her thoughtfully.

 “I trust everything is comfortable, Chi'lan? Or should I say 'queen?' You are, after all Lachlan's consort.”

 “A well-appointed cell is still a cell,” Kalena replied. “And it matters not what you call me.”

 A wry smile played on Vaurgar's lips. “Very well, I would call you Kalena. Since we are peers, we may dispense with the formalities and you may call me Vaurgar…”

 “How good of you…” she sneered.

 If he heard the sarcasm, Vaurgar ignored it. He walked around to the table. “Certainly after your ordeal, you must be hungry.” 

 Kalena paused. She was thirsty. “Do you think I'd be such a fool to eat?”

 “No tricks, Kalena,” he said, turning his palms outward in an expression of helplessness. “If I had wanted to kill you, don't you think I would've done so already?”

 “Why am I here?” she demanded.


 Vaurgar smiled. “You'll learn in time, Kalena. But for the moment, let me say that you are a good bargaining tool.”


 Kalena considered his words carefully. “What would you bargain?”


 “Ah, that is not for you to worry over,” he smiled again. “It is all in Lachlan's hands now -- if he agrees, you'll be home within the fortnight.”

 With that, Vaurgar vanished, leaving Kalena confused and concerned.

 






 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty
 

 



 Lachlan sat on the throne in the Great Hall. In the days that followed Kalena's kidnapping, Lachlan had flown into a rage, the likes of which no one, not even Elsonre, had ever seen. He had all the Eltar warriors thrown into the dungeon alongside Taryn and many interrogated. The Eltar who had a hand in Kalena’s abduction were brought before him. Most were carried out in shrouds; their faces covered to hide the terror and pain they suffered in their last moments.

 After the guards had carried away Sardur’s broken body, Elsonre gave orders that no more Eltar were to enter the hall, even on Lachlan’s orders. Elsonre knew he would pay with his brother’s wrath, but Elsonre also knew Lachlan could do little to him. Killing Vaurgar’s weak-minded lackeys was one thing; taking on another son of Rhyn’athel was another – even if Elsonre was not quite as powerful as his brother. 

 Even so, Elsonre dreaded approaching his brother, and the Great Hall remained empty. But now Lachlan had summoned him, and Elsonre knew his brother would not suffer his absence for long.

 Elsonre strode in, steeling his jaw as he approached Lachlan. He could see even from this distance that his brother's countenance was dark. The great hall was empty and silent. As he walked, he noted the dried blood along the floor and felt the echoes of the men’s dying screams. He frowned as he felt their terror. The last echo of their souls were etched into the very stones he walked on.

 If Lachlan noticed, he did not show it. 


 “Brother,” Lachlan greeted Elsonre. “Have the soldiers found anything?”


 Elsonre shook his head. “No, nothing yet…” 


 “By Rhyn'athel's sword! Must I go out and search myself?” he pounded the throne's arm. 


 “I have every available Chi’lan and soldier scouring the countryside,” Elsonre said evenly. “There is no sign. You would find nothing.” He paused. “What of the mind-link?”

 A jaw muscle twitched and Lachlan's eyes went glassy. “It is all but severed,” he replied. “I know she is alive, but naught else. How in the gods' names can he do that? That power is beyond anything on this earth, except a god's.”

 Elsonre shook his head. “I don't know.” A silence ensued. 


 Lachlan rose and began to pace. “Damn! I wish Sardur knew more.”


 Elsonre watched his brother pace warily. “Did you learn anything?”


 “Sardur was a lackey -- nothing more. He was given orders not to…” He paused. “…kill or rape her, but he wasn't really in charge. Kyr was there.”

 “Kyr?” Elsonre mused. “Vaurgar's right-hand man?”

 “Yes, not Taryn,” he said bitterly. “The guise was almost perfect, but Kalena and Kelersil saw through it because they were there. Sardur did not see through it, but once Kalena did, I could see the guise...”

 Elsonre shuddered, knowing well what Lachlan would have had to do to obtain Sardur's memories. He closed his eyes and turned away.

 “You don't approve,” Lachlan said.

 “No,” he replied. “I don't.” He turned around to face Lachlan once more. “I don't care what the reason is, it makes you no better than Vaurgar.”

 “How dare you!” Lachlan snarled. His hand strayed to Uruz's hilt and he stepped down from the dais.

 Elsonre wheeled around, Eihwaz drawn. Lachlan parried with Uruz. The two Swords of Destiny flared brightly; sending bolts of energy streaking through the great hall. The brothers stood facing each other, Swords crossed.

 “What are you going to do, Lachlan? Kill me for speaking the truth? Or will you kill me the way you slaughtered the men whose screams are forever burned into this hall?” Elsonre shouted.

 “They deserved what they got,” Lachlan said quietly. “Not one of them was innocent.”


 “And that gives you the right to utterly destroy them?”


 “Rhyn’athel has done so.”


 “Rhyn’athel is a god. You are not.” Elsonre met his gaze. “What you did you’ll have to answer for, brother, and I will be no part of that.”

 “No one asked you.”

 “You’ve used your powers the same way Allarun would’ve. The way Vaurgar would’ve.” 

 Lachlan snarled and leapt at him, swinging Uruz. “I am not Vaurgar!”

 Elsonre parried, backing up. Despite the fury, Lachlan was the better swordsman and would get the better of him once the rage subsided. “No? Then how should a son of Rhyn’athel act?” Lachlan’s eyes glowed menacingly but Elsonre met his gaze. He saw a glint of reason behind those rage-filled eyes. “Careful that you draw Uruz against an enemy and not your greatest ally.”

 Hesitation glimmered in Lachlan's eyes. At once, the anger left him, and he slumped visibly. Elsonre cautiously lowered Eihwaz as Uruz wavered and then lowered. “Sardur was already dead -- you know that,” Lachlan said, sheathing his sword. Elsonre sheathed his as well but remained ready. “They were all dead – they had given themselves to Areyn Sehduk a long time ago.”

 “Perhaps, but destroying their very life-force…” Elsonre shook his head. “We are not gods, my brother.”

 “No, we're not,” Lachlan said softly. “And perhaps I will pay for this – if not in this life, then the next.” He turned away. “I can't undo what I’ve done in fury. Desperation often drives a man to desperate acts. May Rhyn'athel forgive me.” He met Elsonre's gaze with the familiar haunted look. “Elsonre, I can’t lose her. Not again. Not now.”

 Elsonre’s throat tightened. He had known Lachlan in two lives but had never seen him so desperate. “Brother, we’re doing all we can.”

 “Can the Chi'lan expand the search?”

 “We're stretched to the limit, you know that. Unless you can sense anything beyond what I can.” 

 “Kyr got through because of sympathizers among Taryn’s ranks. I’ve given orders to release Taryn, but the rest of the Eltar will have to be questioned. Damn Soul-Eaters -- I shouldn't have trusted them.”

 “There are those who would agree. The Redel and the Silren among them.”

 Lachlan's eyes narrowed. “I don't need a lecture, Elsonre.”

 “It was not intended as such. Just an observation.” 

 Lachlan’s head jerked suddenly to stare beyond Elsonre and his eyes went glassy. Silence ensued and Elsonre waited. At last, Lachlan spoke. 

 “Bring Joreid and Haellsil to the Great Hall tonight,” he said. “Vaurgar will speak to us then.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-One
 

 



 Later that evening, Vaurgar strode into the throne room in Sehduk's Keep. He sat on the great iron throne, much as his sire, Allarun, had done previously. A small fire burned on a tripod before the throne, its flame fragrant with heady incense. He threw more incense on the fire, causing it to glow and spark. Vaurgar then grinned as Kyr strode forward. “Well, my general, everything goes according to plan.”

 Kyr shook his head. “You are playing a dangerous game, my lord,” he said. “Lachlan will come and try to kill you.”

 “I'm counting on it,” Vaurgar said slyly. He turned and threw more incense. “Alla acru Lachlanel,” he said. 

 All at once, Vaurgar stood in Caer Lachlanel before Lachlan's throne. He stood in the firepit where the embers still glowed from the night’s fire. Lachlan, Elsonre, and Joreid sat on their thrones in the dimly lit hall. Shadows played across the granite from the sconces. One other Chi’lan warrior was present – the prince that Vaurgar guessed was Haellsil.

 Elsonre drew Eihwaz and stood up. Lachlan did not move, but instead stared through Vaurgar’s form as though he did not exist.

 “Be seated, my brother: it isn't real,” Lachlan said. “It’s an illusion – he isn’t here.” 

 Elsonre sheathed Eihwaz and sat down. Lachlan’s gaze snapped into focus.

 “Vaurgar, if you have harmed Kalena in any way…”

 Vaurgar grinned. “Don't worry; she is safe -- for the time being.” He turned around and looked up at the vast great hall. “You've done quite a bit here,” he said. “Quite impressive.”

 Lachlan's eyes narrowed. “What do you want in exchange for her, Vaurgar?”

 Vaurgar at last met his gaze. “I knew I could get your attention with the right persuasion. Allarun, for all his power and even bound to Hagalaz, didn't understand how you think.”

 “And you do?”


 “Oh yes,” he smiled. “In some ways, you did me a favor getting Allarun out of the way. Patricide is such a messy business…”


 Lachlan made no reply. Instead, he held Vaurgar's gaze with his own menacing stare. 


 Vaurgar noted the glare. “Good, I see I do have your attention. I'll return Kalena unharmed and untouched if you meet my demands.”

 “And those are?” Elsonre asked.

 Vaurgar smiled indulgently at Elsonre. “Do you always let your lessers speak for you, Lachlan?” He laughed as he saw Elsonre bristle. “Never fear, little brother, you won’t need to draw your sword.” He paused and met Lachlan’s gaze. “First, I want you to bring Hagalaz to me. Only you may be the bearer. And, I want the right and title to all lands as they were before the war from Thalarmor's border to the sea.”

 “Those lands aren't yours,” Joreid protested. “Lachlan, he would take Caer Lachlanel and most of our lands. He has no rightful claim…”

 “Peace,” Lachlan growled. 

 “Yes, it’s good you keep your Haell dogs on a leash – or should I say bitch?” Vaurgar sneered.

 Joreid leapt up, but Elsonre gripped her arm and shook his head.

 Vaurgar laughed.

 Lachlan shifted in his throne, his eyes betraying nothing now. “Your offer is an intriguing one,” he said evenly. “I will send you my answer one week hence.”

 “Three days,” Vaurgar replied. With that, the apparition vanished.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Two
 

 



 Lachlan stared at the space above the firepit. He paced slowly, his hand gripped on Uruz's pommel. He tried desperately to grasp at anything he could within the Wyrd and yet, the strands eluded him. 


Kalena, he thought. I should’ve never left your side...

 Haellsil spoke first. “It's a trap. Vaurgar intends to lure you in and kill you.”


 “I know,” Lachlan replied. “He has no intention of freeing her, even if I handed him the keys to the Nine Kingdoms.”


 “Then, she is lost,” Elsonre said. He lowered his head and closed his eyes. “Brother, I…”


 Lachlan raised his hand for silence. “Why didn't he just demand an exchange? My life for hers – that’s what he wants. What does Vaurgar gain from this little game? He has Kalena, but he wants me. Unless…” Lachlan's voice trailed off and he met Elsonre’s gaze as his brother looked up. 

 “Unless he knows about your son,” Elsonre finished the sentence. 


 Silence ensued. All eyes were fixed on Lachlan.


 “I think it’s likely,” Lachlan said at last. “But how?”


 “The traitors,” said Joreid. 


 Lachlan shook his head. “Not Sardur -- he had no knowledge of it. Nor did any of the Eltar truly know.”

 “You were careful,” Haellsil said. “Only a handful of us knew Kalena was pregnant.”

 “There were rumors,” Joreid said. “I heard them as well as anyone. One careless word to the wrong ear and Vaurgar would’ve known.”

 Lachlan nodded. “Yes, there have been rumors among the nobles. One could have slipped the information to the right informant even without realizing it.” He paused. “So, Vaurgar learns of my son, kidnaps Kalena, and makes an offer that is painful, but one I would not reject wholesale. As loathed as I am to give up Hagalaz, Allarun had wielded that Sword for a thousand years.”

 “But the binding…” Elsonre objected.


 “It would be painful, but not altogether unbearable.” 


 “What of the lands?” Joreid asked.


 “The lands.” Lachlan shrugged. “They are our rightful claims, but again, Vaurgar knows they mean little to me compared to Kalena. He knows I would give them up, if only to retake them at a later time.”

 Elsonre considered his brother thoughtfully. “So, he makes the offer, insisting on you delivering Hagalaz to him. Even though he could’ve taken it at any time, seeing what he did to your wards.”

 “He intends to lure me into a trap and kill me,” Lachlan replied. “He kills Kalena. End of Lachlan and his heirs. Then, he turns on you, Elsonre.”

 Elsonre shook his head. “I don’t know if I could now defeat him. I wish I had killed him on Darkling Plain when I had the chance.”

 “His armor held up to Eihwaz -- no mean feat,” Lachlan mused. “Vaurgar was already very powerful then, but we were focused on Allarun.”

 “Then, what do we do?” Joreid asked. “You can't walk into this trap. Even if you did, Vaurgar might kill Kalena before you arrive in Thalarmor.”

 “Vaurgar won’t kill Kalena as long as he believes I will enter the trap,” Lachlan said. “I have to convince Vaurgar that I fully intend to walk into Thalarmor with Hagalaz.”

 “What of a rescue party?” Elsonre said. “While you are distracting Vaurgar, I could find Kalena and free her.”


 “Except she is not in Thalarmor,” Lachlan said. “I don’t know where she is.”


 “What of the mind-link?” asked Haellsil.


 Lachlan shook his head. “Something is blocking it -- I know she is alive, but…”


 “Only the most powerful gods can break a first-blood's mind-link,” Joreid whispered. “What manner of demon are we dealing with?”


 “A creature that is more demon than man,” Lachlan said. “By Rhyn'athel's blood, I would beg the gods what course to take.” He fell silent. 

 Joreid and Elsonre exchanged glances. The door to the great hall creaked open and a guard peered in. “Lachlan, there is a Shara'kai requesting an audience.”

 Joreid frowned. “We are busy -- send him away.”


 Lachlan looked up. Something niggled in the back of his mind and prickled along his neck. “Wait.” 


 Elsonre turned to him. “Do you sense something?”


 Lachlan reached out to the Wyrd and felt a tendril of it with his mind. He hesitated. “I don’t know.”


 “I'll see what this is about,” Haellsil said. He walked over to confer with the guard. He turned around and strode back. “Lachlan, I think you will want to speak to her. She claims she can lead you to Kalena.”

 Lachlan glanced at Elsonre and Joreid. “Send her in.”




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Three
 

 



 Arianne strode into the great hall of Caer Lachlanel. She wore the Eltar armor and sword she had taken from the soldiers, but she wore no surcoat. Her hair was cut short in a makeshift warrior's style, as though she had cut it in the field. She wore a brown cloak which had concealed her armor, but there could be no doubt she had scavenged the oversized armor from Eltar. She stood before Lachlan without bowing.

 Lachlan considered her. She would be pretty, he thought, had her countenance not been so grim. Lachlan recognized the characteristic blend of Shara'kai features -- he suspected she had more Ansgar blood than he did. She might even be a true half-blood. But it was her eyes that drew his attention. Hard, cold as dark adamant, they held his gaze with an unspoken power.


She's half Eltar, Elsonre said in mindspeak. 


More than that...

 Lachlan strode forward, his gaze locked on hers. He reached out with his mind -- and almost instantly felt her shove him back. “You are no ordinary Shara'kai,” Lachlan said. 

 “There is nothing ordinary about me, dread king,” Arianne replied. “I am Arianne, daughter of Asvora of the Northmen. I come from the village of Arristan.”

 “Arristan,” Lachlan murmured. “Vaurgar's Soul-Eaters killed the inhabitants and razed Arristan to the ground. No one survived.”

 “They spared some of us for their own amusement,” Arianne laughed hollowly. “The pretty girls and young boys. But I am not here for Arristan. I am here for you, dread king. I know what you seek. Vaurgar has taken your queen. He will trap you and kill you both…”

 “You know much for a traveler,” Elsonre said. 


 Arianne kept her eyes locked on Lachlan. “I have come to bargain with you.”


 Lachlan raised his hand to quell his brother's objections. “And what would you bargain, Arianne of the Northlands?”


 “The life of your queen -- and of your unborn son.”


 Silence fell in the hall. “How came you by this knowledge?” Lachlan said, his voice low and menacing.


 Arianne smiled grimly. “Not just the son of Rhyn'athel has the Sight.” She paused. “I can lead you to Kalena.”


 “You know where she is?”


 “I do, but the information comes at a price.”


 “A price -- you would barter flesh and blood for your own gain?” Joreid snarled, unable to contain herself any longer. “You're no better than the foul demon that sired you.”

 Arianne stood stone still. “I do not bargain with you, Haell bitch!” she snapped. “I will speak only with the High King.”

 Lachlan shot Joreid a warning glance. Let us hear what she has to say. Joreid made no reply, but Lachlan knew she was seething. He turned to Arianne. “What is your price?”

 “I have three conditions. The first, that I am armed and fitted as a Chi'lan warrior. I grow weary of the Soul-Eater garb. Second, that you give me the lands from Thalarmor to the sea. I ask only for Allarun's old lands, as it was before the First Battle of Darkling Plain. Third, that I accompany you into Thalarmor. At its borders, I will tell you my third price. If you accept these conditions, I will lead you to your queen.”

 Lachlan stared as his rage grew. “You dare bargain with a son of Rhyn'athel like a horse trader? Your audacity exceeds even my temper. You think that I would give you anything you desire?” He turned to Haellsil. “Lock her up!”

 Arianne drew her sword. Lachlan drew Uruz. For a moment, she stared at the Sword of Destiny then let her sword drop with a clatter to the floor. “The Sword of Destiny -- it is true,” she whispered. She met Lachlan's steady gaze. “I won’t fight you, dread king. In time, you will come to me.” She turned and strode out, escorted by Haellsil.

 ###

 



 Rhynar, nephew of Redhan, was worried. His uncle's mood shift had been marked since the High King entered Caer Redelren. Maybe it was Lachlan's audacity, but Rhynar did not think so. Redhan stayed locked in his throne room most of the time now, admitting no one save Seilan.

 Rhynar sat in the outer mead hall contemplating the cup of mead before him. The hall was full of warriors drinking and practicing mock fights. The underlying rumble of excitement was palatable. The Redel would be fighting again -- this time against the Lochvaur usurpers and the Shara'kai who dared to call himself king. The Redel were restless to fight again – he, too, had felt the clarion call of battle. Such was the way of a warrior race, he reflected. Perhaps they were doomed to fight until the end of time. 

 One lone figure caught his eye: Falar of Caer Lachlanel. Rhynar recognized Falar almost immediately, even though Falar was a pureblood Redel and blended in with the other warriors. Falar was one of the few purebloods from Caer Sithar and loyal to the High King. Falar met Rhynar’s gaze and walked over to Rhynar’s bench.

 “Rhynar, my friend,” Falar greeted him, keeping his voice low. “What is going on?”


 “What does it look like?” Rhynar asked, a little too sharply. He paused. “Rumor has it we’re going to war.”


 “War?” Falar mused. “Against who? Vaurgar?”


 “The Lochvaur.” Rhynar said. He gazed into the mead cup. 

 “The High King?”


 Rhynar nodded, not looking up.


 Falar whistled softly. “So, it has come to that,” he muttered under his breath.


 Rhynar heard him and smiled ruefully. “Redkellan would’ve never done it.”


 Falar sat beside him. “You don’t approve.”


 “It’s not my place to approve or disapprove,” Rhynar said.


 “You’re next in line on the throne. Certainly you have Redhan’s ear?”


 “Not anymore,” Rhynar replied. “Seilan is his counsel now.”


 “Seilan?” Falar mused. “The one seriously injured who saved Redhan’s life?”


 “The same. Seilan lived, but he is different, somehow. Perhaps it is the wound. It was grievous,” Rhynar said. 


 Falar considered the words. “Will the others commit treason against the High King?”


 “They don’t consider it treason. Lachlan is a mixed blood.”


 “Do you?”


 “Do I what?” Rhynar asked.


 “Consider it treason?” Falar asked.


 Rhynar made no response. Falar waited. When Rhynar spoke, it was in a low voice that Falar could barely hear. “I am a Redel, beholden to the Redel king. It doesn’t matter what I think or believe, that is where my loyalty lies.” Rhynar paused and met Falar’s gaze. “You must choose and choose soon, my friend. The line is being drawn. You must either side with the Lochvaur or the Redel.” He drained the mead and put the cup down. “I don’t think the Lochvaur can withstand us.” He stood up and left Falar staring after him.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Four
 

 



 The doors closed behind Arianne as both Haellsil and the guards escorted her out. Joreid stood up. “Arianne is not what she appears – she is a sorceress.”

 “I know,” said Lachlan wearily, sheathing Uruz. “And she has more than just the Sight.”

 “Does she lie?”

 “I can’t tell,” Lachlan admitted. He glanced at Elsonre, who shook his head. “Her mental defenses are strong – stronger than anyone I’ve encountered save Elsonre, Allarun, and Vaurgar. I can’t get beyond them – not even with my powers.”

 “First-bloods,” mused Joreid. “Could she be a daughter of Areyn Sehduk?”

 “Indeed, or a daughter of Allarun perhaps,” Lachlan mused. 

 “Odd,” Elsonre said. “That she would ask for the lands that Allarun once held before he defeated us on Darkling Plain. Could she be working for Vaurgar?”

 “That would seem most obvious, and yet, I don’t think so,” Lachlan said. “Her request for rights and title to the lands was different. She asked for Thalarmor proper, not the Lochvaur lands.”

 “An oversight?”

 “Perhaps,” Lachlan said. He fell silent. 

 Elsonre considered his brother. “How long are you going to keep her in the dungeons?”
Lachlan shook his head. “Long enough to find out who she is and whose side she is on.”

 ###

 



 Lachlan left the great hall, his thoughts dark. Arianne’s appearance troubled him almost as much as not being able to see into the Wyrd. Was she the help Ni’yah spoke of? He could hardly believe this young girl – not even out of her teens – could help him in any way. And yet, and yet, there was something more about her. How could she see where he or Elsonre could not? What power did she possess that made her strong enough to resist him hearing her thoughts?

 He walked slowly, deliberately, up the stairs that led to the wall walk. Before Kalena had been captured, he had been quick to call Caer Lachlanel home. But now he wondered if that were so. It was not Caer Lachlanel that held him here. It was Kalena. 

 He studied Lachlan’s memories as he stared into the night’s sky. His loyalty to his Chi’lan warriors had kept him there, despite his desire to seek the only woman he had ever loved before Kalena: Cara of the Silren. Like Kalena, she too had been a Chi’lan warrior and had seen many battles. Cara had fought beside his father and mother in the Athel’cen Wars. And there had been a familiarity the first time Lachlan had met her that he could not now readily explain.


No doubt due to the reincarnation, he thought ruefully. He had not expected the difficulties that bringing two minds together would cause. Or was it two? Lachlan could not be certain. Ni’yah had said he had lived other lives. 

 Lachlan shook his head. Two personalities were hard enough to deal with – it was best he did not know of the others. He was neither Shadowhelm nor Lachlan, but an incomplete blending of the two. Only Elsonre understood what he was going through, although, oddly enough, it had been Kalena who gave him the most peace. Every moment he spent with her reminded him more and more of his brief happiness with Cara. 

 Kalena knew of the comparisons he drew between them and yet said little. He would hide those emotions from her if he could, but that had been impossible with the mind-link. She sensed his emotions and feelings and could even hear his thoughts, if he chose to leave his defenses down to her. The mind-link was a link that only first-bloods shared with their soul mates. At one time, it was a bond most Eleion shared, having blood of the gods in them, but over the thousands of years, that blood had thinned and all save the first-bloods, those direct descents of gods be they Athel’cen or Laeca, now knew nothing of that link.

 Both he and Cara were mind-linked over a thousand years before. That link had been severed on Darkling Plain when Allarun had slain him. And yet, that link had not been truly severed. Lachlan had spent a thousand years in a half-life in a world of nothing more than shadows and ghosts. A world brought forth by the power of Uruz, the great Sword of Destiny. But what of Cara?

 Lachlan had no answer. The link between them should have been severed when she died. Her body lay buried along the northern sea where her son – his son – had laid her to rest. His son had buried her in the ways of the Ansgar and Shara’kai who lived there – not knowing of the Chi’lan ways, that of cremation. Perhaps he had known, but knew that Shadowhelm needed a marker – a way to find Uruz. And Allarun most likely overlooked the burial site.


Lochynvaur – that had been his and Cara’s son. Oddly, Kalena had chosen that name for his unborn son she carried now. 

 Lachlan paced along the wall walk ignoring the furtive glances of his soldiers. The desperation grew inside him. Each moment that passed was a moment from Kalena's life. As long as Vaurgar had her, she was in terrible danger. He could not lose someone so dear to him again.

 His mind returned to the Shara'kai woman, Arianne. She was half Eltar and held a familiarity about her -- a brashness and arrogance so like Allarun in his younger days. He wondered if perhaps Allarun had another heir, but Allarun's exposure to the Northmen had been limited, especially in the last fifty years. Lachlan guessed Arianne's age to be no more than twenty, though Shara'kai tended to age slowly, given their Eleion blood. She could be a hundred years or more, but Lachlan doubted it. 

 Lachlan recalled Ni'yah's parting words. Ni'yah had said that he would send a Shara'kai to aid Lachlan. It would be like the old trickster to send someone like Arianne, Lachlan thought. Ni'yah what have you done to me? He silently asked the god. He did not expect an answer.

 Part of him -- the Shadowhelm part -- wanted to trust Arianne. Unusual given his free-lancer nature, but understandable, given that Shadowhelm was Northmen like Arianne. Shadowhelm had been through Arristan many times before and he remembered the village well. It angered him to hear that the Eltar had razed the town and slaughtered the inhabitants. 

 Lachlan, however, was older and less willing to trust an instinct -- even an instinct rooted in the Sight. The Sight was not infallible – it left much of its interpretation to the wielder. His link to the Wyrd was blocked, and he knew he could not trust even a hunch. But Lachlan knew he was desperate enough to try anything -- even to put his trust in a half-Eltar
Shara'kai.

 He walked the wall walk’s length until he came to wooden barriers that blocked his way. The rest of the wall was still in ruins, leaving Caer Lachlanel vulnerable. He stared at the stars, his mind trying to touch the strands of the Wyrd but they were elusive as always.

 Without the Wyrd, he felt powerless. His mind went back to Ni’yah’s training. Ni’yah had warned him about relying too often on Uruz – but what about relying on his powers? What happened when his link to the Wyrd failed or when his own powers failed? He could rely on his skill as a warrior, but that would not locate Kalena. 


Kalena, he thought, I should not have left your side. He fervently wished that Ni’yah was here. For all the troublemaking the god did, he had been Lachlan’s staunchest ally. There was something he was missing – something vital that he could not see through the Wyrd.

 Lachlan shook his head. Ni’yah was not here. Rhyn’athel could not be here. He was truly on his own. Even so, an old prayer came to his mind. It was a prayer to the goddess of the northern star...

 “Ella Lachlei, nagara eth,” he murmured. “Queen of Warriors, I seek your aid.” He halted and paused. No. That was not the prayer – the words sila Elisilla had changed to Lachlei as he spoke them. Lachlei had been his mother in his former life and consort to Rhyn’athel. He frowned, wondering why the words came to him. He stared into the night's sky, but he could not fully sense Kalena over the vast space. Why? How could Vaurgar have become so powerful in such a short time?

 A falling star arced across the heavens. It flashed red and gold as it fell to the earth. It was then he sensed a presence beside him. Lachlan turned; his hand on the hilt of Uruz. 

 “There is no need for alarm,” a familiar voice came to his ears. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Five
 

 



 Lachlan turned and stared. A small, slender Chi’lan warrior stood next to him, leaning against the merlon and looking out. “You know, it doesn’t look quite so bad if you’re willing to ignore the damage to the walls,” she said with a smile. Her armor was completely mail and fashioned in a much older style. Her surcoat too was an older style with differences in Rhyn’athel’s black dragon that was emblazoned on the front and back.

 As Shadowhelm, Lachlan had never seen this woman. And yet, he knew her. Her familial resemblance to Haellsil was strongest, but he could see a likeness in both himself and Elsonre.

 “Lachlei?” he said, searching his memories from the time before Darkling Plain. Lachlan had been young when Lachlei had left Elren and his memories were dim and incomplete. And yet, he could not possibly forget her.

 Lachlei smiled and Lachlan knew he was not dealing with a mortal, but a goddess. He could sense the great power she commanded. “Yes, Lachlan Ah’rhyn. I was afraid you might not recognize me after the reincarnation. Rhyn’athel sent me—the balance is shifting.” 

 “My lady, I…” He began.

 “I know it was just a prayer for comfort,” she said. “But sometimes even those prayers are answered. These are difficult times, my son, and you will be sorely tested. Vaurgar's power has grown.”

 “I know,” he said, “but how?”

 “The Runestone of Teiwas,” she said. 

 Lachlan shook his head. “Teiwas -- that is a Northmen's god.”

 “Teiwas is an ancient name of Rhyn'athel,” she said. “Though the Northmen know it not, the name comes from races older than the Ansgar or even the Eleion. The Runestones of Teiwas are an ancient magic that came directly from the gods when the Nine Worlds were new.” She held out a handful of runestones before him and scattered them on a merlon along the wall walk. 

 Lachlan stared. The stones were crystal-like, but glowed with cold-white flame like a star. “I have seen these before...” he murmured. “They look familiar.” He turned to look at Lachlei and saw that she was nodding. He looked back at the stones trying to grasp at something more familiar. “There are only nine though. I thought there were twenty-four runes.”

 “Nine Runestones for the Nine Worlds,” Lachlei said. “You already know three.”

 “Uruz, Eihwaz, and Hagalaz.” 

 “The other six are Thurisaz, Sowelu, Issa, Teiwaz, Kano, and Ansuz,” she said, gathering them up again. “Rhyn'athel placed one stone in each world.”

 “Why?” 

 “The Athel’cen were not as powerful then,” Lachlei said. “The worlds were new and Rhyn’athel had not learned the full extent of his powers. The Runestones served the gods as portals between the worlds. Over time, the gods became powerful and they didn't need to rely on the stones. Eventually, even they forgot about them. Until Allarun found Thurisaz.”

 “Thurisaz -- the name of Allarun’s sword,” Lachlan mused.

 “It is aptly named, for it is sharp as a double-edged sword and will swing both ways. It can give the user god-like powers, but at a terrible price. A mortal who uses it will be ultimately consumed and destroyed.” She shook her head. “Allarun used it for a time, but even he saw the wisdom of abandoning it. Now, Vaurgar has it, and he is too much demon to not use it.”

 “How did Allarun find it?”

 Lachlei shook her head. “I don’t know. Rhyn’athel set a guardian to keep it secret. Something happened. Perhaps it was Areyn Sehduk who led Allarun to it.”

 “But that violates the Truce.”

 “Areyn has violated the Truce in the past – what makes you think he wouldn’t do so again?” Lachlei said ruefully. “Only his fear of Rhyn’athel keeps him in check and, even then he waits to find any weakness he can.”

 “Could Areyn be blocking my mind-link with Kalena?”

 Lachlei shook her head. “That is Vaurgar – he is using the Runestone against you. But he will pay a terrible price. Thurisaz will eventually consume him.”

 “But not before he destroys me,” Lachlan said. “Or I destroy him.” He shook his head in despair. “Kalena is lost, then.”

 Lachlan felt her hand touch his shoulder and he met her gaze. “Not all is lost, my son. For though I cannot pierce the shadows surrounding Thalarmor, there is one who can.”

 “Arianne.”

 Lachlei nodded. “She is an unlikely ally and one you should not trust readily. But, Arianne can see where even I cannot. And the power of the Swords of Destiny is even greater than the gods have imagined. You are matched, Lachlan, not defeated.”

 “Could Uruz destroy a Runestone of Teiwas?” he asked.

 Lachlei shook her head. “I don’t know. Even Uruz has limits, although we don’t know them yet. And if you could destroy the Runestone, would you? You would break the link between this world and the others.” She paused. “I must return now. Bow your head, my son; I have two gifts for you.”

 Lachlan bowed his head and felt her slip two amulets on slender silver cords over his head. He held the amulets and looked at them. One was a silver star that shone with an inner light; the other, a black dragon, no larger than an inch in length that moved as though it were alive. Lachlan stared at them. “What are they?”

 “The star is the amulet of Elisila.” She smiled wryly. “It was difficult for me to obtain from the goddess, so guard it carefully. It will grant you passage where you are not welcome. The dragon is my own amulet. Anyone you give it to will be under my protection. Alas, it cannot protect you, but it is the gift of the gift bearer.” She kissed his brow. “Good-bye, my son. Go. Find your love. And remember, Elsonre is your greatest ally. Trust him.” With that, she disappeared in a shimmer of light. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

 



 The wind picked up as Lachlan stood on the wall walk, once more alone. The night sky seemed darker now that he knew what he was up against. He began walking back towards the stairs that led to the garrison. 

 Lachlei had stirred lost memories in his mind. Not just from his life as Lachlan, but from a previous life he could not quite reconcile. He focused on the fleeting memory, but it seemed as tenuous as the Wyrd had been...

 ###

 




Lachlan stood at Vithblane, within the temple of Rhyn’athel. He looked around in wonder – the temple was whole again and no longer in ruins. Vithblane – a memory he had lost and yet he now remembered it. What was he doing in Vithblane?


He felt a sense of urgency. Something was going to happen if he did not do something...What?


He looked down and saw that his gauntleted hand held the crystal Runestone, Thurisaz. He could feel its power as his fingers gripped the stone. He held it up in wonder—the crystal caught the firelight and threw it scintillating light through the room.

 “Can you close the gate?” The urgency in the god’s voice told him they had not much time.


Lachlan turned to Ni’yah. “You’re the god, can’t you?”


Ni’yah’s face was pale and battleworn. “I don’t have the power—but you do...”

 “I am mortal, Ni’yah. How can I defeat Areyn?”

 “You have the power—if you could learn to use it...”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan staggered and nearly fell. The world spun and he found himself standing once more on the wall walk, collapsed against a merlon. He felt a strong arm grasp and steady him. 

 “My king, are you ok?” The Chi’lan warrior came into focus.

 “Kian?” Lachlan spoke, but his voice was raspy. 

 The Chi’lan grinned. “Yes, Lachlan. Elsonre sent me. He is looking for you. Are you all right?”

 “What did you see?” Lachlan asked.


 Kian shrugged. “You were walking and then suddenly you stumbled.”


 “Nothing more?”


 The Chi’lan shook his head. “You seemed preoccupied.”

 “That, I was,” Lachlan said. He paused. “Tell Elsonre to meet me in the Keep. And find Taryn and bring him to the great hall in an hour.”

 



 Lachlan strode down the stairs and into the Keep. A fire burned in his silver eyes as he turned towards the dungeons. Elsonre stood in the hall. “Brother,” he said. “Falar has sent word from Redelren. The Redel will declare war.”

 Lachlan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. 

 Elsonre stared. “It's that Eltar witch, isn't it?” He followed Lachlan through the door and down the stairs into the recesses of Caer Lachlanel. 

 “No, it's not -- its Kalena…” He paused. “Damn it, Elsonre, Vaurgar has Kalena. Vaurgar has Kalena and my son.” He paused again. “My son.” Elsonre met Lachlan's gaze, but Lachlan turned away and continued down the stairs. “I don't expect you to understand.”

 “Actually, I do,” Elsonre said. “But, we are now on the brink of war, not only with the Eltar but with our own people. We need you now more than ever.”

 Lachlan paused at the bottom of the stairs. “You have Eihwaz.”

 “Eihwaz is not Uruz,” Elsonre said softly. “And as so many are quick to point out, I am not Lachlan.”

 Lachlan turned around and met his brother's gaze. “No, you're not. But you’re a son of Rhyn'athel. His blood burns as strong in you as it does in me. You have the power, if you’d use it.”

 “You’re the High King.”

 “In title only. I am a warlord, Elsonre. Rhyn'athel's blood burns too hot in me to be anything but. Surely, you've seen this by now. And what good would I do to unite the Eleion? As so many are wont to point out, I am Shara'kai. None save the Lochvaur, Laddel and Haell see me as anything but a half-blood usurper. Elsonre, Elsonre, this is your battle, not mine.” He turned and continued down the corridor.

 Elsonre shook his head. “Lachlan, I can't. Put your feelings aside for a moment and think. You would throw away an entire kingdom for a woman. Shadowhelm wouldn't.”

 Lachlan halted, a grim smile spread across his face. “No, he wouldn't,” he admitted. “But I am no longer just Shadowhelm.” He turned to face Elsonre again. “Nor is this just about Kalena any longer. I spoke with Lachlei tonight.”

 Elsonre halted and stared. “Lachlei? Our mother? How? Why? She’s been dead for over a thousand years.”

 “And yet, so was I.” Lachlan shook his head. “She appeared to me while I was on the wall. Rhyn’athel has taken an interest in this because Vaurgar holds a Runestone of Teiwas.”

 A shadow passed over Elsonre’s countenance. “Then, the Nine do exist.”

 “You know of them?” Lachlan asked.

 “I discovered them when researching where Uruz lay. Little was written of them in the libraries of Caer Sithar. The legends say that they are perilous to mortals.”

 “Perilous -- yes, but powerful,” Lachlan said. “They grant the power of a god to those who know how to use them – but for a short time. Vaurgar will destroy himself to destroy me.” Lachlan pulled the dragon amulet from beneath his tunic. Its inner light glowed between them, casting shadows in the dim corridor. “Lachlei gave me two amulets – one is the amulet of Elisila but the other is her protection. She gave me this to give to someone. She said it would keep them safe. Brother, if I do not return…” He took the small dragon and held it out to him. 

 Elsonre clasped Lachlan's hand and closed his fingers. “Keep it, brother, you may yet need it by the end of your journey.” He smiled. “Did our mother say anything about the Eltar witch?”

 “Aye -- don't trust her, but she can lead me to Kalena.” Lachlan shook his head. “I don't know how, but I knew Arianne spoke the truth.” 

 Lachlan stopped before the door to the room that held his darker side.

 The door had no locks, but none were needed for Lachlan had cast wards to seal the room so only he could enter. Lachlan stepped across the threshold and the sconces along the chamber’s walls burst into flames.

 Lachlan knew Elsonre stood behind him, just behind the threshold, but Lachlan's eyes were fixed on the Sword that lay on the pedestal. The sword belt lay next to it.


Hagalaz.

 Lachlan stared at the dark blade. Like Uruz and Eihwaz, it was forged of adamantine, but the power within it was dark and seductive. Lachlan had forged the great blade imbuing it with his own power, not realizing that Allarun would turn that power on Lachlan, himself. Twin to Eihwaz, it was as dark as the other was light. Its hilt was black. Onyx and hematite stones were set in the hilt. It bore the runes of enchantment across it: Hagalaz, Uruz, and Eihwaz. It was bound to Uruz and Eihwaz as much as it was bound to Lachlan, himself. And it was the only Sword that had been able to defeat Uruz and kill Lachlan...


Hagalaz -- disruption.

 Only Lachlan or one of Allarun's heirs could wield that dark blade. Vaurgar could and Lachlan knew he had to carry it if he ever wanted to see Kalena alive again.


Hagalaz.

 Lachlan reached out and gripped the blade's hilt. Its dark power flowed through him. The rage within now shook him. He would kill Vaurgar for this and take the Runestone for himself. He turned around, anger gleaming in his silver eyes as he met his brother's gaze. 


Is that what you want, my brother? Vengeance? Power? Elsonre watched impassively from beyond the threshold. 

 Lachlan gazed at Hagalaz. Its power amplified his own dark thoughts. “Perhaps,” he murmured, gazing at the dark blade. “I want Kalena back and Vaurgar wants Hagalaz.”

 “Vaurgar doesn't care about Hagalaz -- he has the Runestone,” Elsonre reminded him. “Vaurgar won’t give Kalena back for a thousand Swords of Destiny. We both know it’s a trap. Even if Arianne led you to Kalena, Kalena might be dead by then. You will lose Kalena and I will lose you.”

 Lachlan strapped the second sword belt on and sheathed Hagalaz. “I have to try.” Lachlan stepped through the threshold and the sconces extinguished. He shut the door. “This is something I must do. Even if it were just Kalena, I would do this, but now the Runestone makes it imperative. I must either destroy the Runestone or take it from him.” 

 Elsonre nodded in resignation. “I’ll go with you.” They began walking towards the prison blocks.

 “No,” Lachlan said. “I can't afford to lose us both. You are right -- we are on the brink of war. One son of Rhyn'athel must lead the army -- I can't.”

 “Then at least take someone whom you can trust,” Elsonre said. “I don't trust that Eltar witch.”

 “Nor I,” Lachlan said. “I'll take Haellsil -- he's Chi'lan.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

 



 Arianne lay on the pallet in her prison cell. For a cell, it was better than most, having a pallet and plumbing. They fed her, too -- something she had not expected. The guards had not raped her, either. That alone was surprising.

 As she lay on her pallet, her mind drifted to the High King. He was not pureblood, as she had expected, but Shara'kai like herself. Lachlan's rage had been understandable – Arianne sensed it was more towards Vaurgar than herself. Still, she wondered how long he would keep her in this dark hole.

 Arianne heard the sound of keys and the lock opening. She sat up. In the torchlight, Arianne could see two men standing alongside the guard. They were none other than the High King and his brother.

 “There she is,” the Shara'kai guard said. “She's been no trouble.”

 “I'd imagine not,” Lachlan replied, considering Arianne thoughtfully. “You were right, Arianne of Arristan. I have come to you.”

 



 Taryn, King of the free Eltar, entered the Great Hall. In the days that had followed Kalena’s kidnapping, he had being thrown into the dungeons along with many of his people. It was only after Sardur’s death that he had been vindicated. As Chi’lan he still held the right of wearing the High King’s insignia, but the dark looks he received from the other Chi’lan told him that he had better watch his back in case a knife were to find its way into it. 

 Lachlan sat on the throne, his face weary and his silver eyes glassy. Except for Taryn and Lachlan, the hall was empty, making it look larger still. “You summoned me?”

 “I did, my friend,” Lachlan said. “I am sorry what you’ve had to endure, but...”

 Taryn waved his hand dismissively. “Have you learned anything about Kalena?”

 “Yes – Vaurgar offered an exchange. Kalena for Hagalaz and for Allarun’s Thalarmor.”

 Taryn shook his head. 

 “I know it’s a trap,” Lachlan said. “He wants me – and what better way to lure me than with my wife and unborn son?”

 Taryn’s face became grim. “He will kill them, and he’ll do it in a way that will cause you the most pain. He considers everything and everyone expendable. They are only tools to achieve what he wants.” He paused. “But I wonder how Vaurgar could have become so powerful.”

 “Have you ever heard of the Runestone of Teiwas?”

 Taryn shook his head. “No.”


 “It is an ancient artifact that will give a man the powers of a god – but with a terrible price. Vaurgar has one.”


 Silence ensued as Taryn took in an unsteady breath. 


 “Taryn, I don't hold you responsible for what Sardur and the others did.”


 “You should, my king, for they were my own guard,” Taryn said. “I should’ve seen it. If I had, perhaps Kalena would still be here.”

 “I couldn’t see it – how in Rhyn’athel’s name would you have?” Lachlan said. “Of all the Eleion, you’ve earned the right to wear the colors of a Chi’lan. You saved my life once from Vaurgar and helped me to take back Hagalaz. A son of Rhyn’athel does not take such favors lightly. I am indebted to you and those of your people who are loyal to me. However, there is one who would ask me to give what is rightfully yours -- and that causes me great pain.”

 “I don't understand,” Taryn said.

 “No doubt you have heard of the Shara'kai who came from Arristan.”

 Taryn's face became grim. “Yes, I have -- she is the only survivor of the raid that happened a few weeks back, as far as I know.”

 “She is half Eltar,” Lachlan said. 

 Taryn lowered his head. “Sweet gods! The Eltar have much to answer for our crimes,” he muttered. He met the High King's gaze. “Are you sure she is half Eltar and from Arristan?”

 Lachlan nodded. “Do you know her?”

 Taryn hesitated. “Not directly, no. But twenty years ago, the Eltar did raid Arristan. I had just joined Vaurgar’s guard then. Arristan changed me forever, my king. I saw brutality that no man should ever see, and I swore to whatever gods there were that I would never serve Areyn Sehduk again.” He turned away. “The screams still haunt me in my dreams. We said it didn't matter because they were Ansgar and Shara'kai -- no more than beasts. Some drank their blood; others ate their flesh…” His voice faltered.

 Lachlan stood and gripped Taryn's shoulder. “Then, I have another burden for you to bear, my friend. Arianne says she knows where Kalena is and will lead me to her, but at a price.” He paused. “That price will affect you and your people.”

 “What price?”

 “She demands the homeland of the Eltar.” Lachlan watched his friend's expression harden. “There is a third price -- one that she will not name until we reach Thalarmor,” Lachlan said. “But given her current demands, I fear it is something beyond what I'm prepared to give.”

 “The homeland of the Eltar,” Taryn murmured. “No doubt as punishment for what we have done to her and her people.”

 “They are my people as well,” Lachlan reminded him. “As many are wont to point out, I am Northmen Shara'kai.”

 “You weren't there at Arristan,” Taryn remarked. “I was.”

 “No, I wasn’t. I was far from the Northlands fighting for pay. I heard of what happened to Arristan, but…” He shook his head. “The stories I heard were so inconceivable, I doubted their validity.”

 “Nothing you could make up could match what I saw,” Taryn said. He paused and a silence ensued. “So, her name is Arianne?”

 “Yes.”

 “Let me come with you,” he said at last. “I know Vaurgar better than anyone, save perhaps yourself. Perhaps I can undo some of the damage...” 

 “You would accompany me to Thalarmor again with a woman who would kill you if given the opportunity?” 

 “I would go to the gates of Areyn's realm if you commanded me,” Taryn remarked. “I can't change what happened at Arristan, Lachlan, but maybe I can atone for some of that damage.”

 “You are worthy of the Eltar crown,” Lachlan said. “I wish Arianne had not forced me into this.”

 “Are you sure Arianne knows where Kalena is?” Taryn asked.

 Lachlan nodded. “She knows, though how, I'm not certain.” He paused. “Taryn, if she upholds her end of the deal, I will be forced to uphold mine.”

 Another silence ensued. 

 “The Eltar who serve you are already in exile,” Taryn said at last. “What is land when compared to Kalena's life? If you must give Arianne Thalarmor, then do it. There are other lands and I for one, am not concerned. Neither of us holds Thalarmor anyway -- they are Vaurgar's now. They aren't yours to grant anyway until the demon is dead.”

 Lachlan nodded. “Very well. We leave at dawn.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

 



 Clean and in Chi'lan uniform, Arianne strode into the great hall. Lachlan sat on his throne and considered her thoughtfully. She reminds me of someone -- but who? Arianne had chosen a Lochvaur broadsword and chain mail. She drew it and gazed at the blade.

 “Are you trained to use that?” Lachlan asked.

 Arianne held back a rebuke. It was an honest question. “Northman-trained, as you were.”

 Lachlan nodded. “You know where Kalena is?”


 “Yes,” she said.


 “How?”


 Arianne smiled ruefully. “If I told you, you would not take a step outside of these gates,” she replied. She sheathed the sword. “Then, you have agreed to my conditions fully?”

 Lachlan drew an inward breath. “I have not heard the third condition. I have freely given the first. The second condition relies on the third. If I grant you the third and I find Kalena alive, I will grant you the second.”

 “Now, who is the horse-trader?” Arianne said slyly.

 “You have much to gain and nothing to lose,” Lachlan said. “I, on the other hand, have everything to lose by putting my trust in you. And I am very cautious of whom I put my trust in these days.”

 “Spoken like a true king,” she said. “I don't envy you, Lachlan. Yet, how do I know that you would honor our bargain? I, like you, have little reason to trust you.”

 “You would doubt the word of a son of Rhyn'athel?” Haellsil strode in.


 “Peace, brother,” Lachlan growled. “I can forgive her for her lack of faith. She is a freeman, as I was.”


 Arianne paused. “Then, it's true -- you are of Northmen stock,” she said in wonder. 


 “I am the son of Elina of the Northmen,” Lachlan said. “At least, part of me is. I was known as Sceaduhelm in that life. It is rather complicated,” he added, seeing her expression. “I'm not all as it seems -- as you are not.”

 “Very well, Shadowhelm of the Northmen, I will accept your word -- because we both know a Northman's word is binding and it is bound by Teiwas.”

 Lachlan smiled wryly at the use of Teiwas' name. “An apt choice of words,” he said. “And one that is prophetic.” He glanced up at the clerestory -- the sky was beginning to lighten. “Dawn will come soon. Let's go.”

 ###

 



 “My lord, the messengers have returned from Caer Lachlanel,” Kyr said.

 Vaurgar sat on the dark throne, idly fingering the Runestone. “Send them in,” he said.

 Two Eltar walking quickly into the throne room and bowed hastily. Fear shone in their eyes as they lay a basket before the Dark Lord. 

 “What manner of message is this?” Vaurgar asked.

 “Open it,” said Kyr.

 Trembling, one of the Eltar flipped the basket open. Sardur's head rolled out. 

 Silence followed and the Eltar messengers backed away. Vaurgar considered the grisly prize for a few moments. Then, he began to laugh. “Lachlan,” he grinned. “You are your sire's son. If I had any doubts you are a son of Rhyn'athel, you have dispelled them.”

 “But my lord…” Kyr began.

 Vaurgar shook his head. “So appropriate.” He stood up and turned to Kyr. “I have wounded him grievously, Kyr. I have finally found the chink in the son of Rhyn'athel's armor. Very well, Lachlan, I will play it for all it is worth. And when the dragon finally becomes tired of my little game, that is when I will kill him.”

 “But his answer is no,” Kyr said, gazing at the head.

 “His answer is yes though he says not,” Vaurgar replied. “Lachlan will come to Thalarmor seeking Kalena. Lachlan will come to me -- I will make certain of that.”

 “What of the Lochvaur bitch?” Kyr said. “She would be safer here in Thalarmor.”

 Vaurgar shook his head. “Oh no, this is where he expects her to be. This is where he would look first.”


 “But the mind-link…”


 Vaurgar held up the Runestone in the ruddy light of the throne room. “I have effectively dealt with the mind-link,” he said. 


 “What is that?” Kyr asked. 


 “A Runestone of Teiwas. I gave you a shard of it to kidnap the Lochvaur bitch. There are -- or were -- nine. Or so the legend says. Each one created as a focal point by the gods. It can bring the greatest power to those who hold it.”

 Kyr stared at the Runestone. “Where did you get it?”

 “Allarun had this for centuries. Where he found it, he would not say.” Vaurgar shook his head. “The fool -- Allarun knew not that this would give him the power he needed to destroy Lachlan.”

 “Teiwas -- that is Rhyn'athel, isn't it?” Kyr shook his head. “I wouldn't trust anything created by a god of light.”

 Vaurgar laughed. “Kyr, my faithful general, you have naught to fear. Even Areyn Sehduk used the Runestones at one time.”

 Kyr kept silent, but the look on his face made it clear that he did not trust the stone. “What will you do with the Lochvaur bitch?” he asked.

 Vaurgar chuckled. “Ah, now you come to the insidious nature of my plan,” he said. “She'll be kept well enough -- as an honored guest. “

 “But she is the Lachlan's consort,” Kyr objected.

 “Yes, she is,” Vaurgar said with a grin. “But by the time Lachlan arrives, she will be mine.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty
 

 



 Dawn was breaking over Caer Lachlanel, but it brought Lachlan no comfort. He walked down to the main gate from the great hall. The joy he had once taken in the city seemed hollow now – as had his victory over Allarun. Lachlan had destroyed his former enemy only to put a demon on Thalarmor’s throne. And now, he would be forced to reckon with that mistake.

 Elsonre, Haellsil, and Arianne stood waiting with horses.


 “I thought we would be taking a dragon. Where are they?” Haellsil asked, looking into the sky.


 Lachlan shook his head. “No dragons,” he said. He met Elsonre's gaze. “I have lost contact with Haegl.”


 “As have I,” Elsonre said. “Vaurgar.”


 “Vaurgar,” Lachlan nodded. Although he trusted Taryn and Haellsil, both he and Elsonre agreed to speak nothing of the Runestone, especially before Arianne. 

 “I would go with you if you asked,” Elsonre said. 

 Lachlan gripped Elsonre's arms. “I know, but your path lies another direction, my brother. The kindreds need you now more than ever.” He paused. “And if I should fail…”

 Elsonre cut him off. “You won't fail.”

 “I'm up against more than Vaurgar -- you know that,” Lachlan said. “If I fail, you are the High King.” 

 “We're all ready?” Taryn asked as he came forward. “I have left Kelar in charge of the Eltar in my stead.”

 Arianne stared at Taryn. The King of the free Eltar strode forward; his dark eyes considered her intently. Like all Eltar, Taryn was tall with pale skin and dark hair. Yet, unlike the Eltar Arianne had seen, Taryn's expression was not cruel or cunning. Instead, Taryn had an openness about him that made him look like any other Eleion, as though the anger and hatred that she had seen in other Eltar had not touched him.

 Taryn's eyes met Arianne's and she saw a glimmer of something. Sadness or pity, perhaps. Pity for what? she wondered. She noted that he wore the same Chi'lan armor and same colors as that of the High King.

 “What’s he doing here?” she demanded. “He's Eltar.”

 “Taryn is the leader of the free Eltar, whose lands you would claim,” Lachlan said.

 “You’re the Shara'kai who would claim the Eltar homelands,” Taryn said softly. “Those of us who fight freely for the Lachlan will have something to say about this. I've asked to join this quest to rescue Kalena, because I am responsible for my men's actions, and I know Thalarmor better than anyone else present.”

 “Then, the bargain is off, Lachlan,” Arianne replied. “I do not suffer Eltar company.”

 Taryn shook his head. “If you are claiming right and title to the Eltar lands, you should know its people.”

 “I know the Eltar well enough,” she snapped. “They’re only good for killing.”

 “You only know the work of Allarun and Vaurgar,” Lachlan said evenly. “Not all Eltar are like those who destroyed Arristan.”

 “Aren't they? Didn't the very Eltar you trusted kidnap your wife?” 

 Anger flashed in Lachlan's eyes. An instant later, Arianne found herself staring down the blade of Uruz. “I have suffered your impudence long enough,” Lachlan snarled. “Taryn comes with us or you die. I'll honor the contract as we both agreed, but the moment you break it, I’ll kill you. So help me, by Rhyn'athel's blood, I swear this.”

 Silence ensued and Arianne glanced from one warrior to another. Their faces were grim. Arianne met Lachlan's gaze. His silver eyes were hard and held a deadly edge to them. 


I have pushed him too far, she thought. “Very well, dread king, I will not back out.”


Uruz lingered at her throat. Lachlan made no movement either way. Arianne straightened and waited for the blow. A grim smile played across Lachlan's lips. “You’re brave, but foolish, Arianne of Arristan,” he said evenly and he sheathed the Sword of Destiny. “This is your only warning. Try it again and I will kill you.” He turned away.

 They mounted their horses and Lachlan led them out the gate. Only when they were safety on the road did Arianne allow a shudder.

 Taryn marked her reaction with a grim smile. She is not as confident as she seems, he thought. He rode beside her. “You're foolish to goad him like that,” Taryn said. “It’s a dangerous game you play, and one you can’t hope to win.”

 “Keep your counsel to yourself, Eltar,” she snapped. “I know what I’m doing.” She kicked the horse into a fast trot. 

 “I don’t think so,” Taryn said, watching her as she rode forward.

 ###

 



 Elsonre watched as the four rode out. A hooded and cloaked figure appeared next to him. Elsonre smiled as he saw it was Joreid. “You're letting him go,” she said. 

 Elsonre nodded. “I would do the same if it were you.” He paused. “A rider comes -- I think it’s Falar.”

 Falar rode through the gates. The Redel warrior looked weary. “Elsonre,” he greeted the king. “Where is Lachlan going?”

 “To find Kalena.”

 Falar frowned. “This is grave news, old friend.” He dismounted and handed his reins to a soldier. They began walking back to the Great Hall.

 “I know,” Elsonre said heavily. “But I couldn't change his mind. What news do you bear from Caer Redelren?”


 “Bad news, I'm afraid. I spoke to Rhynar and he seemed very discouraged.”


 “Rhynar -- nephew of Redhan?” Elsonre mused. “You spoke with him?”


 “He is one of the few Redel who suffers my presence. Most treat me like the Chi'lan from Caer Sithar -- sullied and impure, though my line is true,” Falar said. “He told me that Redhan seeks counsel from one called Seilan. Rhynar says Seilan is the driving force behind the Redel policy.”

 “Seilan?” Elsonre repeated, halting and turning to Falar. 

 “Do you recognize the name?” Joreid asked.

 Elsonre shook his head. “No, and that disturbs me. Both Lachlan and I know most of the nobles by name and even the thanes and warriors on sight. I don't know a Seilan.”

 “He's a pureblood Redel,” Falar said. “I've seen him -- he fought with Redhan on Darkling Plain. I've heard he defended Redhan from a demon axe and took the brunt of it. Redhan owes him a life-debt.” He paused. “You'd know him on sight if you saw him. A long jagged scar crosses his face along the left side from the left ear to the collarbone.”

 “That is a grievous wound,” Elsonre remarked. “Most Eleion would have died from it.”

 Falar shook his head. “Seilan survived somehow. Seilan is Redhan's chief advisor.”

 “I would've noticed a warrior with such a distinctive scar,” Elsonre remarked. “Lachlan would have -- that is for certain -- and would've told me. I don't think either of us have seen him.”

 “An oversight?” Joreid asked as they entered the Great Hall. Elsonre led them both to Lachlan's private meeting chambers and closed the door. 

 Elsonre paced slowly, his hand on Eihwaz. “I don't think so,” he said. “I find it interesting that neither Lachlan nor I knew of him.” He fell silent, lost in thought. He stopped and turned to Falar. “I would very much like to meet this Seilan.”

 “Do you suspect something?” Joreid asked. 

 “I don't know,” Elsonre admitted. “It seems very coincidental that our trouble with the Redel started the same time Seilan gained influence and that neither Lachlan nor I knew of him.” He paused and turned to Falar again. “Can you get me into Caer Redelren?”

 “You? Are you kidding?” Falar exclaimed. “You're the most recognizable Eleion next to Lachlan, himself.”

 “Hair can be changed,” Joreid said. “The silver eyes, however…”

 “It wouldn't matter,” Falar said. “Even if we could somehow make his silver eyes look gold, the rest of his features are too distinctive. The Redel would recognize him instantly.”

 “If only you could shapeshift -- like the Laddel,” Joreid mused. 

 “But the Laddel shapeshifters are linked to Ni'yah's blood, aren't they?” Elsonre said. “And what good would it do for me to change into a wolf?”

 Joreid smiled. “You don't know all about the Laddel,” she replied. “I have seen Laddel warriors assume other forms. Talk to Laddel -- both you and Lachlan have been remiss about Kelersil’s death.” 

 Elsonre shook his head. “You're right,” he said. “I’ll speak with him.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-One
 

 



 Kalena sat at the table after discovering that her pacing caused her back to ache. The pregnancy was a new experience for her, tiring her quicker and making her ravenously hungry at the same time. In spite of her wariness, her appetite forced her to try at least some of the food. After she had determined the food was not tainted, she ate ravenously.

 As a Chi'lan warrior, she could go with minimal water and no food for days or even weeks, if necessary. But the pregnancy forced different rules on her -- she had to eat and drink or risk losing her child. Kalena hated being in such a compromised position. Logically, she knew that it might be better if she lost the child now through a miscarriage rather than rely on Vaurgar's care, but emotionally…

 The thought was too distressing. She carried Lachlan's heir -- Lachlan's son. Her son. She wanted this child even at the cost of her life. Kalena knew her feelings were irrational, but knew they were the price of carrying a first-born. The Athel’cen blood was strong in the unborn child, and its power already influenced her emotions. It required more food and more strength from her than if it had been just Eleion. Without Lachlan’s magic, it would eventually weaken her to the point that she might even die in childbirth. 

 Kalena leaned back and closed her eyes. She wondered if perhaps Vaurgar knew she carried Lachlan's son. This was her fourth month now, and she was beginning to show outward signs. It would not be long before it was quite apparent. What would happen if Vaurgar did learn of the pregnancy?

 Vaurgar appeared, carrying a plate of roast venison and vegetables. “Hello, Kalena,” he said with a grin. “Pardon the intrusion, but I thought we might have dinner together.”

 Kalena stared longingly at the food in spite of herself. Damn it, she thought, I am a Chi'lan, I should be able to control my reaction better than this. “I'd rather dine with a cockroach,” she snarled.

 Vaurgar smiled at the retort. “I think not,” he said. “You've already seen Thalarmor's dungeons -- I believe these quarters are much more satisfactory.”

 “A cage is still a cage.”


 “Would you prefer Thalarmor's dungeons? I can arrange it, if you'd like.”


 Kalena gave no response, but simply glared. 


 “I thought not,” Vaurgar continued. “The food here is better anyway.” He slid the platter with bread and a knife over to her.


 Kalena picked up the knife and examined it. It was not very sharp, but she tested its weight. It was not balanced properly, either, but she did not expect it to be.

 “I wouldn't consider it,” Vaurgar said, his dark eyes following her movements. “You couldn't kill me with that little knife, and it would bring about some rather unpleasant consequences if you did manage to lodge it into me.”

 “Still smarting from my throwing knife?” she grinned. 

 “It was well-aimed,” he admitted. “It cut some shoulder ligaments.”

 “I missed,” she said. “I meant it to go between the gorget plates and into your throat.” She served herself some venison from the platter and began eating. 

 Vaurgar chuckled. “I suppose you wanted blood after our run-in in the Laddel forest.” 

 Kalena glared. With a sudden movement, she flicked the knife at Vaurgar.

 Vaurgar caught it an inch from his eye and chuckled. “You seem to have recovered from the arrow wounds,” he said. “You're marksmanship is better than you think.”

 “No thanks to you.” 

 “It was war,” Vaurgar said. “In war, there are casualties. Certainly Lachlan has explained that to you.” Kalena glared. “I knew you couldn't resist trying the knife, though. You've become very predicable, Chi'lan. I guess you'll have to eat with your fingers.”

 Kalena made no comment. 

 “Would you like to know what Lachlan's response was to our negotiations?” Vaurgar said casually. Kalena said nothing, but Vaurgar noticed that she did straighten a bit in attention. “He sent me the head of one of my soldiers.”

 Kalena laughed.

 “I wouldn't find that amusing, Chi'lan, especially since your life hangs in the balance over this.” 

 “Why, what will you do with me?” Kalena asked, her voice carefully neutral. 

 Vaurgar smiled inwardly. He had to credit her for bravery -- she did not falter in the face of death. “I don't know yet. It's obvious by Lachlan's response that you don't mean that much to him. It would be a pity to maim or kill such a beautiful woman.”

 “Spare me your flattery,” Kalena said.

 “As you wish,” Vaurgar said. He let the silence fall while Kalena ate. When it was apparent that she would not talk, Vaurgar leaned back. “You might be interested in what I asked for.”

 Kalena eyed him warily, but made no comment.

 “I asked for Hagalaz,” Vaurgar said. “I also asked to remain king of the Thalarmor. I don't think it was an unfair request, do you?”

 Kalena knew there was more that he was not telling her -- much more. “Why bother kidnapping me?” she demanded, breaking her silence. “You could've stolen Hagalaz or signed a treaty.”

 “Would Lachlan trust a treaty by the son of his old enemy?” Vaurgar asked. “And as for Hagalaz, Lachlan keeps better guard on it than he does you. Pity that he considers a sword more important than his mate. Or his son.”

 Kalena kept her face neutral, but she could feel the terror well up in her heart. He knows, she thought desperately. The game has changed…

 Vaurgar grinned. “Don't worry, Kalena, I won't harm you or your unborn child just yet,” he said. “But it does make you twice as valuable to me as well as to Lachlan -- or so I had hoped. We will see if Lachlan values the Sword more than he values you.”

 Kalena fought to still the fear. She knew the importance of Hagalaz and the ramifications if Vaurgar took up the blade. But the other request seemed fair. Why wouldn't Lachlan grant Vaurgar the lands that the Eltar king already held? 


You can't trust what Vaurgar says, Kalena reminded herself. Both he and his sire were masters of deceit. If there is a way to twist the truth, Vaurgar will do it.

 It was then Kalena noticed that Vaurgar was gazing at her intently.


He's been reading my mind all this time, she realized in horror. Of course, how could she have been so stupid? She slammed down her mental defenses, shoving him back. 

 A slight smile crept across Vaurgar's face as though finding her halting attempts at defense amusing. Kalena stood up. “Leave now!” 

 Vaurgar chuckled. “My, my, touchy aren't we?” he said. “You didn't mind my company a moment ago.”


 Kalena snarled. “Get the hell out!”


 “As you wish,” Vaurgar said and vanished.





 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Two
 

 



 The four warriors rode northward on the King's Highway. The Lachlanel Mountains rose high to the north of the great fortified city. Thick with aspen and coniferous trees, their snowcapped peaks glinted in the morning light. The King's Highway wound through the mountains along the riverbed. How old was it?  Lachlan wondered. The highway had been here as long as Shadowhelm and even Lachlan, himself, could remember. 

 Lachlan spoke little, but was glad to be in the mountains again. Pine, fir, and aspen replaced oak, ash and birch. Raised as a Northman, Lachlan was more comfortable in the alpine forests than the city or even the lowland woods. Now, that part of him felt solace in the cold tundra, where winter still held its grip. Caer Lachlanel was a constant painful reminder that Kalena was not at his side. The others sensed his need for solitude and said little. For this, Lachlan was also thankful. 

 Concealed by his cloak were the two Swords of Destiny that hung at his side. Uruz, with its controlling power and Hagalaz¸ with its disruptive force. Both Swords weighed heavily at his side. Only one sword had ever defeated Uruz and that was Hagalaz.


 They rode for a fortnight without mishap, following the King's Highway through mountains. As the fifteenth day dawned, Lachlan gazed into the darkening sky. Clouds were beginning to roll in from the northwest. He turned to Arianne as the others finished packing up for the next leg.

 “We are within a day's ride of the border. Where do we go next?” Lachlan asked, his silver eyes studying her intensely.

 Arianne paused as she cinched the saddle on her bay horse. She glanced up at the cold sky. “We take the northern route towards Thalarmor.”

 “That would be to the North Marches Road,” Haellsil said. “It’s twenty miles or more to the intersection. And then, we’ll have to turn east through Silren lands. They may not respect the roadway.”

 “We’ll deal with the Silren when we have to,” Lachlan said, thinking of the star of Elisila. “Though I hate the thought. Silvain may try to waylay us.”

 “Twenty miles of hard riding,” Taryn said. “With bad weather coming in. I don’t like it.”

 “This is a foul wind,” Haellsil added. “And the Silren may make it much more unpleasant.”

 Lachlan gazed into the sky. “It appears normal enough,” he said. “I don’t sense any magic with this.”

 “The Redel are weather makers,” said Haellsil. “Their power comes from the sun god, Sowelu. It may seem natural enough, but I’d bet they’d send foul weather.”

 “The Redel?” Arianne asked sharply. “Aren’t they your allies?”

 “Until recently,” Lachlan said. “They have declared war against the Lochvaur.”

 Arianne’s face became grim. “This has Vaurgar’s feel.”

 Lachlan glanced at Taryn. “What do you know of Vaurgar?”

 “I know enough,” Arianne said darkly. She mounted her horse and urged it forward. The others followed, but Lachlan paused a moment to gaze at her. Something had flickered past her defenses. It was momentary, but there.


Hatred. Intense hatred. 


 Lachlan smiled grimly. Arianne’s defenses were strong, but imperfect. Lachlan wondered if he might find a hole in them.


Kalena’s life depends on it.

 Lachlan mounted his own horse and urged it to a fast trot to catch up.

 ###

 



 The sky turned ominous as they continued to ride. Clouds rolled in from the northwest, and the wind began to howl through the canyon that the King’s Highway wound its way through. Lachlan reined his horse as the first cold drops of rain fell. 

 “We'd better seek shelter soon,” he said.

 Taryn nodded. “I believe there is a cabin along this road.”

 Lachlan paused. “I've traveled this way only once thirty years ago,” he said. “Before that, it's been a thousand years. But I do remember a roadhouse or a shelter of some sort before the North Marches Road.”

 They rode for miles as the temperature dropped. Thunder rolled over the mountains and echoed in the valleys. The rain that fell in icy splatters now turned to cold sheets. They were soon soaked to the skin.

 “How much farther, you think?” Taryn asked, his breath coming out in jets of steam. He wrapped his woolen cloak tight around his body in an effort to keep warm. 

 “Not far -- maybe two miles,” Lachlan said. 

 “I don't think we'll last that long,” said Haellsil. He nodded at Arianne, who had allowed her horse to fall back beside them. 

 Lachlan considered the Shara'kai. Although Arianne wore a woolen Chi'lan cloak as they all did, he could see she was shaking and pale. “We'd better find shelter,” he said. “Although we're past the spring equinox, it’s still winter here. I don't need anyone to freeze to death.”

 “Let's pick up the pace,” Haellsil said, urging his horse to a trot. Lachlan and Taryn followed, but Arianne lagged behind. 

 Taryn glanced behind. “Arianne,” he said, reining his horse. He turned his horse and rode back. Lachlan and Haellsil reined their horses and waited. “Arianne,” Taryn said.

 “Leave me alone, Eltar,” she said, but her words did not hold venom. 

 “Are you all right?” Taryn said, gazing at her. Arianne's face was pale and her lips blue. He knew the answer before she spoke.

 “I'm fine” she replied.

 “No, you're not,” he said. He grasped her horse's reined and tied them to his pommel. “Hold on -- I'll get you to some shelter.”

 “No. I'm fine…” she objected.

 Taryn did not listen to her. “Lachlan! She's half-frozen. We need to find shelter now!” He urged his horse to a fast trot back. “She won't make it if she can't get warm soon.”

 “Our best bet is the cabin -- if it still exists,” Lachlan said frowning. “Let's go.”

 They rode at a brisk trot, hoping to come across the cabin. Lachlan wondered if his memory was faulty. The rain continued its downpour. A mist rose as the sky darkened with the oncoming night. Fifteen minutes later at a fast trot, there was still no sign of any structure through the mist and the fog was now closing on them.

 “We should've reached the cabin by now,” Haellsil said, reining his horse. The others stopped. “We should be at North Marches Road as well.”

 Lachlan stared into the gloom. “It shouldn't be far.” He turned to Taryn as the Eltar rode up, leading Arianne and her horse. What he saw made him grim. “How is she?”

 Arianne was slumped in the saddle. Taryn dismounted and felt for her pulse. “Not good. We've got to make a shelter if we can't find one.”

 Lachlan rode forward and took Arianne's wrist. “A little longer,” he said, concentrating. Some color came back to her face. “You're right -- we don't have much time. We'll ride another mile. Look for anything that will serve as a natural shelter. That may be our camp tonight.”

 “What about her?” Taryn asked.


 “Do what you can,” Lachlan said. “I've given her some strength, but she needs warmth. And we need to get her dry.” 


 Taryn frowned. “I'm a healer, not a first-blood. If you can't do anything more -- what hope have I?”


 Lachlan nodded. “Let's go.” He urged his horse forward; Haellsil following.


 Taryn glanced at Arianne and then cursed. He spurred his horse onward.


 Lightning danced over the treetops and the rain changed to sleet and then to snow. Lachlan gazed ahead despondently. Even with his Shara'kai and first-blood constitution, Lachlan was starting to feel the effects of the cold. It would not be long now before he and the others would succumb to the freezing temperatures. 

 Haellsil gave a cry, bringing Lachlan out of his thoughts. He stared ahead and could just barely make out the dark outline of a cabin in the fog. They pressed their weary horses to a gallop and rode towards it. 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Three
 

 



 If they expected a warm and comfortable place, they were disappointed. The cabin was a little more than a shell now. Its windows had long been broken and the door was off its hinge. Lachlan reined his horse to a halt and gazed inside. It was dark. If the cabin had a wooden floor at one time, it had long ago rotted. Leaves, rocks, and branches lay around inside, but in the center was a makeshift firepit. 

 “Quick, let's get Arianne inside,” Lachlan said, helping Taryn with the woman's slumped form. She was light and Lachlan carried her into the dark cabin. Taryn pulled blankets from the packs and laid them on the ground. Lachlan laid her gently on the blankets. He took her hand and felt her wrist. It was death-cold. Lachlan closed his eyes and concentrated, allowing his power to flow into her. He glanced up at Taryn. “I can't do much until we get her warm,” he said. “She's hanging on, but just barely.”

 “We've got to get her clothes off,” Taryn said, meeting Lachlan's gaze. “She's losing too much heat.” He paused. “Make a fire -- I'll take care of her. Better that I do this than you. You will still need her -- if she lives. It is best that Arianne blames me.”

 Lachlan nodded and turned to help Haellsil gather what wood they could find. Taryn turned to her and stripped the wet clothes from her. He paused for a moment as his gaze lingered on her naked form. Ugly scars crisscrossed along her breasts and down past her hips -- and yet, he found her beautiful. 

 Taryn pulled a blanket around her and he stripped down. He lay beside her, his body pressed against hers to provide warmth until Lachlan and Haellsil built a fire. Arianne's own body was too hypothermic to warm itself. Taryn wrapped his arms around her. “I know who did this to you,” he whispered.

 Lachlan and Haellsil brought wood in. “I think I might owe you a life-debt for this,” Lachlan said, glancing at Taryn as he lay next to Arianne's unconscious form.

 “You may have to keep her from killing me once she learns what happened,” Taryn said. He could feel her starting to warm and he gently rubbed her limbs to restore circulation.

 “She doesn't have to know,” Lachlan said.

 Haellsil eyed Lachlan, a slight smile parting his lips. “You've changed -- you wouldn't have lied a thousand years ago.”

 “Times change and as Shadowhelm, I've learned some rather unkingly behaviors,” Lachlan replied. “You can blame it on the Shara'kai blood, if you wish. It’s not really a lie -- more, an omission.”

 The wood was wet, but Haellsil managed to find some branches that had not soaked through. They lit the fire. The smoke rose through a makeshift vent someone long ago had punched through the roof. Before long, the fire began to crackle. 

 Lachlan and Haellsil stripped and pulled dry clothing from their packs, laying their wet clothing out near the fire. The padded gambeson was soaked through. Lachlan hoped that the padded under-tunic and breeches would dry before the morning. Taryn slid from Arianne's side, took the proffered clothing, and dressed. 

 Lachlan had carefully slid the amulets from his neck and deftly hid them in his hand as he dressed. 


 Haellsil caught the movement and grinned. “What do you have?”


 “A trinket,” Lachlan remarked, opening his hand to show the amulets.


 Haellsil's eyes glinted in recognition. “An amulet of Elisila.”


 Lachlan stared. “How do you recognize it?”


 Haellsil smiled slightly. “Ni'yah isn't the only god visiting Caer Lachlanel…”


 A low groan interrupted them. Lachlan turned to see Arianne open her eyes. “So cold,” she whispered.


 Taryn poured water in a tin cup and set it near the ember bed. “Here -- drink this,” he said, offering her a small vial. “There'll be hot water in a moment for you to drink. It will help warm you.”

 Arianne started to sit up and then realized that she was naked beneath the blankets. “My clothes…” she began. “How dare you touch me!”

 “You were nearly dead,” Lachlan said evenly. “We had to get you dry. It was a choice between your life and modesty.”


 “I'd rather have died.”


 “That's not your choice,” Lachlan said. “Not as long as you can lead me to Kalena.”


 “And suppose I refuse?”


 Lachlan sighed. “Do you really want to die or have you forgotten my promise so soon? I don't know what kind of games you're used to playing, but it won't work with me. We have an agreement -- and I intend to see it through. That means I will do whatever's necessary. If that means saving your wretched life, then so be it.”

 Silence ensued. 

 Arianne glared at Lachlan. “Turn around. Now.”

 Taryn glanced at Lachlan, who shrugged. The three men turned their backs to her. “Some gratefulness for saving her life,” Taryn muttered under his breath so only Lachlan and Haellsil heard it. 

 Haellsil chuckled, but Lachlan shot him a withering look. 

 “All right,” Arianne announced. They turned around to see Arianne fully clothed and sitting by the fire, holding the tin cup of hot water. “Is there anything to eat?”

 “Well, I burnt the hot scones and we're out of tea,” Haellsil said gravely. “Perhaps mi'lady would like hardtack?” Taryn turned away, stifling a laugh. 

 Lachlan, however, was not amused. Don't push her any further -- I need her to find Kalena.


As you wish, Haellsil replied.

 “Never mind,” Arianne growled, noting that no one moved to help her. She stood up and stalked over to the panniers Lachlan and Haellsil had pulled off the horses and began rummaging through them. Taryn walked over to the broken window and gazed at the falling snow. “I wish we could give our horses shelter.”

 “There's not enough room,” Lachlan remarked. “Anyway, they're Northmen horses -- they're used to the cold. Still, you're right -- they'd be better off inside. They're a dead-giveaway that we're here.”

 “You expect trouble?” Haellsil asked. “The storm's bad -- I doubt even wild animals are out in this.”

 “I'm not worried about the animals -- it's the Silren I'm worried about,” Lachlan said. “Silvain will no doubt ally with Redhan. I'm also worried about the Eltar. While they have no love of the Ansgar, Thorolf has been taking Eltar money for some time. I suspect he'll join the Eltar to press an attack.”

 Haellsil's face became grim. “Then, Kalena's kidnapping couldn't happen at a worse time.”

 “Agreed,” Lachlan said. “Vaurgar intended to split up Elsonre and I, just as he has somehow divided the Nine Kingdoms. He knows the power of the Swords is increased with each Swordwielder. As loathe as I am to delay rescuing Kalena, I may have to if the Silren ride south. Or if I catch Ansgar troops in Lochvaur lands.”

 “What could you do against an army?” Arianne spoke up. “You are but one man.”

 Taryn stared at Arianne. “You ask Lachlan, the greatest of Eleion warriors?”

 “Peace,” Lachlan growled. “Her question is valid -- if ill-mannered.” He turned to Arianne. “You're right, I am only one man. But so is Vaurgar and so was Allarun. Time and time again, one man or one woman has changed the course of history. As a son of Rhyn'athel…” He paused, “…as a son of Teiwas, I know destiny will drive me forward into the very heart of this.”

 Arianne stared. “Teiwas?” she repeated, using the Northmen name for Rhyn'athel. She met his gaze. “I now understand,” she whispered and gazed into the fire.

 Lachlan turned to Haellsil and Taryn. “I'll take first watch,” he said. “Taryn, you'll take second; Haellsil, third.”


 “What of me?” Arianne asked.


 “Rest -- you were hypothermic,” he said. “Don't worry -- you'll have plenty of occasions to take watch.”


 Arianne said nothing. Instead, she finished her hardtack and lay down next to the fire. Taryn and Haellsil lay down not far from her. 

 ###

 



 Lachlan sat by the fire for a while, watching the snow as it swirled outside the cabin. The cold air blew into the openings and the snow made the fire hiss and sputter as it fell through the vent. Lachlan threw another log on the fire, careful not to step on the sleeping warriors. He pulled Lachlei’s and Elisila’s amulets out and smiled as he gazed at Haellsil. The gods were once more taking interest in the affairs of the Eleion as Ni'yah predicted. Ni'yah had been the only god, other than Rhyn'athel, who had dared to enter the world for a millenium after Allarun's victory. Now, with Allarun and Areyn Sehduk defeated, the gods were returning.

 There were only three Athel’cen or greater gods. Elisila was not Athel’cen, but Laeca –older gods and goddesses with lesser powers. The Laeca were never known to ally themselves with Rhyn’athel or Ni’yah, but then, these were troubling times. And then there was the matter of Lachlei. Lachlei had been Eleion; but the woman he spoke to on Caer Lachlanel’s ramparts was not Eleion – at least, not mortal. 

 Yet, another thought entered his mind -- what would happen if Vaurgar truly became as powerful as a god with the Runestone? Would it not shift the balance to the side of evil again? His gaze fell on Arianne. Ni'yah sent her to him – that, he was sure of. But Ni'yah was at best a meddler and at worst a troublemaker. Unpredictable -- even if he was the brother of Rhyn'athel and an Athel’cen. Still, Lachlan trusted Ni'yah far more than he trusted anything else. 

 Arianne stirred. Lachlan considered her. He could sense her indecisiveness through her mental shield. She wanted to trust him, and yet Lachlan could feel her fear. Arianne sat up and gazed into his eyes.

 “Get some rest,” he said softly. 


 Arianne shook her head. “I must ask you a question.” She rose and approached him. “Do you know the shape-changer god?”


 “Yes,” Lachlan said. 


 “A wolf told me to seek you out,” she said at last. 


 “Ni'yah,” he whispered. He gazed at her. “What is your third price?” 


 “Not until Thalarmor.” Arianne shook her head. “Yet you don't trust me.”


 “I have no reason to, save desperation.”


 “Then, I will prove it to you. Why is Vaurgar so powerful?”


 “He is the son of Allarun and a demon,” Lachlan said cautiously.


 “That is not the reason why. Vaurgar should have died on Darkling Plain,” she said. “Elsonre fatally wounded him in battle.”


 Lachlan paused. “How do you know this?”


 Arianne smiled grimly. “I know many things. Vaurgar relied on his blood to get him to Thalarmor where he could find the means to heal himself. He almost died.”

 “What happened?” 


 “Vaurgar has a stone about the size of my fist. In it is the power of the gods. That is what you seek.”


 Lachlan betrayed no emotion. “Describe it to me.”


 “It is a clear stone, like crystal, with the rune, Thurisaz, on one side. On the other side are the words of the gods,” she said. “That is what saved him -- that is what Vaurgar wields now.”

 Lachlan stared out the window. “You could have known this because you serve him.”

 “No one knows how close Vaurgar was to death -- not even Kyr, his trusted general,” Arianne replied. “Only I know -- just as I know Vaurgar swore that day to take his vengeance on you and Elsonre. Vaurgar will not rest until both of you are dead or until he is dead.”

 Lachlan made no response.

 “I know something else,” Arianne said. “The Runestone is slowly destroying him. It will eventually consume him, even though Vaurgar doesn't know it.”

 Lachlan turned around. “How came you by this knowledge?”

 Arianne smiled. “Now, do you trust me, son of Teiwas?”

 “I wouldn't trust you even if you brought me before the Great Hall of the Gods,” Lachlan said. “But I've made alliances based on necessity rather than trust before.” His silver eyes searched her face as he tried to read what was behind her defenses. It was tempting to try to go further -- to strip her mind of the wall Arianne encased herself in -- but Lachlan knew it'd be irreparable. Instead, he turned back to look outside.

 “I didn't thank you for saving my life,” she said, breaking the silence.

 “You should thank Taryn, not I,” Lachlan replied. “It was he who saved you.”

 Arianne's expression hardened. “The Eltar?”

 All at once, a vision flashed before his eyes, unbidden. “Soldiers!” he hissed. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Four
 

 



 The air was cold and rarified here – far from the land of Thalarmor and farther still from the sea. Vaurgar walked slowly as the wind whipped his cloak and his dark mane as he crested the false summit. He was not disappointed.

 Before him on the summit stood the ruins of a vast temple. It had once been magnificent with many columns supporting the massive roof, towering fifty feet high. But some terrible force had leveled it ages before. The magic was potent here, but Vaurgar did not fear it. He was a god now -- the god of destruction. 

 Vaurgar strode forward, heedless of the potential dangers. The wards flashed and shot out at him, but he turned the bolts aside as though they were nothing. 

 “Athel’cen magic,” he sneered. It could not harm him now that he had the Runestone. He walked around the marble columns and past the temple to the courtyard where a single tree stood. 

 He paid no heed to the dragon that lay at the roots of the great ash tree nor of the wolf that followed silently behind.

 Vaurgar stopped at the massive ash tree. The tree's thick trunk was over ten feet wide. It was so old that Vaurgar guessed it might be one of the original trees, created with the world, itself, when gods first used the Runestones. Its limbs reached upwards like thick fingers, grasping at the sky. Yet, it wasn't the tree, itself, Vaurgar was interested in.

 On its branches hung silvery filaments. At first glance, they looked like gossamer -- as fine as any spider's thread. But on closer examination, the web was more complex. Its weave took shape in carefully intertwining strands -- perfect in their creation. The web was not fixed, but shifted and wound itself slowly, its pattern in a constant state of flux.

 The Web of Wyrd.

 Vaurgar knew he was not looking at the full web itself. No one -- not even the gods -- could actually see the entire web at once. This was only one small portal into the Web itself. A few strands at most. Vaurgar watched the thread shimmer and move on the tree. Portions of the web disappeared and other strands took their places. Vaurgar waited patiently until he saw the gossamer piece he was looking for…

 The dragon that lay at the tree's roots raised its head and hissed menacingly. Vaurgar hesitated as the firedrake spouted a small jet of flame. Its warning was clear: touch not the Web of Wyrd.

 Vaurgar smiled slightly. With a single glance, he bound the dragon with adamantine chains and a muzzle over its snout. “Know that you deal with a god,” he said to the hapless creature. 

 The dragon thrashed, but found itself chained to the ash tree. It shook its head from side to side and raked at the adamantine muzzle, but could do nothing against the chains. It glared at Vaurgar. 


Don't touch the Web of Wyrd!

 “Or what?” Vaurgar laughed. “You can't do anything against those chains -- the adamantine comes from Areyn's own realm.” He smirked. “You'd make an interesting pet.”

 The dragon thrashed harder -- its mass shaking the ash tree and the web, itself. The gods will take vengeance…

 “I am a god,” Vaurgar replied, but his attention was not on the dragon any longer. He walked past the beast and reached out to the low-lying stands of the Web. He pulled the piece away…

 ###

 



 Vaurgar stood in the Laddel forest again with the Yeth Hounds and his men. It was as though he were reliving the past…

 ###

 




Vaurgar turned to Kalena. “You have two courses of action to take, Chi'lan. One is to be foolish as your Shara'kai was. The other, is to leave now.” He turned. “Release both of them.”


The Yeth Hounds moved off both Kalena and Kelersil. In one quick movement, Kalena leapt on an Eltar and knocked the blade out of his hand. 


 “No! Kalena! No!” Shadowhelm shouted, throwing himself once more into the chains. 



The sword went spinning away and Kalena sprinted after it. Her hand curled around the pommel just as Eltar arrows entered her body. She collapsed.


Vaurgar turned to his men. “Taryn -- check her.”


A soldier strode over and nudged her body over. “She's dead.”

 “Good,” Vaurgar said. He grinned. “You see, Shara'kai, what happens when you don't obey?” 


 “By the Swords of the Prophecy, I will kill you,” Shadowhelm snarled.

 “You're not in the condition to kill anything, much less me,” Vaurgar laughed. “We'll see how brave you are when you face Allarun.”

 “I swear that will be your greatest mistake,” said Shadowhelm. “You should kill me now, while you have the chance, because once I am free, I will kill you.”


Vaurgar met the Shara'kai's gaze and for a moment, uncertainty flickered in his dark eyes. Then, he smiled. “Ah, Lachlan, you know not how prophetic you are.” 



Vaurgar drew his sword as he stared into those icy steel eyes. He had to give the Shara'kai credit, he did not flinch as Vaurgar raised his sword to bring it down on Lachlan's neck…

 ###

 



 A blast of sheer power threw Vaurgar to the ground. Broken from his trance, Vaurgar lay stunned for a moment. He looked up to see Ni'yah, the wolf-god, standing over him, his Sword of Power, Dagalaz, glowing in his hand. 

 “You!” Vaurgar snarled, scrambling to his feet and drawing his own blade. 


 Ni'yah's countenance was dark. “How dare you try to change the Web. Not even the gods are so brazen.”


 “Perhaps they should be – Rhyn’athel has been far too meek. He should have stepped aside long ago for Areyn Sehduk.”


 Ni'yah did not hide his fury. “You try my patience, demon. You are very close to dying. Touch the Web again -- try to change it -- and you'll have more than me to contend with. Rhyn'athel won't be as amused, and he is far less forgiving than I am.”

 “Yes, but if Rhyn'athel enters the conflict, so will Areyn Sehduk,” Vaurgar said. “Are you so eager to bring the gods' battles among the mortals?”

 “Areyn's threats are growing tiresome, and my threats are not as idle. Touch the Wyrd again, and you will die.” Ni'yah smiled ruthlessly. “And the battle has already been brought to the mortals long ago. It's just a matter of time before Rhyn'athel does something about it.”

 Vaurgar laughed. “I should have set another adamantine trap. How would you like to be fettered again in Sehduk's Keep?”

 Ni'yah glanced at the dragon. The adamantine fetters and muzzle vanished. Enraged, the dragon flew straight for Vaurgar. In a split second, Vaurgar grasped the Runestone in his pocket and vanished in a flash of light. The dragon halted and returned to the tree, not mollified.

 “I haven't forgotten your little trick, Vaurgar,” Ni'yah said softly. “Even in ten thousand years I would not forget it. You and I still have a score to settle, but we gods are very patient – and patience is something you and your demon-kind lack. I'll let Lachlan take care of it.” He strode over to the tree where the strand Vaurgar had touched still lay damaged. Ni'yah weaved the strand back into its proper place and repaired the shimmering thread. 


No one has ever before dared to change the Wyrd, the dragon said.

 “I know.” The wolf-god turned back to the dragon. “Now Vaurgar has done it. Now we know the Wyrd can be changed. We're in serious trouble if Vaurgar tries that again.”

 






 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Five
 

 



 Elsonre and Falar rode southeastward towards the Laddel forest. There was no road leading beyond the King's Highway into the Laddel territory, but Elsonre knew the way well enough. Even if he had not, the traffic between the two kingdoms had increased substantially, and a makeshift path was slowly being cut where there had been no road. 

 “Caer Ladren is no longer a secret throughout the Nine Kingdoms,” Elsonre remarked to Falar as they took the well-traveled path. “We ought to build a road linking the kingdoms.”

 “Indeed,” Falar replied. “But the Laddel are still as secretive as ever.”

 “Old habits die hard,” Elsonre said. “Perhaps Laddel will change that.”

 They rode for a week before they entered the Laddel territory. The vast forest was mostly pine and conifer, but as they continued to ride, the trees grew larger. The lodgepole pine and blue spruce gave way to redwoods and giant firs. Only the largest oak and ash trees could compete against these giants. The sun came through the trees' great boughs as filtered green light. 

 “When do you think we'll be seeing any Laddel?” Falar asked on the morning of the eighth day since they left Caer Lachlanel. 

 Elsonre glanced up from the fire as he stirred the embers. “They've been following us since we entered the forest yesterday,” he remarked.

 “We've been followed?” Falar gasped.

 “Shhh! Not so loud,” Elsonre said. “Here, have some venison with the hardtack.”

 Falar glanced around the forest. He had thought he had been watchful. Now, as he scanned the forest, he saw no sign of life, animal or Eleion. “Are you sure?” 

 “Quite,” Elsonre said with a sly smile. “They're fairly stealthy, but I've caught sight of at least two, maybe three Laddel. They'll probably get bolder the deeper we travel in their forest.”

 They broke camp soon after and rode towards Caer Ladren. Falar tried to catch sight of the Laddel tailing them, but could see nothing except the trees. It was late afternoon and the shadows began to grow long when Falar began to think Elsonre was mistaken about being followed.

 “Halt or you will be shot as you stand, Redel!” 

 The voice came from above, and Elsonre looked up to see three Laddel warriors standing on the branches of the great oak tree beside them. Elsonre was riding hooded, but Falar’s golden mane glimmered in the late afternoon light. Elsonre pulled the hood down, exposing the telltale red-gold Lochvaur mane. The Laddel dropped to the ground, longbows still aimed at Elsonre and Falar.

 One warrior gazed at Elsonre. “Lower your weapons – it’s Elsonre,” he said. He was a young Laddel who looked remarkably like Kelersil. “I am honored, my king,” he said with a bow. “I am Ladaryn, son of Ladsil.”

 “Kelersil’s brother,” Elsonre said. “You look just like him. Please accept my condolences…”

 Ladaryn shook his head. “Kelersil fought bravely. It was most troubling news that Kelersil died at the hands of treacherous Eltar. I hear he defended the queen valiantly and his death was avenged.”

 Falar gave Elsonre a quick look. “You know much.”

 “The Laddel see much,” Ladaryn replied. “We know more than most.” He paused. “Yet, why does the king travel with an enemy?”

 “Enemy?” Falar reined his horse, his hand straying to his hilt. The Laddel brought their bows up again at the challenge.

 “Easy, Falar!” Elsonre said quickly. “Falar is not an enemy.”

 “He is a Redel – traitors!” Ladaryn spat on the ground. 

 “Falar is from Caer Sithar,” Elsonre said. “Not Darkling Plain.”

 Ladaryn considered Falar for a moment. “Lower your weapons,” he told his men. “He is, then, one of your original guard?”

 Elsonre nodded. “He is Chi’lan and is loyal to me.”

 “Good – then Ladsil will allow him in Caer Ladren. Follow us.” Ladaryn and his two men started forward.


 “Ladsil?” Falar mused. “Weren’t we here to see Laddel?”


 “Ladsil is now king,” said Ladaryn. 


 “This is most unexpected,” Elsonre said. “I heard naught of this.”


 Ladaryn nodded. “You’d best ask Ladsil about my grandsire.”


 



 ###

 



 “Soldiers?” Arianne asked, staring at Lachlan. “How do you know? I don't hear anything.”

 “Wake Taryn and Haellsil up,” Lachlan said. “Put out the fire. I'll get the horses.” Lachlan ran outside, untied two of the horses and pulled them inside. 

 Arianne leaned over Taryn. “Wake up!” she said, shaking the Eltar hard. Before she knew it, Taryn had a sword pointed at her throat. She backed up, nearly tripping over Haellsil, who barely had time to move with all the commotion.

 “Horses?” Haellsil said, wrinkling his nose as Lachlan pulled the horses inside.

 “Get that fire out!” Lachlan demanded and ran outside again.

 “What's going on?” Taryn demanded, sheathing his sword. “Don't wake me up like that, if you value your life,” he said in disgust. He kicked dirt into the fire. 

 “I didn't know you'd react that way,” she muttered.

 “Years of being with the Eltar,” Lachlan said, pulling the other two horses in. “It's going to be crowded.”

 “What's going on?” Haellsil asked.

 “Silren,” Lachlan said.

 “I didn't hear anything,” Arianne said.


 “Let's get out of here then,” Haellsil said. 


 “I don't think we have enough time,” Lachlan said. Suddenly, Taryn and Haellsil stiffened and became alert.


 “What?” Arianne began. Taryn clasped his hand over her mouth.


 Lachlan listened but heard nothing. Damn these Shara'kai ears, he cursed silently. How many? he mindspoke to both Eleion. 

 Taryn shook his head, but Haellsil responded. Ten, twenty, I don't know, he replied. A large number.


Release Arianne -- she's about to bite your fingers off, Lachlan said to Taryn. Lachlan crouched low. He could now hear the thunder of hooves.

 Taryn released her and crouched down. “Get down,” he whispered to her.

 “What’s going on?” she asked, following his cue.

 At that moment, she heard the hooves. The four warriors watched as twenty soldiers rode past, bearing the standard of the Silren -- a silver star gleamed on a dark background. They were armed and armored as though for war. Steam jetted from their horses' nostrils as they flew past on the road. For a moment, Lachlan saw one soldier glance their direction. The soldier slowed his horse as if he saw something in the darkness of the cabin.

 Haellsil glanced at their bows, lying against their packs along the wall. He gazed meaningfully at Lachlan. I might be able to string it and get a shot off, he said.

 Lachlan shook his head. We can't risk it -- the others might hear the cry.

 The Silren stared at the cabin. Despite the Silren’s mental shields, Lachlan went around them easily -- this soldier did not have the power of a first-blood. Lachlan silently thanked Ni'yah for teaching him how to get past most mental barriers. Lachlan sensed the soldier could see something moving in the cabin.


Rhyn'athel protect us! I should've moved the horses around the cabin, he thought. There just hadn't been any time. Lachlan could feel the man's hesitation. Then, Lachlan got an idea.


There is nothing here, Lachlan said, imitating the Silren's thoughts. The soldier hesitated. I'm wasting my time, Lachlan continued. They're already a quarter mile up -- I better get going.

 The man glanced ahead. He gazed back at the cabin. Lachlan waited, not daring to push more thoughts into the man's brain. The Silren glanced again, where his companions had gone, then turned his horse, and spurred it onward. 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Six
 

 



 Caer Ladren was a large fortress carved from native stone and wood. Carefully crafted to look like trees and stone until the observer came close enough, the Laddel had perfectly camouflaged the fortress to keep it hidden from Allarun and his Eltar. When Elsonre had entered the walled city last, the gates had been wide open and both he and Lachlan had been crowned kings. The gate was now shut and by the looks of the warriors patrolling the curtain walls, the Laddel were expecting a siege. 

 Elsonre entered and from there entered the great hall. The great oaken doors stood wide open. Peering inside, Elsonre saw that it was much the same as it had been the night of his and Lachlan's coronation. Gone were the Lochvaur red and gold banners, replaced by the green and silver colors of the Laddel. A fire crackled in the firepit, causing the silver inlaid patterns of entwining trees and wolves to flicker in the ruddy light. 

 “Wait here,” Elsonre said, placing a hand on Falar's shoulder. The Redel warrior nodded.

 Ladsil sat on his sire's throne. In three months, the Laddel king had taken on a look reminiscent of Lachlan's own gaze. His golden eyes met Elsonre's and Ladsil smiled and rose. If he had not worn the gold and silver circlet on his brow, denoting his status as king, his dress was that of any Laddel warrior. Ladsil wore the standard hauberk and green-gray clothing. Ladsil stood and clasped Elsonre's hands in friendship. “My king,” Ladsil said, bowing his head. “Elsonre, you are always welcome.”

 Elsonre nodded. “Thank you, Ladsil. As always, we accept the Laddel's hospitality.” He paused. “I thought I might see your sire.”

 Ladsil shook his head as a shadow passed over his face. “We have had more than one loss among the Laddel…”

 “I'm sorry -- I sought to console you on the loss of your son…”

 “Laddel's loss is of a different nature,” Ladsil said. “Like so many godlings of great age, Laddel chose to return to Athelren.” He paused, shaking his head. “He was seldom here much any more in mind or in spirit. Once Lachlan returned, Laddel felt he had no reason to stay in this world.” He shook his head. “We have lost a great man. My only hope is that Kelersil could join him there.” 

 Elsonre gripped his friend's shoulder. “If anyone deserved to be there, it would be Kelersil. He fought bravely.”

 Ladsil smiled grimly. “Lachlan will kill Vaurgar, thus paying the blood-price. But, Vaurgar's blood won’t bring back my son. Ironic isn't it that I lost Ladaryn on Darkling Plain all those many years ago, only to have Lachlan return him to me. Now, I have lost Kelersil, a son I have always had.” He fell silent and turned away. 

 Elsonre stood quietly by. He knew the Laddel usually did not show grief so openly. At last, Ladsil turned back. “Tell me, my king, is there another reason for this visit?”

 “There is,” Elsonre said. “You know of our current trouble with the Redel?”

 “I do.”

 “Falar tells me that there is a Redel warrior who advises Redhan.”

 “Seilan,” Ladsil said. He smiled, noting Elsonre's surprised expression. “The Laddel are farseeing. We have uncovered many secrets few know.”

 Elsonre smiled wryly. “You've seen Seilan, then? With your own eyes?”


 Ladsil nodded. “I have seen the one they call Seilan, though what he is, I cannot say.”


 “You have been within Caer Redelren's walls?”


 Ladsil waved his hand. “The Redel are careless when it comes to shapeshifters. They have little love of the Laddel because of our skill, but they are children when it comes to magic, having descended not from Athel’cen but from Laeca. But yes, I have been in Caer Redelren many times. I have seen Seilan. He has a power I cannot sense.”

 “Is he Eleion?”

 “I don't know – it is difficult to say,” Ladsil replied. “He's not a shapeshifter, though. We know our own kind.”

 “I would like to see Seilan, myself,” Elsonre said. “Joreid tells me the Laddel know the secret to shapeshifting and one does not have to be of Ni'yah's blood.”

 A small smile played across Ladsil's lips. “Ah, Joreid. The queen of the Haell has used her charms to unmask our secrets. You are indeed fortunate that she chose you,” he said wistfully. 

 Elsonre smiled slyly. “She is most persuasive.”

 “I would imagine so,” Ladsil remarked. A hint of something else gleaned in his eyes. Anger? Jealousy? Elsonre could not be certain.

 The glint disappeared and Ladsil turned away. “What Joreid says is true. The magic she speaks of is very old.” He paused. “But are you sure that you can’t shapeshift? Lachlei was my granddaughter.”

 Elsonre shook his head. “Romarin was the son of Krysa and Rhyn’athel, and while Krysa came from my line, the Laddel blood is diluted considerably. As Elsonre, I didn’t have the power to shapeshift then, so it’s unlikely I could do it.”

 “Have you tried?”


 Elsonre nodded. “What is the magic that allows one not born with the power to shapeshift?”


 “It is blood magic. You can be born with it or you can obtain it through the blood of Ni'yah's first-bloods.”


 “I must drink your blood?” 


 “No, but a drop of blood must pass from the first-blood to the intended recipient. Now, we slit a small vein and allow the blood to pass from one to the other.” Ladsil paused, meeting Elsonre's gaze once more. “The process is irreversible and there is no guarantee that the recipient can shapeshift to anything other than the natural form -- that being a wolf. It depends on your power.”

 “I don't think that would be a problem,” Elsonre said. 

 “Nor do I,” said Ladsil, “but it has never been tried outside of the Laddel. Many of our house who have chosen the blood ceremony have died.”

 “Do you know why?” Elsonre asked.

 Ladsil shook his head. “Some say they weren't pureblood Laddel; others say they weren't strong enough to mitigate the effects of the poison that taints our blood. I don't know.”

 “That is disconcerting,” Elsonre replied.


 “There is more. There is a price for the gift, if you survive.”


 “A price?”


 “An obligation. Those who take the blood are forever beholden both to Ni'yah and the Laddel,” Ladsil said. “As Laddel, we don't find the commitment disagreeable, but you are Lochvaur. Certainly, there are other ways of seeking your way into Caer Redelren.”

 “It is a difficult burden to be beholden to one god and one kindred, let alone another. And I dare not risk my life for such a small gain.” 

 Ladsil nodded. “I thought perhaps you would not.” 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Seven
 

 



 The Silren warrior rode out of sight; the hooves still clattered on the road as they heard him press his horse into a canter to catch up with his warriors. 

 No one inside the cabin dared breathe. Even to Lachlan’s Shara’kai ears, the sounds from the horses inside and the breaths of each warrior were deafening. Minutes slipped by and still Lachlan listened. When at last he was satisfied that the Silren were gone, he nodded and patted the horse. “I think we’re safe now.” 

 Haellsil sighed in relief and collapsed against the wall. “By Rhyn'athel's sword, that was close!”

 “Closer than you think,” Lachlan said. “He saw the horses' breath. If I hadn't been able to get past his mental defenses, we'd be uncovered.”

 “What did you do?” Arianne asked.

 “Convinced him that there was nothing here,” Lachlan replied. “But we now have a bigger problem. That was Silvain's personal guard. He's going to try to convince the Elesil to break their oaths of allegiance.”

 A silence ensued.

 “The Elesil have always been loyal,” Haellsil said. “If they can be turned, then so can the Laddel and Haell.”

 “We thought the Redel were loyal, too,” Lachlan said. “But that was before Redhan.”

 “What do we do?” Haellsil asked. “Elsonre doesn’t know about this.”


 “He will,” Lachlan said. He patted a horse. “Let’s move the horses. We should be safe here tonight.”


 ###


 



 Elsonre left the Laddel throne room to join Falar, who had been waiting outside. Falar could see uncertainty glint in the Lochvaur king’s eyes.

 “What’s wrong?” he asked after they walked out of earshot of the Laddel guards. “What happened to Laddel?”

 “Laddel has returned to Athelren,” Elsonre said. 

 “He’s dead?”

 “Not exactly, but for our purposes, he might as well be,” Elsonre replied. “Ladsil is king.” He paused. “We’ll be staying here tonight before riding back to Caer Lachlanel.”

 “What happened? Was Joreid wrong?”

 “No,” said Elsonre, glancing once at the closed doors to the throne room. “The Laddel are shapeshifters – I just don’t want to pay their price.” He spoke in a tone Falar was very familiar with – that the subject was not up for discussion.

 “What do we do about the Redel?” Falar asked. 

 “I don’t know.”


 Falar said nothing. He could not tell if Elsonre was angry. “Are you sure we should spend the night here?” 


 Elsonre glanced at him. “We’ll be safe enough,” he said. “Let’s find our quarters – I am very tired.” 


 



 ###

 



 Vaurgar stood at the dark gate, in the shadow world between life and death. The world was but a world of half-life, between the world of men and the world of the dead. It was gray, as though colors were washed out of the very fabric of this world. Vaurgar was standing on a giant plain of rolling hills. The air was cold and an unpleasant wind blew through him. This was one of the shadow worlds -- technically this was a part of Areyn's realm, Tarentor, but it was a part that the god could not entirely control. The dead of Darkling Plain had wandered here throughout the previous millenium.

 Now, a lone figure walked towards Vaurgar. Vaurgar recognized the man, despite his shadowy trappings. 


 “Allarun.”


 Allarun was much as Vaurgar remembered him, but his face was grim. “I see you have found the Runestone.”


 Vaurgar grinned. “Indeed, and it is a fine prize you left me. Too bad you didn't bother with it -- you might’ve actually found and killed Lachlan before he took Uruz.”

 Allarun smiled sardonically. “I see,” he said. “And what of the Runestone's curse?”

 “What curse?” Vaurgar said in a dismissive tone. “I've seen no power drain nor felt any weakness. You were foolish to not use it, Allarun.”

 “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Allarun said. “But it may bring your downfall regardless.”

 “I don't have a foolish death curse to worry about,” Vaurgar replied. “I've seen the entire Wyrd and know the future.”

 “Then you can see more than Rhyn'athel or Areyn Sehduk,” Allarun replied. “I didn't know you had become so powerful.” He paused. “So tell me, All Knowing, where is Lachlan's death?”

 Vaurgar's eyes hardened. “You taunt me.”

 “Patricide is messy business,” Allarun remarked. “Oh yes, of course, I heard your boasts. But what is messier, my son, is predicting the Web of Wyrd. The Swords of Destiny have complicated things in ways that even I couldn’t imagine. Don't be so certain of the outcome.” He turned away.

 “You’re leaving?” Vaurgar asked.

 “Where could I go, except here? Uruz prevents me from entering the world of the living again.” 

 “I could change that,” Vaurgar said slyly. “I need the Braesan – the undead warriors. I can bring you back to fight alongside me. Perhaps you could even kill Lachlan.”

 Allarun laughed. “That I doubt. For Uruz is not some petty talisman, but a sword as powerful as anything the Athel’cen wield. Maybe even more powerful. But if you managed to somehow break its hold on me and the other Braesan who died on Darkling Plain, you would still have Rhyn’athel to deal with. And you cannot possibly defeat him.” 

 “I can’t call the Braesan?” Vaurgar said in disbelief. 

 “None of your Eltar can enter Elren again once they have entered Areyn's dark realm -- Lachlan has seen to that on Darkling Plain.”

 “I need troops.”

 “And you shall have them. There are those who fought against the Lochvaur before Darkling Plain.” With that, Allarun vanished.

 Vaurgar stared at the Runestone, and a slow smile crossed his features. Of course. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Eight
 

 



 Caer Ladren’s guest rooms were small, but adequately furnished. Both Falar and Elsonre were given their own rooms which included plates of cold smoked venison, pine nuts and a small assortment of imported fruit from the southern Ansgar cities. Elsonre wished Falar a good night before shutting the door and scanning his own quarters. The room was large enough for a bed, wardrobe, and a table and chairs. A fire burned in the fireplace along one wall. 

 Elsonre sighed and stripped off the mail and the padded arming jacket. His tunic and breeches were soaked from sweat and smelled rank. He had brought changes in clothing but there was not much more than a basin and pitcher filled with water and basic plumbing as a bathroom here. Caer Lachlanel did not suffer from such primitive conditions even though it had been built over two thousand years before. 

 As he was getting ready to pull off his tunic, he felt a hard mental shove and turned to look at Eihwaz. The Sword of Destiny’s hilt was glowing in the dim light. 


Brother...


Lachlan? Elsonre drew Eihwaz. Lachlan’s form appeared within his mind’s eye.

 “You have another problem, my brother,” Lachlan said. Lachlan stood as a glowing figure, bathed in the light of the Sword of Power, Uruz. “Silvain seeks the Elesil to break their oath and join him and the Redel in a war against us.”

 Elsonre held Eihwaz in his hands. “You certain it was Silvain?”

 “Positive -- I was able to read the mind of the Silren who nearly saw us,” Lachlan said. He paced slowly. “Brother, I thought you would only have to deal with the Redel. Not the insurrection of the entire Nine Kindreds.”

 “Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” Elsonre said. “Brother, I suspect that a Redel warrior named Seilan is responsible for Redhan's change of heart. Falar tells me that Rhynar is concerned about this, though he says naught.”

 “Rhynar -- he's a good man,” Lachlan said. “Level-headed. If there's anyone who should have been king, it’s him. If Redkellan were still alive, he would have chosen Rhynar his heir.”

 “Have you heard of Seilan?” Elsonre asked.

 Lachlan paused and then shook his head. “Odd, now that you mention it. I haven’t. But he might have been a warrior of no title.”

 “Falar says he's been gravely wounded and somehow survived. Head wound.”

 Lachlan pondered his words. “You suspect something else?”

 “I can't be certain -- I need to see him. You and I have never seen him before.” He paused. “I'm in Caer Ladren right now. Joreid told me about the Laddel's ability to shapeshift into more than just a wolf.”

 “Those of Ni'yah's blood, I would imagine,” Lachlan said. “You're not planning on slipping into Caer Redelren?” He smiled grimly. “That's an act worthy of Shadowhelm.”

 Elsonre grinned. “Let's just say that you've had a bad influence on me. But no, there is a price with the ability to shapeshift.”

 “There always is with such things,” Lachlan remarked. 

 “I'd be beholden to both Ni'yah and the Laddel.”

 Lachlan considered this. “As much as I am friends with the god, I don't know what that would mean. You are Rhyn'athel's son and are already beholden to him. Ni'yah is an Athel’cen and an ally, but he is a powerful god in his own right. The Laddel, though.” He paused. “Vaurgar is interfering too much with my connection to the Wyrd. I can't tell you much of the Laddel. As long as Laddel is king, I would trust them.”

 “Then, I have troubling news -- Laddel has left this world. He has returned to Athelren.”

 Lachlan's face became grim. “This is most unfortunate, but not entirely unexpected. I'm surprised he stayed in this world as long as he did. Is Ladsil now king?”

 “Yes, and I fear there is something else. I believe there may be a wedge driven between the Laddel and Lochvaur.”

 “Joreid.”

 “Yes,” Elsonre said. “Ladsil cooled considerably when I mentioned her name. I've seen that look before. I think Ladsil may have been her lover.”

 “This is not good news,” Lachlan said. “Kelersil spoke to me once about Joreid: Many a Laddel prince has fallen for her, only to be spurned as unworthy.”

 “I've never pressed her about her past relationships.”

 “I don't think she'd tell you anyway,” Lachlan remarked. “Leave the Laddel to me -- Ladsil's fealty is to the High King, not the King of the Lochvaur, anyway. You've done your duty to express condolences -- return to Caer Lachlanel -- you may have the Redel to contend with.” 

 “But what if I need the Laddel to fight against the Redel?”

 “You'll have to rely of Ladsil's loyalty to me.”


 Elsonre nodded, but was obviously not convinced. “What should I do about Seilan?”


 “I don't know,” Lachlan said. “Are there any other first-bloods who have seen him?”


 “Ladsil has,” Elsonre said. “But he can't tell me much beyond what Falar has said. And Falar can't give me much beyond a description.”

 “I wish Laddel were still here.”

 “So do I,” Elsonre said. “What of the other kindreds?”

 “The Elesil are loyal to me still,” Lachlan said. “Their king, Fialan, will fight for us as long as Silvain doesn’t persuade him.”

 “What of the Lochel?”

 “They are carefully neutral as are the Falarel,” he replied. “I think your next step should be to maintain our good stead with Fialan. You may need to call on him.”

 “This close to the Redel marching on Caer Lachlanel? Do you think it's wise?”

 Lachlan shook his head. “You have as much foresight as I do, my brother. What do you think?”

 “If I head north, I may be able speak to Fialan within a day -- secure our position with them and return on the road coming from the East March.” He paused. “In the meantime, what do we do about the Silren? You're closer to the situation than I.”

 Lachlan hesitated. “You know where my heart is,” he said, at last. “Every moment Vaurgar has Kalena puts her life in greater danger.”

 “I can't be in two places at once,” Elsonre objected.


 Lachlan met his gaze. “What you’re asking me to do, I can't.”


 A silence ensued. Elsonre met Lachlan’s gaze but said naught.


 “I’ll do what I can,” Lachlan said at last. “Though I suspect I'll regret this.”





 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirty-Nine
 

 



 Kian, the Chi'lan warrior, reined his horse and gazed over the valley. Hooded and cloaked against the storm, he and his two companions looked like gray wraiths against the white blanket of the mountains. The snow had slowed to a few flurries. He pulled his hood, revealing the characteristic Lochvaur red-gold hair and silver eyes. The helm covered most of the mane -- now braided back for convenience. He glanced at his companions -- a man and a woman, who were also Chi'lan
Lochvaur -- and frowned.

 “I could've sworn I saw movement along the King's Highway,” he said.

 “Kian, you could've seen anything -- a glimmer from falling snow, deer as it moved through the forest -- anything,” the woman said. “It's freezing out here -- we ought to find that cabin along the highway.”

 Kian shook his head. “Iamar, I know what I saw.”

 “Did you see anything Galdor?” Iamar asked, glancing at the third Chi'lan. 

 Galdor shook his head. “Nothing, but I've not been look down that way.” He gazed into the sky. “Look, Iamar, your namesake is peeking through the clouds. The storm might be over.” He pointed to the second moon as it glimmered through the broken clouds.

 “Mani will be rising soon,” Kian said. “We should be turning back to Caer Lachlanel. Let's take the King's Highway -- we'll be arriving home sooner.” He urged his horse forward towards the snowy ribbon that marked the highway. The horse hesitated along the narrow trail that led down the rocky cliff towards a drainage that ran to the King's Highway. It was slow going in the dark, and the horse had to work so that every step was solid.

 They broke through the trees at the foot of the drainage where the trail met the highway. Kian gazed at the snowy road -- if anyone had been through here, even within the past half-hour, the new snow would have covered their tracks. He frowned, but said naught to his companions.

 “By Rhyn'athel's sword, it'll be good to be back at Caer Lachlanel,” Iamar said, shivering and pulling her cloak tighter around her body. “I'm tired of these frozen wastelands.”

 “Now, this isn't a wasteland,” Kian chuckled, riding forward. He turned his horse south along the King's Highway. “I remember when Lachlan took these lands from the Silren. Before that, it was Eltar territory.”

 “Old timer,” Galdor laughed. “I bet you remember when Lachlan and Elsonre became kings.”

 Kian didn't reply, but rode ahead.

 “You do!” Iamar laughed with delight. “Oh, Galdor! Kian is ancient.”

 “Now we know, we're being led by an old man,” Galdor snickered.

 Kian grinned, glancing behind. “This old man can lay you flat with a sword,” he replied. “Anyway, age is immaterial now.”

 “Says the one who is at least five hundred years older than either of us,” Galdor said slyly. “I bet he counts the time we spent on Darkling Plain.”

 “If we did, we'd all be over a thousand years old,” Iamar remarked.

 “Lady, you look not a day over fifty,” Kian said.

 “Ansgar or Eleion years?” quipped Galdor.

 “You!” snapped Iamar, she reined her horse around. Galdor laughed.


 “Both of you, quiet!” Kian growled. 


 Iamar turned, her silver eyes puzzled. “What wrong?” 


 “We're Chi'lan; not out for a stroll,” Kian replied. “We have a job to do, even if this is the North Marches.”

 Iamar glanced at Galdor, who threw up his hands in exasperation. Not the lecture.

 “Yes, the lecture,” Kian glowered at Galdor. “Kalena has been captured and we're expecting further movement both here and along the main roads. If the Silren or the Eltar move this way, we may be the only advanced warning.”

 “What about the Sight -- doesn't Lachlan know when these things are supposed to happen?” Iamar asked.

 Kian paused. “The Wyrd isn't that predictable,” he said. “Even to a first-blood like Lachlan or Elsonre. We're the Lochvaur's first lines of defense. Without us, Lachlan might have no warning.” He glanced at both warriors, who bore skeptical looks. 

 “I've heard that Lachlan went in search of Kalena,” Galdor remarked. “He's not even in Caer Lachlanel.”

 “I've heard those rumors, too,” Kian replied. “But they are just rumors, and Elsonre is still at Caer Lachlanel even if they are true.”

 They rode on in silence for some time. The wind picked up, and they rode once more into a snow squall. “I think we should've turned north and found the roadhouse,” Iamar said. “We'd be more comfortable there than out in the wind.”

 Kian was about to agree when something began to nag him. He turned to Galdor who rode beside him.

 Kian heard a low hiss and a thud.
 Galdor fell as an arrow pierced his armor. Before Kian could react, pain shot through his chest. He looked down to see an arrow shaft protruding from his own chest. Kian tried to speak -- tried to yell at Iamar, but found he could barely breathe. Iamar! he shouted in mindspeak. Ambush! Get out of here! 


 Kian reined his horse hard around as arrows flew towards them. Another arrow slammed into his helm and bounced off, nearly throwing Kian from the horse. The war-horse bolted northward up the King's Highway. He kept riding, his breath in ragged gasps. Only after several minutes did he dare slow down. He gazed at the arrow shaft. It bore a silver star on it.


Silren.

 Kian coughed and nearly fell unconscious from the pain. He wiped his mouth and found bright blood on his hands. A lung wound -- he would not live long without attention. It was then, he saw Iamar's body crumpled on the road. He slowed his horse and stared at her upturned face. She too had taken an arrow in the chest. Unseeing eyes stared blankly into the sky. Her horse stood nearby, wounded from three arrows. Kian stared at her body. He wanted to dismount and retrieve her body. But, he knew if he dismounted, he would not be able to mount again.


Forgive me, Iamar. Forgive me, Galdor, he thought. Kian's mind was already becoming muddled. He pressed the horse northward, only knowing that if he stopped, he would be dead.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty
 

 



 The vision faded and Lachlan stood alone again, Uruz clutched in both hands. He released the sword blade with his left hand and found it bloody. Lachlan had hardly felt the blade as it had cut into his palm, and he carefully wiped the blade and sheathed it. He shook his head as he considered what Elsonre asked. How far might Silvain be by now? Lachlan tried to call on the Sight once more.

 He still had the Sight, despite Vaurgar’s attempts at blocking him. The Sight had saved them -- just barely. Both he and Elsonre were unusual even for first-bloods as they could both call on the Sight. Only one other living first-blood could -- Laddel. But Laddel was a son of Ni'yah, and Ni'yah was a very powerful god. Most first-bloods could see visions, but unlike the gods, those visions seldom came forth when beckoned. 

 Yet now, Lachlan felt blind. He felt myopic as he tried to gain a feel for the Wyrd. It had to be the Runestone, he decided. For nothing else had ever been able to block his powers. 


You didn't rely on the Sight when you were Shadowhelm, he reminded himself ruefully. But Shadowhelm had always had a kind of intuition that was a link with the Sight that his alternate personality provided. 

 Now, Shadowhelm pondered how to achieve both objectives. He could not let Silvain convince the Elesil to join the insurrection, but he could not leave Kalena to Vaurgar. Kalena was only useful to Vaurgar as long as Vaurgar thought Lachlan was walking into the trap. 

 He closed his eyes and searched Lachlan’s older memories. At one time, he had been Wyrd-blind. It had happened when Kestrel had usurped the Lochvaur throne. Kestrel, like Allarun and Vaurgar, was Wyrd-blood. The Wyrd-blood were the mortal descendants of the lesser goddess, Fala. At one time, she had been Areyn Sehduk’s lover, and the offspring proved mortal. Some of that blood still ran through Vaurgar. Lachlan tried to remember how he had read the Wyrd then...

 Lachlan suddenly stiffened as though something had caught his attention. Perhaps he could not use the Sight in the manner he was used to, but he trusted his instincts. Now, something made him alert. Lachlan listened carefully, wishing, not for the last time that his Shara'kai blood had not affected his hearing so much. He could discern little beyond the cold wind howling above the treetops.

 Then, he heard it: hooves clattering on stones. This time, it was one horse, not several and Lachlan glanced at his sleeping companions. He did not want to wake them so soon after the encounter with the Silren.

 Yet, Lachlan sensed something was wrong. The horse moved slowly and faltered. Overhead, Iamar shone silver through the broken, cloud cast sky. Lachlan could just make out the injured rider, leaning against the horse's neck. It was a Lochvaur horse and Lachlan could make out his own standard emblazoned on the trappings.

 “Hae!” Lachlan exclaimed, falling back into the old tongue. He drew Uruz and rushed out. The cold wind bit into his face and he charged forward. He could see no enemy, but still held Uruz defensively as he sprinted towards the horse.

 “Lachlan!” he heard Haellsil cry, but gave no heed. 

 Lachlan caught the horse's bridle and led the horse towards the cabin. The man looked up, his face twisted in pain. Even in the dark, Lachlan could see the arrow shaft protrude from his chest. “Kian? Kian!” Lachlan recognized the man immediately.

 The man hesitated. “I must be seeing things,” he said, his voice hoarse. 


 “You're not,” Lachlan said, leading the horse forward. 


 “Lachlan?” Kian said, his voice filled with incredulity. “You’re here?”


 “Yes,” Lachlan replied, tying the horse's reins to a tree. Haellsil, Arianne, and Taryn had scrambled out of the cabin and were already trying to help pull Kian off the horse.

 “What happened?” Arianne asked. 

 “Silren,” Kian said.

 “As if we couldn't guess,” growled Haellsil. 


 Kian groaned as Taryn tried to help him down. “I don't think I can move without bleeding again.”


 “That arrow has to come out,” Taryn said. He glanced at Lachlan. “Can you heal him?”


 Lachlan nodded. “He's lost a lot of blood, though.” He turned to Kian. “You weren't alone -- what of the other two Chi'lan?”

 “Galdor and Iamar are dead.”


 Lachlan's face was grim. “I can't let this go unpunished.”


 “Their intentions are clear -- they mean to start a war,” Taryn remarked.


 “And I'm supposed to stop it,” growled Lachlan. “Damn it, Silvain, I can overlook many things, but not the deaths of my kinsmen.” He gazed at Kian. “We've got to get you off the horse. There's no other way.”


 “This is going to hurt a lot,” Haellsil advised Kian. He handed the man a stick. “We can't risk you crying out. Bite down on this.”

 Kian nodded, taking the stick. “I'm ready,” he said and thrust the stick between his teeth.

 Arianne and Taryn swung the Chi’lan’s leg over the horse's back. Kian grimaced, biting down hard on the stick as tears welled in his eyes. Haellsil and Lachlan caught him before he fell and they lay him gently on the ground. “Arianne, Taryn -- hold him down. Haellsil, I'll need you to slowly pull the arrow.”

 “He'll bleed to death,” Arianne objected. 

 “No, he won't -- do as Lachlan says,” Haellsil said. He knelt beside Kian. “This is going to hurt a lot. Just bite down on the stick.” Kian nodded as Haellsil gripped the arrow shaft. He glanced at Lachlan. “Ready?”

 Lachlan knelt down, his hands pressed around the shaft. “Pull it out slowly,” he said, closing his eyes and concentrating. Haellsil knelt down and grasped the arrow shaft below the fletchings. 

 Kian struggled, grunting in pain, his screams muffled by the stick. Taryn leaned into his shoulder. “Hold him!” Taryn hissed to Arianne as the man's shoulder came up on her side.

 Arianne struggled to pin Kian down. “What's he doing?” she demanded. 

 “Watch,” Taryn said. 

 Lachlan was not paying attention to them; instead, he concentrated on the wound. He could feel the hole in Kian's lungs as the arrow passed through. Lachlan focused his power to close each hole as Haellsil slowly pulled the arrow through. At last, the sharp arrowhead came out. It gleamed ruddy in the silver moonlight. 

 Kian relaxed and Lachlan sat back, letting the exhaustion take him. 


 Arianne stared. “His wound is gone -- you've healed him.”


 Lachlan made no reply. Instead, he sat for a while in silence. 


 “Come on -- you need some rest,” Haellsil said, gripping Lachlan's shoulder. Lachlan made no move so Haellsil pulled him to his feet. “I'll take the next watch.” He glanced at the others. “Take care of Kian -- I'll take care of Lachlan.”

 Taryn nodded. “Here, Arianne, help me get Kian to his feet.”

 “We've got to find Silvain,” Lachlan said at last, but his voice was weary. “Elsonre asked me to stop him before he can speak to the Elesil.” 

 “You're not in a position to do anything except rest,” Haellsil replied, leading him back to the cabin. “Have you even slept since Kalena’s capture?”

 Lachlan shrugged. “It doesn't matter.”

 “Even a Shara'kai body has limits, brother.” 

 Lachlan was about to argue, but knew Haellsil was right. He lay beside the fire and fell into oblivion.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-One
 

 



 The next day, Elsonre and Falar prepared to ride from Caer Ladren. They stood just outside of the Laddel stables readying their horses for the long ride ahead. Falar noted that his friend's mood had not improved from the night before. Elsonre was silent, almost sullen, as he cinched the girth on the horse and slung the saddlebags onto it. 

 “We've had a change in plans,” Elsonre announced as Falar checked his equipment one last time. 


 “We're not returning to Caer Lachlanel?”


 “No,” Elsonre said. “We're paying Fialan a visit.”


 “The Elesil king?” Falar asked. 

 “Lachlan wants to be certain the Elesil will be ready, when we need them.”

 “When -- not if?” Falar asked. 

 “When,” Elsonre said firmly. “I've told Joreid to ready the Chi'lan. She's bringing her troops to Caer Lachlanel.”

 “It'll be a week's march,” Ladsil said, interrupting them. Elsonre glanced back as the Laddel king strode forward. “You didn’t tell me the circumstances with the Redel were this dire.”

 Elsonre leaned his shoulder into the horse and pulled the cinch tighter with a grunt. “I didn’t know Lochvaur affairs were any great concern to the Laddel.”

 Ladsil raised an eyebrow. “The last time I remembered, my people were still your allies.”

 Elsonre stood up and met the Laddel king’s gaze. “In these troubled times, it’s hard to remember where loyalties still lie.”

 “I assure you, my loyalties are still with Lachlan,” Ladsil said. “For though we are different kindreds, we share more in blood than any other. Ni’yah and Rhyn’athel are, after all, brothers. And history has proven that the fate of the Lochvaur is often the fate of the Laddel.” He paused. “My scouts have returned from Caer Redelren. You know that the Redel are preparing to march on Caer Lachlanel?”

 “I do – and the Lochvaur are preparing for battle.”

 “It's a five day march to Caer Lachlanel from Caer Redelren – that gives you almost no warning. I have been able to see little of the Wyrd – what have you seen?”

 Elsonre shook his head. “Vaurgar is blocking both Lachlan's and my ability to read the Wyrd.”

 “How is that possible?” Ladsil asked. 

 “Vaurgar has a Runestone of Teiwas.”

 “Come with me to my hall,” Ladsil said. He led the two men into the Laddel's throne room and shut the door. He turned to Elsonre. “A Runestone of Teiwas?”

 Elsonre met the Laddel king's hard gaze. “Have you heard of the Runestones?”

 Ladsil nodded. “This is grave news. Where did Vaurgar get it?”

 



 “Allarun had it, but where did he get the Runestone?” Elsonre said.


 “That is a question I have yet to resolve,” came a voice. Both men turned to see Ni'yah standing beside them. 


 “Grandsire,” Ladsil said, bowing his head in respect.


 “Ladsil. Elsonre. Falar.” The god nodded to them. “I can't stay long. I'm not even supposed to be here, but I can't help but interfere.” 

 “Not supposed to be here?” Elsonre asked, wondering what could possibly limit the wolf-god. 


 Ni'yah grinned. “I've been warned to stay out of this conflict, but…” He shrugged. “Areyn has already entered it as well.”


 “Areyn Sehduk?” Elsonre said in alarm. “The Truce has ended?”


 “In a small way,” Ni'yah said. “But he has still entered it and has broken the agreement Rhyn’athel forced on him during the Athel’cen Wars.” 

 “How?” Elsonre asked.

 “Braesan Eltar –courtesy of Areyn.”

 “Braesan? Undead? But Rhyn’athel swore to us that we would never have to fight our kind again,” Elsonre said.

 Ladsil’s face turned pale. “I have fought the Braesan; I remember those wars. Without Rhyn’athel we nearly lost. Elsonre, if Vaurgar has the power to bring back the dead from Tarentor we are doomed.”

 “Could Lachlan defeat these things?” Elsonre asked. 

 “Possibly – assuming he were here, but even a hundred thousand Braesan would keep Lachlan busy.”

 “A hundred thousand?” Falar gasped. 

 Ladsil hung his head. “We are lost, my friend. No mortal, not even a godling like Lachlan, can possibly defeat that many Braesan once they use their mind-weapons. You have more to worry about than the Redel or the Silren.”

 Elsonre turned and gazed at the wolf-god. Ni’yah’s expression was not one of concern. While Elsonre knew the god to be a troublemaker, he knew Ni’yah was not malicious to the Eleion. Having seen him enough in Caer Lachlanel, Elsonre knew when the god was studying their reactions. “There’s a way to defeat them.”

 Ladsil stared at the Lochvaur. “Are you mad? No one has been able to destroy Braesan save Rhyn’athel.”

 Elsonre met Ni’yah’s gaze. “I have.” An imperceptible smile tugged at Ni’yah’s mouth and Elsonre knew he was right. 

 “When?” Falar asked. “The Undead we fought against…”

 “The Undead I fought were not Braesan but yet they had the same powers,” Elsonre said. “They were Jotunn, weren’t they?”

 Ni’yah grinned openly. “Yes and yes.”

 “But one hundred thousand?” Ladsil asked.

 Elsonre turned to Ni’yah. “Eihwaz is a powerful sword, but it isn’t the same as Uruz. Rhyn’athel knows I can’t hold back such an army, even with my powers.”

 “Does he?” Ni’yah asked. “Do any of us, really? When your brother forged the Swords of Destiny, he changed the Nine Worlds and the Wyrd forever. No one, not even Rhyn’athel, knows how powerful those Swords are.”

 “But the death god has broken the Truce!” Ladsil said. He glared at his grandfather. “The Braesan, Ni’yah! Where is the warrior god?”

 “Waiting,” said Ni'yah, “Rhyn'athel is unwilling to enforce it yet. It will start a battle throughout the Nine Worlds – something he and I are not yet prepared for.”

 Elsonre met Ni’yah’s gaze. “We’re the distraction.”

 “Excuse me?” Falar said. 

 “You’re right,” Ni’yah said. “Vaurgar is focused on you and Lachlan right now. It's taking most of Vaurgar's concentration to keep you and Lachlan from reading the Wyrd or locating Kalena. Even so, Lachlan's powers seem to find a way around it. That has surprised many of the gods -- even Rhyn'athel.”

 “We’re keeping Vaurgar busy, and you’re what?”

 “Preparing,” Ni’yah said. “Preparing for the battle that will eventually come. Vaurgar is taking time away from that.”

 Elsonre hesitated. What could Vaurgar do that would keep a major god busy? “Does he dare challenge Rhyn'athel?”

 Ni'yah smiled wryly, but Elsonre could see concern in those gold eyes. “Vaurgar would like to think himself more powerful than even Rhyn'athel. He's already challenged me, but has backed off.”

 The three Eleion exchanged glances. “What does this mean?” Ladsil asked. “Is he as powerful as the gods?”

 “Not yet,” Ni'yah shook his head. “But he is growing more powerful by the moment. Something none of us foresaw, I'm afraid.”

 “Won't the Runestone kill him?” Falar asked.

 “Eventually, I think,” Ni'yah said. “But, as I warned Lachlan, Vaurgar is barely Eleion -- only one quarter. None of the gods considered this -- it may take longer before the Runestone weakens him.”

 “This is grave news,” said Ladsil. “If Vaurgar is powerful enough to challenge the gods, themselves…”

 Ni'yah shook his head. “I don't think so. And I truly wish this time I could help you, but my presence has not gone unnoticed. There are some things not even Areyn will challenge at this time. For one thing, Allarun won’t return.”

 “Small favors – Rhyn’athel assured us of that?” Ladsil said.

 “No, Lachlan did,” Ni’yah said. He met Elsonre’s gaze. You have the power if you would use it. “But the Runestone has shifted the balance considerably, and if anyone should take the blame, it is I. Rhyn’athel wanted to take the Runestones back once we no longer needed them, but I convinced him to leave them in each world as a backup. Unfortunately, Thurisaz fell into the wrong hands.”

 “Can’t you take the Runestone from him?” Ladsil asked.

 “You can’t take a Runestone forcibly from the bearer,” Elsonre said. 

 “True – though you might be able to get Vaurgar to part with it through trickery,” the god said. “But so far, he’s been too careful.” 

 “This is a dangerous game,” Falar remarked.


 Ni’yah grinned. “Is there any other type to play?” 


 “What do we do?” Ladsil asked. 


 “Lachlan is your liegelord – what do you think you should do?” Ni’yah replied.


 A flicker of uncertainty glimmered in Ladsil’s eyes as he glanced at Elsonre. Then, his golden eyes hardened with resolve. “My king, you have my sword at your disposal,” he said to Elsonre. “The Laddel have and always will be, your allies.”

 “Now, I must go,” the god said and vanished.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Two
 

 



 What manner of creature is he?” Arianne asked Taryn as she helped the Eltar half-carry and half-drag Kian beside the fire. She glanced in the direction of Lachlan. “I’ve only met one other creature who could heal wounds as he does.”

 Taryn smiled grimly. “You never met a godling before?”

 Arianne gazed at the sleeping form. “He’s not what I’d expect as a godling.”


 “I don’t think he’s anything anyone expected – certainly, not this time around,” Taryn remarked. “Certainly, no one expected a Shara’kai. Perhaps that’s why we’re seeing the rebellion.”

 Haellsil shook his head. “No, that’s not why,” he remarked, sitting beside them both. “The Nine Kindreds were always like this. Lachlan had his hands full even when he had loyalty.”

 “Darkling Plain,” Taryn mused.

 “Precisely,” Haellsil remarked. “The Eleion and Shara’kai from Caer Sithar held onto a fallacy – a necessary fallacy, but one nonetheless. The Kindreds were never united – even under Lachlan. The Laddel and Haell were always of a like mind and supported the High King. After Redhan’s father, Redkellan, died, the Redel loyalty was starting to falter. If Darkling Plain hadn’t happened, they probably would’ve marched against the Lochvaur.”

 “Certainly they are loyal to Lachlan, now that they are alive?” Arianne asked.

 “Many feel betrayed. Spending a thousand years in a half-life tends to do that to you,” Haellsil remarked, shuddering. “I suppose it’s better than Areyn’s realm, but not by much.”

 “You were there?” Arianne asked.


 Haellsil nodded. “A thousand years of waiting – doomed to relive that same cursed battle because of a single sword.”


 “The one Lachlan wields?”


 “No, not Uruz. The second one he carries – Hagalaz,” Haellsil remarked. “Allarun’s sword.”

 “Hagalaz,” Arianne repeated, her eyes drifted back over to Lachlan’s sleeping form. “I wondered about the second Sword. He doesn’t touch it.”

 “Not if he can help it,” Haellsil said. He paused. “Go to sleep – both of you. I’ll take the rest of the watch.”

 



 ###

 



 The sun had set over the land, casting its reddening light over the waves. As Kalena stared over the sea, she realized that she had ignored an important clue. Why she did not think of this before concerned her. She was trained to notice such things – how could she forget these details? 

 Kalena now marked where the sun had set. I am facing east, she thought. The position of the sun suggested that she was more northerly than Thalarmor proper. Maybe along the northeast coast. 


If I could only tell Lachlan, she thought. 

 As the light faded, she lit candles and opened the wardrobe to see if Vaurgar thought of clothing. The gambeson and short tunic she wore under the armor was becoming rank with sweat. She pulled the clothing out, finding it all too flowing and feminine for her tastes and threw them back in the wardrobe in disgust. Perhaps it would amuse Vaurgar to have her wear it – she would have none of it.

 Instead, she stripped down to the tunic and breeches, carefully folding the heavy hauberk and gambeson over the chair. She could use a bath, but she did not trust Vaurgar, whom she suspected would show up at just such a time. Although the room had a door, she had not seen him use it. In fact, she had tried to budge the heavy door, but to no avail. She suspected that if she did manage to open the door, she would probably be held back by the magic she had felt when she stuck her hand out the window.

 Kalena cursed herself for having left her mental defenses down. She was not used to guarding her thoughts so carefully – in Caer Lachlanel, few save Lachlan actually had the power to read minds. She had no magic powers, and the mental defenses took concentration. Lachlan had taught her what he could to guard her thoughts, but how could she guard herself against Vaurgar? Vaurgar had been reading her mind all along, playing with her for his own amusement.

 Vaurgar had known all along about her pregnancy. It might have been his sole reason for the daring kidnapping. Two potential hostages were better than one. Even Vaurgar could see that if Lachlan was willing to give Kalena up for lost, he would not give up his heir. 

 “Lachlan,” she whispered. “How is Vaurgar doing this?” The teleporting, the powerful wards and the apparent ability to conjure items from nothing suggested power beyond even a godling. Her experience with gods was limited to Ni'yah, but those skills only major gods possessed. 

 Lachlan had said Vaurgar was barely Eleion. Vaurgar was half-demon from his mother, a demon consort of Allarun. Allarun was half Eltar and half Areyn Sehduk -- the god of death and destruction. Could Vaurgar have inherited powers beyond anything Allarun even dreamed of? She found it hard to believe.

 As the last rays of light faded from the horizon, Kalena snuffed out the candles and lay on the bed. Exhaustion was quick to catch up with her, and she fell asleep almost immediately. She didn't know how long she slept, but she awoke to a gentle hand caressing her long, red-gold hair. 

 “Lachlan,” she murmured, nuzzling the hand, her eyes still closed.  I am back at Caer Lachlanel, she thought. This has all been a terrible dream.

 “Shhh, quiet, pretty one,” a familiar voice said.

 “Lachlan – it was all a dream,” she murmured. 

 “Shh, beloved,” the voice said. Kalena felt his lips press against hers. She responded to the kiss, her own lips eager to feel her lover's touch. The kiss became more passionate and she opened her eyes.

 In shock, Kalena pulled away. Vaurgar held her for a brief moment, a smile spreading over his face. Vaurgar caught her wrist as she lashed out.

 “How long have you been here?” she demanded.

 Vaurgar laughed. “Long enough, beloved,” he said and vanished.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Three 
 

 



 Lachlan awoke in a sweat, his eyes glowing with rage. “Kalena!” he gasped. He sat for a moment shivering violently in the cold night's air, trying to shake the vision. Firelight danced on his face, and he turned to stare into the flames. The world slowly came into focus. He was lying next to the fire in the cabin. He could make out Taryn's, Kian's, and Arianne's forms, huddled on opposite sides of the fire. 

 “Brother,” Haellsil spoke softly. Lachlan's half-brother sat on a log a little ways away, still keeping watch. Lachlan guessed he had not been asleep long. 

 “I'm sorry -- it was a nightmare,” Lachlan said. He stood up and shook out his cloak, fastening it back around his shoulders.


 “A nightmare or a vision?” Haellsil asked. “I have never seen you turn so pale over a dream.”


 Lachlan smiled grimly. “A vision. I know the difference between the two.”


 “I would imagine you would,” Haellsil said. “It had to do with Kalena.”


 “Yes,” Lachlan said, reluctantly. “It was nothing.”


 “You are a poor liar,” Haellsil remarked. “Tell me the dream.”


 “Very well,” Lachlan said. “Kalena was asleep. Vaurgar impersonated me and he held and kissed her before she realized who it was.”

 Haellsil shook his head. “A goad, perhaps?”

 “How so?”

 “You can't sense much beyond her life-force -- you've said so yourself,” Haellsil said. “The vision, then, would be what Vaurgar wants you to see.”

 Lachlan frowned. “A goad, indeed, but for what purpose?”

 “To distract you -- to keep you from thinking straight.” Haellsil paused and gazed into the night's sky. “What bothers me is that Vaurgar's powers have grown considerably since Darkling Plain. I'm no expert on godling powers -- that's your specialty -- but I've lived with godlings long enough to know when something isn't right. Vaurgar's acquisition of powers is too sudden.”

 “Shadowhelm's was faster,” Lachlan remarked.

 “That is because you are Shadowhelm as you are Lachlan. The powers were always there, you just needed a nudge or two to remember how to use them,” Haellsil said. “But Vaurgar -- his power gain is different.”

 “That is because he has found a Runestone of Teiwas,” Lachlan said.


 “A Runestone of Teiwas?”


 “Only Elsonre knows, besides myself. I spoke to Lachlei the night before we left.”


 “Lachlei? Our mother?” Haellsil said. “But she is dead…”


 “Rhyn’athel sent her. She told me that Vaurgar has taken a Runestone and is using it against me.”


 “I haven't heard of these.”


 “Nor had I,” Lachlan admitted. “Elsonre had, but as Romarin he did a lot of research to find Uruz. Even so, I suspect there isn't much written about the Runestones.”

 “What do they do?”

 “They were used by the gods when the world was new. They can give mortals god-like powers, but they also serve as portals between the Nine Worlds.”

 “God-like powers -- well, that explains much,” Haellsil said. “Do you know if you can defeat him?”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Honestly, I don't. Lachlei seemed to think that we were matched evenly. I suspect that Vaurgar is wearing me down so he can use the Runestone against me.”

 “Lachlei – I would’ve loved to have seen her again,” Haellsil said wistfully. He shrugged. “No doubt she had no time.”


 Lachlan nodded. 


 “It is a very deadly game Vaurgar plays, brother. Are you sure you're up to it?”


 “A deadly game, indeed, but what other choice do I have?” Lachlan said. “To abandon Kalena to him?”


 “We’re walking into a trap,” Haellsil said.


 “I know – you can turn back now.”


 “Brother, you know I’d walk to the gates of Areyn's realm for you. I won’t turn back. My Sight is limited, but common sense tells me that without help, you’ll die and so will Kalena. If the Runestone can give Vaurgar the powers of a god – and we've seen some of it already – then you may not win this battle. Perhaps you should’ve brought Elsonre instead of me. Two Swords might make the difference.” 

 “Elsonre must defend the kingdom,” Lachlan said. “This isn’t the first time that I wished I had forged Hagalaz for you.”

 A silence ensued and Lachlan leaned against the cabin's wall, his eyes glittering thoughtfully in the firelight.


 “There’s something else,” Haellsil said. “Something that worries you.”


 “I'm not sure how far Vaurgar will go with this,” Lachlan said.


 “What do you mean?”


 “Vaurgar isn't just half demon – he's half life-leech,” Lachlan said. “They're terrible creatures who seduce their victims to drain their life. I've met one once before – a demoness called Lila. She was … quite persuasive.” He paused. “If I hadn't been Shara'kai, I think I would've succumbed to her. Allarun kept life-leeches as consorts, but even he with his godling blood could barely keep himself alive. There's something about their power that can even affect first-bloods. I don't know how much power Vaurgar has inherited from his demon side, but I would guess enough to kill, if he wanted to. But I'm certain he has shapeshifter abilities.”

 “Then, if Vaurgar…” Haellsil stopped in mid-sentence, realizing the implication.


 “If Vaurgar seduces or rapes Kalena, she’s dead,” Lachlan finished his thought. “That’s what troubles me.”


 “Gods,” Haellsil swore. “You don't dare break the mind-link now.”


 “No,” Lachlan said. “As long as Vaurgar thinks I'm stepping into his trap, I think she'll be safe. But the closer we get towards Thalarmor, the higher the stakes.” He paused. “If he killed her, it'd be a matter of vengeance then.”

 Silence ensued and Haellsil gazed into the sky through the makeshift chimney. “Go back to sleep – if you can. We'll have a hard ride tomorrow.”

 Lachlan shook his head. “I'll take the watch – I couldn't sleep even if I wanted to.”

 “As you wish, brother,” Haellsil said. “But wake Taryn for the next watch.” He joined the two others by the fire, leaving Lachlan alone with his dark thoughts.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Four
 

 



 Morning dawned cold. The sky overhead was deep sapphire blue contrasting against the stark white snow flocking the tall pines. A silence blanketed the land along with the several inches of spring snow. Lachlan awoke to the sun streaming in. He had fallen asleep, in spite of himself. 

 Haellsil was awake and sat beside the fire, stoking it with a stick, his silver eyes thoughtful. “I was hoping you'd get more sleep.”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Busy night,” he remarked. “I shouldn't have fallen asleep.”


 “You needed it. Elsonre warned me you hadn’t been sleeping,” Haellsil said. 


 Lachlan frowned. “So that’s why you’re become my nursemaid. I’ll have to have a talk with Elsonre.”


 “Don’t – he’s worried about you. So am I. Eventually, you'll make a mistake, and I'd hate to think it'd be when you confront Vaurgar.”

 Lachlan gazed at the others as they lay on the floor. “How's Kian?”


 “Sleeping,” Haellsil replied. “He's going to need rest once Galdor and Iamar's deaths make their full impact.”


 Lachlan shook his head. “He'll take it hard.” He paused. “I always have.”


 Kian pulled himself to sitting position and blinked. “Last night,” he groaned. He looked around and then met Lachlan's gaze. “It wasn't a dream.”

 “No,” Lachlan said. “It wasn't. You came riding in wounded.”

 “The Silren, then, they entered Lachlanel,” Kian said. 

 “Yes.”

 “And Iamar and Galdor…” He fell silent. He bowed his head as tears ran down his face. “Gods, I left them in the road dead. I'm so sorry – I failed them. I failed you.” 

 Lachlan glanced at Haellsil. “It was an ambush – I'm not sure if anything you did would’ve made a difference. How far was it?”

 “A few miles, I think,” Kian said. He shook his head. “I don't know.”

 “How far down the King's Highway did the Silren get, do you think?” Haellsil asked Lachlan.

 Lachlan let his eyes unfocus as he concentrated on the Wyrd. The vision was shaky and dim. He could see the body of Iamar lying in the road, but as he tried to expand the vision, it became myopic. He shook his head. “Damn! Vaurgar is blocking my vision.”

 “Could you see the Silren?” Haellsil asked.

 Lachlan shook his head. “Just Iamar's body.” He paused. “Regardless, we shouldn't leave the bodies there.”

 “I'll go back and take care of them,” Kian said. 

 “You're not in any condition,” Lachlan replied. “And besides, I can't see the Wyrd clearly – I don't know where the Silren are.” He paused. “It'll delay our mission as well.” He fell silent.

 “The choice is yours,” Haellsil said. 


 Silence ensued.


 “Very well,” Lachlan said at last. “Wake the others – we'll head south and look for the bodies.”


 



 A few hours later, the party rode south along the King's Highway. They rode in silence, aware that they might run into Silren or other unfriendly troops along the road. They continued riding until it was midday when they found Iamar's body where Kian had left it the night before. 

 The sun had melted most of the new snow, but some patches still remained. Iamar's body lay prone in the road, her arm thrown above her head, bloody and raw from the scavengers. She lay face up, her helm glinting in the sun. Her red cloak fell crumpled on the ground, exposing armor and the silver arrow shafts that pierced them. What little snow remained was still bright red where her blood had poured from her wounds. Ravens and crows were already feasting on the body. 

 Kian leapt off his horse, swinging his sword wildly at the birds. “Get out of here!” he yelled. The birds scattered and some flew off. Still others waited boldly as Kian turned his back. They hopped towards their prey with cocked heads, as though assessing Kian's potential danger. Kian charged the ravens again. 

 Lachlan watched the man grimly, but when the others looked to him in askance, he held up a hand for them to wait. Leave him alone, he said to them in mindspeak. 

 Once satisfied that the scavengers would not return, Kian turned to Iamar's body. He knelt down and wept. 

 Lachlan dismounted and turned to the others. “Keep your eyes open for Silren and Eltar.” He strode over to the Chi'lan and placed his hand on Kian's shoulder. “Come on, help me move her into the forest.”

 “We're not going to cremate her?” Kian asked.

 “No. It'd be too dangerous to make a funeral pyre. It'd alert any Silren in the area,” Lachlan said. “We'd have to bury her.”

 “We have no shovels,” Haellsil objected.

 “We'll gather stones for a cairn -- it'll keep the birds off of the body,” Lachlan replied.

 Haellsil gazed ahead. “I think I see Galdor's body down the road.” He nodded to Taryn and Arianne. “Come with me.” He rode forward, leading them ahead.

 



 ###

 



 They lay both bodies in the forest, under a bower thick with pine needles and covered the bodies with stones they could find. It was late afternoon when they finally completed the cairn. In the sun's last rays, Lachlan drew Uruz and while focusing on the Sword of Destiny, cut the rune of Uruz into the stone. 

 “May Rhyn'athel give us a chance to avenge their deaths,” he said. Lachlan sheathed the Sword of Destiny and mounted his horse. “Let's go, we've lost precious hours.”

 “That's it?” Arianne asked. She mounted her own horse and riding beside Lachlan. 


 “What would you have me do?” Lachlan asked.


 Arianne glanced at Kian, whose expression was pale. “He’s in pain.”


 Lachlan shook his head. “What could I say that would make a difference? Both Iamar and Galdor are dead, and there is nothing I can do to bring them back.”

 “They say you have brought back the dead.”

 Lachlan smiled wanly. “That was Darkling Plain. If Allarun hadn't killed me with Hagalaz, shattering Uruz, the strength of the curse would not have been as strong. But the Swords of Destiny have powers that even the gods have not foreseen.”

 Arianne shook her head. “Even the sons of gods are limited.” She paused. “Even Vaurgar.”


Hatred. Revenge. Anger. 

 Lachlan paused and turned to her. Her defenses were still strong, but he could read the intense emotion behind her shields. He marveled at her ability to keep him out, but was even more startled by the hatred she felt. Why Vaurgar? he wondered. 


Arristan.


But which raid?

 They rode out towards the highway again. It was dusk and growing darker; the first stars were already shining overhead. At that moment, a Silren soldier on a horse rode into view. The Silren reined his horse, too startled to see three Lochvaur and two Eltar ride from the forest, to move. 

 Before even Lachlan could react, Kian gave a cry and spurred his horse towards the Silren warrior. “Kian, no!” Lachlan ordered, but the Chi'lan charged the Silren. The Silren warrior spurred his horse southward down the King's Highway. 

 “By Rhyn'athel's mane! If that Silren returns to Silvain, we'll be having the entire guard looking for us,” Haellsil said.

 “Not if I can help it,” Lachlan said, spurring his warhorse forward, drawing Uruz. 

 “Gods' blood!” Haellsil swore. He turned to Arianne and Taryn. “Come on!” Haellsil spurred his horse after Lachlan with Arianne and Taryn in pursuit.

 The road necked down and became narrow through the forest, thick with lodgepole pines, forcing Kian to slow down. Lachlan caught up to him. Damn it, Kian! That wasn't bright!


You're still beside me. This is for Iamar and Galdor, Kian replied grimly.

 The Silren was only ten lengths ahead, and the Lochvaur horses were closing rapidly. At that moment, Lachlan and Kian turned the corner of the road to see the Silren guard ahead. 

 Lachlan and Kian reined their horses and they skittered to a stop. Both Lochvaur and Silren stared at each other in surprise. Twenty against five. 


Silren! Let's get out of here now! Lachlan shouted mentally. They nearly ran into Haellsil, Taryn and Arianne as they turned the corner. Haellsil and the Eltar managed to avoid Lachlan and Kian as they charged through and joined them in retreat. 


Who's pursuing whom? Haellsil said mentally. 

 Lachlan shot a look at his half-brother, but said nothing. Silvain's guard in pursuit. 


We've got to find a way out of this, Haellsil said. 


The forest is too thick to go cross-country here, Lachlan replied, looking for an escape route. They passed the cabin and Lachlan stared ahead. He glanced back at Kian, Taryn, and Arianne. The road splits at North Marches. We'll split up there. Haellsil, Kian, and I will go towards Thalarmor. Arianne and Taryn head west. Once you evade the Silren, catch up with us along North Marches Road two days hence. 



What if we're captured? Taryn asked.


I'll find you, Lachlan replied. Go!

 Lachlan could barely see the intersection ahead in the darkness. The horses strained as they pressed them harder over the slick stones. Now! Lachlan said as he reined his horse towards the east road. 

 Taryn and Arianne turned west and headed into the darkness. Lachlan led Haellsil and Kian forward. Ahead, Lachlan thought he saw something shimmer across the road. He tried to invoke the Sight once more. 


Stop, it's a trap! Lachlan shouted mentally. He reined his horse as he saw the gossamer filaments. Haellsil was right behind him. 

 At once, Lachlan was tumbling in mid-air and then suddenly caught. The horses screamed and thrashed. When he dared open his eyes, he found himself suspended five feet above the ground. Silvery threads, no thicker than hair ran across the road, making an almost invisible net.

 Haellsil cursed and thrashed. “Don't move,” Lachlan said. “This is an energy web. It'll tighten with each movement.” He could turn his head and saw Kian had halted in time. “Kian, get out of here!” he said. 

 The Chi'lan warrior stared. “But my king…”

 “Listen – we haven't much time. Go to Caer Lachlanel at once. Tell Elsonre that we've been captured and to prepare for the worst unless he hears from me otherwise.”

 Kian drew his sword. “I can't leave you here.”

 “Go!” Lachlan snarled. “Your sword can't cut these filaments and right now, you're my only link to Elsonre. Go before the Silren find you again.”

 Kian hesitated and then turned and saw riders approaching from the east. With an apologetic glance, he took off into the forest.

 “Great – how do we get out of this?” Haellsil said, eyeing the Silren riders as they approached.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Five
 

 



 Kyr strode into the great hall of Ulfstan. He gazed in contempt at the men who stood guard. Ansgar -- how he hated them. Their stench filled his nostrils; they even smelled like animals. Kyr forced himself to keep an even expression, knowing that if he showed the disdain he felt, he would undo everything.

 Kyr wondered how Lachlan tolerated them. Perhaps that was part of the Shara'kai's makeup – while it was true that Lachlan carried a few features from the Ansgar, he was mostly Eleion and Athel’cen. Somehow, Lachlan had inherited the best from these beasts – they were stronger and had more stamina. But they were still beasts – not much better than the herds they tended. That alone made Lachlan inferior – even if he were the son of a god. Lachlan was an abomination. A dangerous abomination, but one, nonetheless. The mixture of god, Eleion, and Ansgar blood made him dangerous – dangerous enough to kill Allarun and maybe dangerous enough to kill Vaurgar.

 Kyr forced himself to look at the guards' faces. Beast faces -- less angular with facial hair that no Eleion had. Kyr found it repugnant. The hair color, too, was like that of animals: brown, black, blonde, and red. The colors did not follow any particular kindred or clan, either. They were animals, Kyr decided, and as animals, they were fit for slaughter.

 Kyr focused on Thorolf. The Ansgar king was a large man with red hair and beard. His angular features suggested some Shara'kai blood. No doubt, Thorolf fancied himself of Lochvaur blood. 


Let him think that! Kyr chuckled inwardly. The color was wrong for it to be from Lochvaur -- it was Ansgar red. Kyr doubted the man had a drop of Lochvaur blood in him. But, if the fool wanted to claim he was descended from the gods, Kyr was not going to argue as long as Thorolf did what Vaurgar wanted. Thorolf could claim he was a son of Rhyn'athel, for all Kyr cared.

 An older warrior stood next to Thorolf. The man had silver hair and gold-green eyes. Like Thorolf, he had a thick beard. Both his hair and beard were braided. But, unlike Thorolf, the man who stood beside the king was a warrior. He wore cuir bouilli armor in a style that Kyr had not seen for many years. The man obviously had Eleion blood in his ancestry, but like Thorolf, it was too distant to call him Shara'kai.

 The warrior turned and saw Kyr. “Eltar!” he snarled, drawing his sword. 

 The guards were faster. They crossed their pole-axes in front of the warrior, barring the path between him and Kyr.


 “Sheathe your blade, Einar,” Thorolf said. “This is no way to treat a guest.”


 “Guest?” Einar said. “Guest! How can you call one of those Soul-Eaters a guest?”


 “Because, my old friend, Kyr is here to negotiate a treaty.”


 “A treaty?” 


 “Indeed,” said Kyr, meeting Einar's glare coolly. “Your king isn't allied with Lachlan.” He turned to Thorolf. “Who is this?”


 Thorolf waved his hand dismissively. “Einar -- one of the nobles.”


 “I see,” Kyr said, his gaze narrowing. “The Eltar don't tolerate such insubordination, Thorolf.”

 “And the Northmen don't hold blind allegiance to any lord,” Einar replied. “Thorolf, I would be careful whom you deal with, lest the Council of Thanes goes against you. If we do, you can rest assured, you’ll not be king for long.” He turned and left the great hall.

 “He is dangerous,” Kyr said as the door closed behind Einar.


 “Aye – he and his son, Geiolf, led a Northmen army against Allarun,” Thorolf replied.


 “You can do nothing?”


 “We are freemen,” Thorolf said. “Even if I were to act against him, it would set the other nobles against me. I rule at the behest of the clans. The clans do whatever they want.”

 “The Eltar could help you control them,” Kyr said.

 “Perhaps,” Thorolf said, “but gold would help more. I could buy off the nobles who object.”


 Kyr frowned. “What of the gold I gave you? It was a goodly sum.”


 “It's not enough.”


 Kyr remained silent as he considered the Ansgar king's words. “How much do you need to allow the Eltar to occupy these lands?”

 “One thousand gildmarks per troop. Plus five thousand per inhabitant of Arristan your men so kindly murdered.”


 Kyr said nothing, but was certain his face was growing red with rage. 


 “Unless you wish to tell your lord that his troops are no longer welcome in the Northlands,” Thorolf added.


 “What you're asking for is impossible,” Kyr finally said, keeping his voice low. “Not even the great fireworms have that size of treasure.”

 “Then leave and take your troops with you.”

 Kyr smiled in amusement. “I could take these lands.”

 “You could try,” Thorolf replied evenly. “We've seen the results of Allarun's forays into the Northlands. The Northmen's reputation for fierceness is not unfounded.” He paused. “And there is always Lachlan. Though he and I are not on friendly terms, he would come to my aid, should I ask it. I don't think either you or your master are ready for that.”

 Kyr chuckled. “Very well, I will speak to my master about your new 'request.' What shall I say it is for?”


 Thorolf smiled slightly. “To pay off my nobles.”


 “I thought that was what the other gold was for.”


 “It got appropriated.”


 “I see,” Kyr said. Greedy bastard. He's worse than a dragon. “Very well, I will bring Vaurgar's answer within the fortnight.”

 



 Vaurgar stood on a pass within the Neversummer Mountains. Not far from the icy dragon caves lay the great glaciers that moved slowly towards the sea. The jumbled seracs stood like giant ice towers. But Vaurgar knew they were constantly shifting. The seracs slowly tumbled down the frozen mountains towards the ocean, moving just a few feet per day. They stood iridescent blue and green, like oddly colored sentinels, guardians to a world beyond.

 For indeed, they were. Before Vaurgar stood a great gate; two upright posts and a bar that lay across the top. It was covered with frost and ice from thousands of years of cold and blowing snow, so much so that it appeared to be hewn from the ice, itself. But Vaurgar knew what lay beneath was adamantine, riddled with Runes. A gateway into the other Nine Worlds. 

 Vaurgar could transport to Areyn's world easily enough -- he had already done so successfully with the Runestone. But he could not transport an entire army back from that world easily. But the Runestone had shown him, through the Wyrd, itself, where a portal into this world might be found. 

 He stood before the gate, oblivious to the cold wind, holding the Runestone in both hands. Vaurgar concentrated on it and a bluish-white light began to glow within the Runestone. The gate began to glow, and the portal opened. Through the ice-blue cold, a man stepped forth. 

 The stranger was Eltar, cold and calculating, with a long black mane cut in the ancient warrior tradition. He wore chain armor with a thick metal breastplate and a wolf cloak. Eltar and yet not quite. The color of his eyes was red instead of black and they glowed unnaturally. His skin, too, was paler than any living Eltar. He was Braesan.

 “Elren,” the Braesan said appraisingly. “It has been long.” He studied Vaurgar intently. “So, you are Allarun's son, the demon born.”

 Vaurgar smiled. “And you are Thektar, son of Nirathar,” he said. “Last of the noble born Eltar before my sire took the throne.”

 Thektar smiled ruefully. “I died at the hand of your sire's sword -- why should I serve you?”

 “Because I can give you the power you crave,” Vaurgar replied. “Elren is now a world belonging to mixed breeds and sub-creatures. I will restore the Eltar to their greatness.”

 “Perhaps,” said Thektar, “Perhaps not. And suppose I choose not to serve you?”

 Vaurgar shrugged. “Then, you can return to being a thrall in Tarentor. It matters not to me. There are others.”

 Thektar gritted his teeth and nodded. “What would you have us do?”

 “Take back that which is rightfully mine and destroy the other eight kindreds. In return, I grant you life and a chance to build your own kingdom.”

 “This looks little better than Areyn's world,” Thektar remarked. “Has the winter taken this world, too?”
“Not yet. We are in the north,” Vaurgar said. “South of here are lands as warm and inviting as you remember.”

 Thektar smiled at the thought. “Yet, what of the son of Rhyn'athel we have heard about? The one that is Lachlan's incarnation?”

 “Leave Lachlan to me,” Vaurgar said. “For even now, he is walking into my trap.”

 Thektar gave Vaurgar an appraising look. “It has been a long time since I died, but my wits are not dull. The power of the Three Swords of Destiny has been felt in Areyn's worlds.”

 “Allarun was able to defeat the Swords.”


 “Allarun is now dead.”


 Vaurgar shook his head. “I have a Runestone.”


 Thektar smiled grimly. “So, that is what you're basing your power on?” he asked. “Know that the Runestone is already destroying you slowly.”

 “I'll be the judge of that,” Vaurgar replied. “I've heard the myths and have seen nothing but the contrary.”


 “Perhaps.”


 “Do you have your army ready?”


 “Indeed,” said Thektar. “I’m not a fool, nor are the men in my army. We won’t fight if Lachlan is still alive. The Swords are too powerful.”

 Vaurgar’s eyes glinted with rage, but he held back his temper. “Bring your men to Darkling Plain. I’ll take care of Lachlan, if I have to kill him myself.”




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Six
 

 



 Lachlan gazed at the Silren as they approached him. Lachlan tried moving his arms, but felt the gossamer tightened around them. I can’t reach Uruz or Hagalaz, he mindspoke. Otherwise, I’d be able to cut us down.


 One rider, Lachlan recognized immediately. He was a tall and gaunt man with a white mane and ice-blue eyes. He wore white robes, embellished with blue and silver stars and a small crown of white gold. His lips curled in a sardonic smile as he reined his horse. “Well, well, it looks like the Silren webs catch more than flies,” he said. “I didn’t know the Shara’kai usurper was wont to travel in Silren lands.”

 “I don’t make it a habit to announce my travels – especially in my own lands,” Lachlan said coolly. “This is Lochvaur territory, Silvain, and you are an intruder.”

 The Silren laughed. 

 “Such a bold statement for one so helpless,” Silvain said. “You haven’t yet learned your manners.” 

 “Why don’t you cut us down, if you think we’re so helpless?” Haellsil snarled.


Easy, Lachlan mindspoke to him. Don’t get us killed.

 The Silren, however, just laughed. “Patience, Lochvaur,” Silvain said. “All in good time.” He turned to his men. “Cut him down.” 

 Two Silren came forward armed with glowing knives. Lachlan watched as they approached him warily, his own silver eyes gleaming with wolfish anticipation. 

 “Wait!” said Silvain. He nodded at one of his other soldiers. “Point your sword at Haellsil’s neck. If Lachlan makes a move towards either of our men, run Haellsil through.”

 Lachlan’s lips curled in a snarl. “You don’t trust me.”

 Silvain smiled. “No, I don’t. I know how treacherous you can be, Shara’kai.”

 The Silren warrior took his position beside Haellsil and pressed the sword tip against his throat. Haellsil felt a nick and a trickle of blood run down his neck. He winced slightly and then glanced at Lachlan. If they tie us, we’ll be at their mercy.


There’ll be other opportunities, Lachlan replied as they cut his hands from the web and roughly tied them together. Don’t resist. I don’t want you dead.


That’s comforting, remarked Haellsil as they pulled his hands from the web and bound them. But, I have the feeling that this is going to be a very long night.

 “Well, if it isn’t the great Lachlan,” one warrior jeered, cuffing Lachlan for good measure. “You can kill Allarun, but you can’t escape our simple web.”

 “What do you expect from a half-breed, Shara’kai bastard?” laughed another, aiming a kick at Lachlan’s shins. Lachlan moved aside in time before the blow hit, but it still caused a good deal of laughter. “How about that? Shara’kai move fast when you kick them!”

 Another round of laughter.

 Lachlan stared ahead as they stripped him of both Swords. It was going to be a long night, indeed.

 



 ###

 



 Arianne and Taryn rode westward as fast as they could press their horses, until they passed the tenth mile marker beyond the intersection. The road had begun to wind its way up a narrow gorge into the higher peaks -- the air was cold and rarified here. At first, the road was dotted with snow, but as they climbed, the trail drifted in. 

 Once or twice, Taryn had seen two or three Silren riders in pursuit. He had pressed his horse on urgently, knowing full well that they would kill both he and Arianne immediately once captured. The Silren had no love for Lachlan and the Lochvaur, but they considered the Eltar animals only fit for slaughter. He suspected that they would not differentiate between an Eltar and a Shara'kai with Eltar blood.

 Taryn slowed his horse to a halt and gazed at the trail in the moonlight. Two of the three moons, Iamar and Tomah, glimmered overhead. They shone their light on the range ahead. Arianne halted beside him. “Gods, how are we going to cross that?” she asked, her breath visible in the frosty air. She had pulled her cloak around her for warmth, but the cold mountain wind was merciless.

 Taryn gazed at the drifted-in trail. “We're not,” he replied. “Nothing is getting through that pass until summer, unless it’s a wolf or a hawk. And we are neither.” He turned his stallion around and gazed down the road they had traveled. “Let's go back -- I think they gave up pursuit once the road started climbing.”

 “What of Lachlan?” she asked.

 “Lachlan said they'd catch up with us two days hence,” he said. “But I think that was optimistic. We'd better get back off this mountain and find where they've gone.”

 “Do you think we can find them?” Arianne asked, gazing over the mountains.

 Taryn shook his head. “I don't know,” he confessed. “If Lachlan and Haellsil stuck to the roads, we'd have a good chance at finding them. But if they go cross-country…”

 “Like finding a single snowflake on a mountain,” she completed his thoughts.


 Taryn smiled at the analogy. “Yes, precisely.”


 “Let's hope they stay on the road,” Arianne said with a shiver. “And let's get off this damn mountain. I'm freezing.”


 Taryn let his gaze linger a moment on her form before turning away with a wry smile. “Yes, you don't need another episode like last night.” He spurred his horse down the hill before he said anything more.

 Arianne frowned for a moment. She rode down next to him. “Lachlan said you saved my life.” 


 “Yes, I did,” he said, keeping his voice very neutral and his gaze ahead. “You were hypothermic.”


 A silence ensued and a slow smile crept across Arianne's face. “So, do you find me attractive?” she remarked coyly.


 Taryn glanced at her and saw the sly smile. He was thankful it was dark, for he was certain his face was flush. He smiled wryly, but said naught as he tried to think of a polite response. None came readily to mind.

 “I thought so,” she said. She urged her horse forward, leaving Taryn to pause and watch her, in spite of himself.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Seven
 

 



 It was mid-morning and the sun had risen above the trees when Taryn and Arianne arrived at the crossroads of King's Highway and West Marches Road. Tracks in the snow from the night before were muddled and were already melting in the sunlight. 

 “Stay here and keep watch,” Taryn said, dismounting and studying the tracks. He followed them slowly and bent down to touch the snow. He rubbed the snow crystals in his hands. Taryn's face was grim as he came back and mounted his horse.

 “What did you see?” Arianne asked.

 “I'm no tracker -- not like Lachlan, but the message is clear,” Taryn said. “Many riders went east; only one besides ourselves came back west. Whoever it is, he came cross-country to join back up with West Marches Road. He then turned back down King's Highway.”

 “What does that mean?”

 “Bad news,” Taryn said. “Lachlan and Haellsil didn't double back. Lachlan wouldn't head down the King's Highway and I doubt Haellsil would've either.”

 “Kian might have,” Arianne said. “Do you know how long ago?”


 “Hours ago,” Taryn said. “The tracks weren’t fresh.”


 “Well, what do we do now?”


 Taryn gazed at Arianne and realized how exhausted she looked. “We go back to the cabin and get some sleep,” he said. 


 ###


 



 Taryn and Arianne rode for an hour until they saw the cabin in the distance. 

 “I never thought I’d be glad to see that hovel,” Arianne remarked with a sigh. 

 Taryn had to agree. He felt as weary as Arianne looked. As they rode forward, he saw it was occupied, much to his dismay. A single horse was tied outside. 

 “Who is it?” Arianne said crossly. “Damn it, it’s our hovel!”

 “Shhh!” Taryn growled, not amused at her outburst. He could see a wisp of smoke rise through the hole in the roof. “You wait here,” he said, drawing his sword.

 “No,” said Arianne, drawing her own sword. “There’s only one horse. We outnumber whoever it is.”

 Taryn did not feel like arguing. Instead, he rode forward until he saw the horse’s surcoat. It was red with gold trim with Lachlan’s dragon emblazoned across it. “That’s a Chi’lan horse,” he said. “It may belong to Kian.”

 Arianne nodded. “Then, it’s either Kian or someone who has taken Kian’s horse.” They dismounted.

 “Halt where you stand!” Kian’s voice came from the cabin. They could see a clothyard shaft from a longbow pointed directly at them. 

 “Kian, it’s Taryn and Arianne,” Taryn replied. 

 Kian lowered his bow. “Taryn!” he gasped. “Lachlan’s been captured. The Silren strung across some kind of net – I’ve never seen it before.”

 Taryn shook his head as they sheathed their swords. “I’ve never heard of such a thing, but the Silren are beyond my ken,” he said. “Lachlan told me that they and my people are mortal enemies, but other than that…” He shrugged. A fire was crackling in the makeshift firepit. Arianne strode over to the fire and held her hands out to warm them. 

 Taryn looked at the Chi’lan. “How did you evade them?”

 “It was pure luck,” Kian said. “My horse was a few paces behind Lachlan and Haellsil. I was able to halt in time. Lachlan told me to leave before the Silren came and to bring word to Elsonre of his capture.” He lowered his head. “I didn’t want to go.”

 Taryn gripped his shoulder. “You did right to follow orders. No one can blame you for that. You probably couldn’t have cut through that magic net with your sword.”

 “What should I do?” Kian asked. “I didn’t want to leave, but Lachlan would’ve had my hide if he knew I disobeyed. I stayed as long as I could and stayed hidden, but I couldn’t do anything.”

 “Obey your orders – Elsonre must know what’s going on,” Taryn said. “Meantime, Arianne and I will try to rescue them – assuming I can find them.”

 “The Silren have a camp a day’s march from here,” Kian said. “The way the Silren treated the High King makes my blood boil – they made both walk behind their horses, bound to their pommels. They took a fair amount of abuse from the Silren and I couldn’t do anything. I felt so helpless.”

 “There’s no love loss between Silvain and Lachlan,” Taryn said. He glanced at Arianne who sat beside the fire, listening to their conversation. “We’ve got to get them out of there.”

 “Will they ransom him?” Kian asked. “That was standard course in our time – before Allarun.”

 “Possibly,” Taryn said. “That’d be the most logical course of action, but Silvain is hot-tempered. I don’t think he’d outright murder Lachlan, but I wouldn’t put it past Silvain to throw him into the deepest pit he could find and leave him there to rot.”

 “You can probably reach their camp before nightfall,” Kian said. 

 Taryn shook his head. “We need rest – and so do our horses. We rode over twenty miles tonight up to nearly the western pass and back. We haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours. Even if we managed to ride that far on our horses and somehow rescue Lachlan and Haellsil without making a mistake from fatigue, I doubt our horses would get us back.”

 Kian nodded. 

 “Wake us in four hours,” Taryn said. He turned to Arianne. “Get some sleep – we’ll have some hard riding ahead.”




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Eight
 

 



 Einar strode into his home and slammed the door. He pulled the buckles on the Cuir Boillie armor roughly and tossed the pieces on the heavy oaken table. “Damn Eltar! Soul-Eaters! We’re bargaining with Soul-Eaters now!”

 Kolfinna stood in the doorway to the kitchen and watched Einar as he paced. She smoothed back a loose blonde hair in her braids and scowled at him. “Does Shadowhelm know?”

 “I don’t know,” Einar said. “But he will soon. He’d march his army into Ulfstan if he did.”

 The door opened and Geiolf strode in. “Einar. Kolfinna,” he greeted his parents. His face was grim and he looked tired as he threw his bag down by the table. 

 “Geiolf!” Kolfinna said. “What news have you brought us from Caer Lachlanel?”

 “None good, I’m afraid,” Geiolf said.

 Einar glanced at Kolfinna, who hastened to bring Einar a drink and some bread. “What news do you have – we’ve heard naught from the Lochvaur.”

 Geiolf gulped the water. “Then, you haven’t heard? Kalena’s been kidnapped.”

 Kolfinna sat beside Geiolf and gripped his arm. “No! Not Sceaduhelm’s wife?”

 “Lachlan’s,” Einar said absently. “Do they know who’s done it?”

 “Vaurgar,” said Geiolf. “But there’s more – Kalena is pregnant.”


 “That settles it then,” Einar said. “Vaurgar is plotting more than just an alliance with Thorolf.”


 “Lachlan says that Thorolf is taking bribes.”


 “That doesn’t surprise me,” Einar said. He fell silent.


 “What are you thinking, my husband?” Kolfinna asked.


 “That Vaurgar is a shrewd tactician,” Einar replied. “He separates Lachlan and Elsonre and then bribes Thorolf to keep troops here – but for what purpose? He doesn’t have the strength to take on the Nine Kindreds.”

 “The Redel have rebelled,” Geiolf said. “Elsonre has sent me back to gather as many Ansgar and Shara’kai who are still loyal to Lachlan.”

 “The Silren are probably next to rebel – if they haven’t already,” Einar said. “And the Falarel. By Rhyn’athel’s sword, if the Redel have left the Alliance, then the Soul-Eaters may have a chance.” He paused. “Where’s Lachlan now?”

 “Searching for Kalena,” Geiolf said.


 “Damn hot-headed fool,” Einar grumbled. 


 “Einar!” Kolfinna exclaimed.


 Einar stood up and poured a flagon of mead. “Kolfinna, there’s more at stake than Kalena or even his son. Shadowhelm would see that right off, but…”

 “Lachlan or Shadowhelm – whichever you wish to call him – has changed since the Sword,” Geiolf admitted. “He has grown more powerful, but also more temperamental. The two personalities haven’t quite merged. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

 “There are no good times for crises,” Einar said. “It all fits now. Kyr is offering money to Thorolf to look the other way. Gold means little to Eleion and naught to Vaurgar, but the demon knows that it is the Ansgar weakness and it is Thorolf’s bane.” He paused. “Damn! We could use Lachlan now.”

 “You wouldn’t persuade him,” Geiolf said. “If Elsonre couldn’t, I don’t think anyone could.”


 “I’d imagine not,” Einar replied. “So, Elsonre needs the Northmen’s help again?”


 “I think so,” Geiolf said.


 Einar grinned at Kolfinna. “Well, how can I refuse a chance to oust Thorolf?” 


 



 ###

 



 Kalena awoke to sunlight streaming through the window. She had sat in the chair most of the night, unwilling to lie in the bed for fear Vaurgar might return. For a long time, she gazed out at the rolling surf below; the sunlight glinted on the green waves. She stood up and stretched, feeling her back ache from the chair and sleeping upright. 

 She splashed water on her face from the basin; then sat down again and brushed her red-gold hair out slowly, gazing at her face in the mirror. She had found brushes and combs along with a handheld mirror in the wardrobe earlier. 

 Kalena gazed at her hair. Her mane was tangled and smelled awful, and she brushed out the mats the best she could. It fell past her shoulders now. She knew she ought to cut it back to a warrior's cut. She had first let it grow out because she had no time to cut it, and then later, because Lachlan liked it. She couldn't remember the last time she had actually worn her hair this long.

 She had never considered herself truly beautiful in the way of other Eleion women. Her face was a warrior's face; lean, with a hard edge and strong jaw-line. Her body, like her face, was that of a warrior: strong and muscular. Because of the hard training, she lacked the voluptuous curves that most men found attractive. Pretty, perhaps, in a rugged way, but certainly not beautiful.

 Shadowhelm -- and later, Lachlan -- found her desirous, but his passion had been love. Only one other man -- Romarin -- had ever desired her and the feelings were not mutual. Romarin's courting had been more out of convenience than any love and that ended the moment he met Joreid, the Haell queen. 

 Kalena shuddered as she recalled Vaurgar's caresses from the night before. His touch was so like Lachlan's, it was disconcerting. She had thought it was Lachlan and the guise made her angry.


That is because you let your guard down, she reminded herself. Vaurgar can read your mind when your defenses are down. Don't give him the opportunity. She paused. How much does Vaurgar know? she shuddered. 

 Kalena didn't want to know the answer. She had to keep her mental defenses up, no matter how tiring. How does Lachlan do it? she wondered. He makes it seem so effortless. Perhaps that was the difference between first-bloods and others. She was not first-blood as far as she knew. 

 Kalena wondered what sort of game Vaurgar was playing with her. It had to be something to wear her down. She had wanted so desperately to kill Vaurgar each time she saw him, but she knew she was at his mercy. As long as Vaurgar kept her trapped in this tower, Kalena was forced to play along with whatever sadistic game he had in store…

 “Hello, pretty one,” Vaurgar said, standing behind her.


 Kalena leapt to her feet and slammed her fist into Vaurgar's jaw, knocking him backwards with both the force and surprise.


 “Ha!” she said triumphantly. “You can't play me for the fool when my defenses are up.”


 Vaurgar ran his thumb along his lower lip and saw she had drawn blood. He stood up. “Touché, pretty one,” he said, glancing at the blood on his hand. “I suppose I deserve it for the little trick I played on you last night.”

 Kalena glared. “If you touch me again, I'll kill you.”

 Vaurgar grinned. “I don't think you could,” he said. “Though I suspect you'd like to try.” He paused. “It's been a long time since I've been with such a beautiful woman.”

 “Spare me your flattery,” Kalena replied coldly.


 “Why?” Vaurgar said, cautiously drawing nearer. “It can't be flattery if I speak the truth. You're a beautiful woman, Kalena.”


 “Go away,” she said, crossing her arms and turning her back to him.


 Vaurgar ventured closer. “Aren't you used to hearing that? Or doesn’t Lachlan tell you?”


 “What Lachlan says to me is none of your business.”


 “Isn't it?” Vaurgar said. “Doesn't he speak to you as I do? Or perhaps, he has another mistress…”


 “Leave now!” she shouted. She raised her arm to strike him again, but this time, Vaurgar caught it.


 Vaurgar gripped her hand. “Don’t antagonize me, Kalena, when it appears your husband has abandoned you.”


 “He hasn’t abandoned me.”


 “Then why has Lachlan given no further response?” he replied, releasing her as he felt the tension leave her arm. “At this point, I don't know what I'm going to do with you.”

 “If I'm no use to you, let me go,” she said. 

 “You know I can't do that yet.”

 Kalena turned away and gazed over the sea. She wished he would leave. Instead, she felt him close beside her. Vaurgar laid his hands on her shoulders and ran his fingers along her neck. Kalena fought the fear in her heart -- he could snap her neck with a single movement if she dared resist. Kalena felt his hot breath against her neck as he kissed her.

 “You are very beautiful, Kalena. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise,” he said. Vaurgar vanished as she turned around.




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Forty-Nine
 

 



 Kyr strode into the throne room of Thalarmor. It was empty, and the fires along the pedestal were out. He stood for a moment, waiting. Then, seeing that Vaurgar was not present, turned to walk out.

 “What news do you bring me, Kyr?” Vaurgar's voice echoed in the chamber.

 Kyr turned around. Vaurgar materialized on the throne, rubbing his bruised jaw and swollen lip. “That damn bitch,” he grumbled. “I didn't expect that.”

 “I take it the seduction isn't going well?”

 Vaurgar glared. “She got a good solid right hook in before I could react. Lachlan's been teaching her some mental control techniques.”

 Kyr chuckled. “You're playing with fire, Vaurgar. Kalena's a Chi'lan first.”

 “She's a woman. Women are weak and susceptible to flattery.”

 “I see the results,” Kyr said wryly.

 “Yes, well, Lachlan knows – that’s all that really counts,” Vaurgar grinned evilly. He pulled the Runestone from his pocket and touched his jaw. The bruise and the swelling disappeared. 

 “That's a handy little trinket,” Kyr remarked.

 “Indeed,” Vaurgar said, pocketing the stone. “So, how goes the Ansgar?”

 “Inferior slime,” the Eltar general spat. “I wish we didn't have to deal with them.”

 “They'll be dead soon enough. How is Thorolf?”


 “He wants more gold.”


 “Give it to him. Anything he wants,” Vaurgar replied. “As long as he will allow our troops in the Northmen’s villages.”


 “He'll suspect something if I cave in to his demands.”


 “Then put up a fuss,” Vaurgar said. “Make him think he drove a hard bargain. Just get our troops in there.”


 “Several nobles are already protesting. Einar and Geiolf among them,” Kyr mused. “I could offer the Eltar's services to quell the insurgents.”

 Vaurgar laughed. “Are you certain you have no demon blood in you, Kyr?” he asked. “Sometimes I swear you think like one. Make the story a good one -- if Thorolf smells deception, he'll back out. Tell him we're using the Northlands to stage a siege on Caer Lachlanel.”

 “Do you think he'll buy it?”

 “The Ansgar are weak-willed fools. Show Thorolf gold and he'll let us raze the Northern Mountains to dust.”

 “We still have the Redel and the other kindreds to deal with.”

 “The Redel are already mine,” Vaurgar said. “The others are wavering. Don't worry Kyr, I have planned this a long time.”

 Kyr grinned. “Allarun should have listened to you.”

 “Allarun was a fool, Kyr. He was so terrified of the Prophecy that he became ineffective. I've learned much from his folly.”

 Kyr turned to leave but paused. “I wish you luck in seducing the Chi'lan. Hopefully, you won't be too damaged when Lachlan arrives.”

 “You assume that I don't enjoy it,” Vaurgar grinned. “Actually, she's an interesting challenge. I find it most amusing.”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan trudged behind his horse, his silver eyes locked on Silvain's form ahead. Haellsil walked beside him. Their hands were tied in front, and they were each tethered to their own horses. Silvain did not even give them the dignity of riding. Instead, the High King and his half-brother marched forward, being pulled by their own warhorses. As a mercenary, Shadowhelm had endured worse treatment, but as Lachlan, he swore vengeance. And it would be Silvain who would suffer for the humiliation.

 Dawn had broken over the hills. Lachlan's hands chafed against the rope as it pulled him forward, but he showed no discomfort. This entire situation was now an inconvenience, nothing more. Lachlan had already studied the knots and knew he could untie them. 

 Caution held him back. Lachlan knew he might be able to get free, but without either Sword of Destiny, he had little chance against the Silren archers. Worse still would be Haellsil's fate -- Lachlan was certain they would kill Haellsil before Lachlan had a chance to free him. Lachlan hated feeling helpless, when he normally would have the upper hand -- even with these odds. But Shadowhelm had taught Lachlan patience -- indeed, a thousand years had taught him patience -- and Lachlan waited with the satisfaction of knowing he would have Silvain before long. All he had to do was wait for the right opportunity.

 Silvain rode a small white stallion ahead of them. His blue standards, adorned with a silver star, fluttered in the breeze. Typical for Eleion, who came from Darkling Plain, his white mane was braided in the old-style warrior fashion. Despite that, Silvain eschewed armor, preferring the finery of royalty. 


Arrogant bastard, Haellsil remarked in mindspeak. Silvain thinks he's above the warriors.


 



 ###

 



 Lachlan watched the Silren king and allowed his anger grow into rage. Yes, Silvain had a score to settle with him, but Lachlan had hoped bringing Silvain back from Darkling Plain might have made up for it. Instead, Silvain decided to take all his anger out on him. 


Cara, beloved, why did you have to be Silren? he asked silently.

 A Silren warrior and noble named Kelsgar cuffed him, shaking him from his thoughts. Lachlan stumbled and dragged. The Silren warriors behind him laughed. Lachlan tumbled, reaching out to grasp the rope and tried to pull himself up. More laughter. “Firemane, whoa,” Lachlan called. The horse halted. Lachlan stood up.

 Kelsgar raised his arm to strike Lachlan again. Lachlan stood unflinching, his silver eyes met the Silren’s ice blue eyes. 


Strike me again, and you will never see tomorrow’s dawn, Lachlan said in mindspeak. 

 For a moment, fear glinted in the Silren’s eyes as he met Lachlan’s gaze. He lowered his arm. “Get going, Shara’kai,” he snarled.


Very wise, he mindspoke to Kelsgar. You may yet live. Lachlan turned to hide the smile that threatened to creep across his lips. “Firemane, hike up,” he said to the horse. The horse started walking again.

 Haellsil glanced at Lachlan. How long do you think that will last?


Long enough, Lachlan replied. He knows now I’m not afraid – and that makes him fearful. He smiled coldly. Don’t worry, my brother, we’ll be out of this soon enough.

 ###

 



 Taryn awoke to Kian shaking him. The sun had climbed past zenith and was now making its way towards the horizon. The shadows were growing longer and cold was seeping back into the cabin. Taryn noted that the fire was dying. 

 “It’s time,” Kian said. “I’ll be riding out in a half-hour.”


 Taryn nodded. “Tell Elsonre that I’ll do my best to rescue Lachlan – if he doesn’t rescue himself.”


 Kian grinned. “Lachlan is very resourceful.”


 “He’s downright dangerous, when he wants to be,” Taryn said. “I’ve seen Lachlan steal his own sword back from Vaurgar, without Vaurgar seeing him do it. I suspect the Silren will have their hands full.”

 Kian chuckled. “I hope so,” he said. He paused and nodded at Arianne. “What about the girl?”

 “I’ll wake her before we go,” Taryn remarked, gazing at Arianne’s still form. “She’s very tough, but she could use the rest.”

 Arianne turned over at those words and sat up. “I appreciate your chivalry, but I think we’d be better served if we both got the horses ready,” she said. She stood up and gathered her blankets. “Come on, let’s go.”

 Taryn shrugged and left to check on the horses.

 



 ###

 



 It was late afternoon when Taryn and Arianne parted company with Kian. The silver-eyed warrior gripped Taryn’s arms. “May Rhyn’athel keep you safe and guide your sword,” Kian said. “That is an old Lochvaur blessing, but one that still holds true. Be careful, my friend, the Silren are your mortal enemies and they will kill you without a second thought.”

 “Indeed,” Taryn said. “I’ll be careful. And I’ll find Lachlan and Haellsil.”

 The Chi’lan warrior nodded and mounted his horse. With a quick nod at Arianne, he turned his horse and rode south.

 Arianne and Taryn mounted their horses. “Why are the Silren and Eltar mortal enemies?” Arianne asked as they rode towards the crossroads.

 Taryn shook his head. “Lachlan may be able to tell you more of that than I could. Much of Eltar history has been lost when Allarun came into power. No doubt the animosity started long before even Lachlan’s time.”

 Arianne fell silent for a while as they rode. “I look Eltar.” 

 Taryn grinned. “Just noticed that, did you?”

 A smile crept across Arianne’s face in spite of herself. “But I am Shara’kai. I’m half Ansgar.”

 “I don’t think a Silren arrow would notice much difference,” Taryn said. “The Silren don’t care if you’re pureblood or if you’re a half-blood from the Arristan raid.”

 Arianne reined her horse hard. “What did you say?” she demanded.


 Taryn paused, realizing that he had slipped. “Nothing,” he stammered.


 “How do you know about Arristan?” she demanded. 


 “Lachlan told me,” Taryn said.


 “No, Lachlan wouldn’t have known I was the product of that raid from twenty years ago,” Arianne said, her voice growing harsh. She met his gaze, but he turned his away. “You were there, weren’t you?” she demanded. “You were with Vaurgar at Arristan!”

 Taryn met her gaze, but he knew his expression betrayed him. “Arianne, I…” his voice faltered.

 “Butcherer!” she spat. She spurred the horse into a gallop and fled.




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty
 

 



 “Thorolf is going to want to be paid soon,” Kyr said. 

 The Eltar general stood before Vaurgar as the demon lord sat on his throne, fingering the Runestone. “Yes, my dear Kyr,” Vaurgar said as he gazed into the Runestone. “How much does the fool want?” 

 Kyr took in a deep breath. “One thousand pieces per troop stationed. And five thousand per inhabitant of Arristan.”

 A silence ensued. Kyr held his breath, as Vaurgar’s eyes did not flicker from the Runestone. “Very well,” Vaurgar said, at last. “Give it to him.”

 “How?” Kyr asked. “There isn’t that much gold in all of Thalarmor.”


 Vaurgar’s eyes left the Runestone and met his general’s gaze. “Look down,” he said.


 Kyr looked down at his feet. The entire throne room was covered in piles of gold coins. “How?” he stammered.


 Vaurgar laughed. “Ah, my loyal general!” he said. “I have set the perfect trap for Lachlan. Conjuring up a few baubles is nothing in comparison.”

 Kyr bent down and picked up a few coins. They seemed to shift before his eyes in a mesmerizing way. “Where did you get these? Certainly not out of thin air? They feel enchanted – almost like faerie gold.”

 “You have a keen eye,” Vaurgar remarked. “It’s Dwarf gold.”

 “From the Dark Elves’ realm?” Kyr said, dropping the coins. “It’d be cursed, then.”

 Vaurgar laughed. “Yes, but don’t worry, Kyr. Eleion are immune to it. Ansgar, however…” He shrugged. 

 Kyr stared at the gold, uncertain if he was willing to trust Vaurgar’s word. “But how am I to bring it to Thorolf?” 

 Vaurgar waved his hand and the gold disappeared. “Consider it done,” he said with a grin. “That should placate Thorolf long enough for me to move my troops against the Northmen.”

 



 ###

 



 Elsonre stood in the Elesil great hall before King Fialan. While not as impressive as the Lochvaur hall, the Elesil were restoring their city to its former greatness. Like Caer Lachlanel, the ancient Elesil fortress city had been in ruins since the first battle of Darkling Plain, but unlike Caer Redelren, it had been far enough east from Thalarmor to escape the constant ravages of Allarun’s army.

 The Elesil king was nearly as tall as Elsonre, but lighter boned. He wore chainmail instead of the trappings of a king and his silver hair was cut warrior-style as those who wore helms. He was younger than most Eleion kings – he was only a few years older than Elsonre in his first life. Fialan was the son of Conlan and Rani. They had fought for Rhyn’athel in the Athel’cen Wars. 


Fialan isn’t like Redhan – he’s made the transition easier than many of the other Eleion, Elsonre thought. 

 “So, Lachlan asks the aid of the Elesil once more,” said Fialan. The Elesil king’s silver eyes consider Elsonre thoughtfully as he strode from the dais. “There are those who question Lachlan’s true right to rule the kindreds.”

 “And there are those that seek to drive a wedge between the kindreds once more,” Elsonre said evenly. “Vaurgar, the son of Allarun, is behind it.”

 Fialan’s face darkened. “I know the evil that has been coming out of Thalarmor,” he said. “And I know Lachlan isn’t in Caer Lachlanel.” He smiled ruefully. “I had hoped that we would have ended Sehduk’s grasp in this world when we returned. My hopes were unfounded.” He paced.

 “So, will you join us again?”

 Fialan sighed. “Without Lachlan, what chance do we have?”

 Elsonre frowned. “There are Three Swords of Destiny,” he said. “I still wield Eihwaz, but I need troops.”

 “To hold back the Redel.” The Elesil king shook his head. “I won’t fight the Redel directly. While I hold no love for Redhan, the Redel are equal to the Elesil strength.” Seeing Elsonre’s expression, he smiled grimly. “Elsonre, old friend, I can’t bring Elesil against Redel or even our kindred brothers, the Silren, but I will join you against Thalarmor.”

 “What of your fealty to Lachlan?”

 Fialan chuckled. “I don’t listen to the idle chatter of squabbling kindreds. I know Lachlan is who he is, Shara’kai or not.” He paused. “When Lachlan needs us, the Elesil will be there with our swords. And, we will fight until we die or until the evil is gone. If that means we fight beside Ansgar and Shara’kai or if I swear fealty to the mixed blood son of the warrior god, then so be it. We will stand beside you, but we’ll not shed Redel blood.”

 Elsonre turned to leave, but Fialan gripped his arm. “Listen to me, Elsonre, son of Rhyn’athel,” Fialan said. “I am loyal to both you and Lachlan. The Elesil will be there when you need us.”

 



 ###

 



 Thorolf sat in his throne room. Piles of gold lay before him like some vast hoard. He stared longingly at it, pouring the coins through his fingers like a waterfall. The gold shifted and moved before his eyes like a fluid river. It covered every square inch of floor and lay in huge mounds, nearly waist height. A small path had been pushed aside to allow entry -- if anyone dared enter. Thorolf had refused admittance to all.

 “I trust the gold is satisfactory?” a voice came from the doorway.

 Thorolf's eyes hardened as they stared ahead. Kyr entered the Great Hall. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “My guards were ordered to keep all from this room.

 Kyr smiled inwardly. Already the cursed gold was having its effect. “My apologies,” he said. “I wanted to make certain that the gold was satisfactory.”

 Thorolf's gaze fell on the gold coins. “Indeed,” he said. “It is more than I could’ve ever hoped for.”


 “I will let Vaurgar know that you are quite pleased with the arrangement,” Kyr replied. He turned to leave.


 “I need guards,” Thorolf said.


 Kyr turned around. “Guards?”


 “Yes -- Eltar guards,” he demanded. “My own men can't be trusted. I caught several trying to steal my gold.”

 Kyr smiled and nodded his head. “As you wish.”

 Thorolf made no reply. He was already lost in a trance. Thorolf did not notice Kyr grinning, as he watched the Northmen king run the gold through his fingers, nor did he notice when the Eltar general left. 




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-One
 

 



 Einar stood before the Council of Thanes. Twenty Northmen sat around the oaken table in Einar's home, their faces grim. For the first time in anyone's recollection, the meeting was held not in Ulfstan's Great Hall, but in Einar's own home. 

 “There are those who would call this treason, Einar,” Ulfar said. He was a tall Shara'kai warrior with golden hair. “Thorolf doesn't know we even meet here.”

 “Aye,” Einar said, “but Thorolf has locked himself away ever since he received that cursed gold from Vaurgar.”

 “Cursed is right!” snapped another Shara'kai named Hrolf. His silver mane was braided back in Northmen fashion and he wore chainmail beneath a thick bearskin. “He has Soul-Eaters as guards over the Great Hall.”

 “Indeed,” said Skori, an Ansgar thane with dark hair and beard. “We have Soul-Eaters in my lands as well. There must be over a thousand.”

 “And in mine as well,” Hrolf said.


 “How many Soul-Eaters are there?” Geiolf wondered. “How many has Thorolf allowed in our lands?” 


 The thanes glanced nervously at each other. No one spoke. 


 “Over a thousand each?” Einar gazed from face to face and each one nodded. Einar frowned. “There is more to this than even I suspected.”

 “If there are a thousand Eltar in each of our lands, then there are at least twenty-thousand,” said Geiolf. “And we are not all the thanes.”

 Kolfinna peered outside. “We have trouble,” she said. 

 Geiolf walked to the window. “An Eltar armed guard. We’ve been betrayed.”

 



 ###

 



 Falar met Elsonre outside of the Great Hall of the Elesil. “What did Fialan say?” 

 “Later,” Elsonre said. “Let’s get our horses.”


 “We’re not staying?”


 Elsonre shook his head. 


 It was late afternoon when they started riding southward from the Elesil lands. The Elesil holdings were northeast of the Laddel forest. Most of the Elesil holdings were lowlands – coastal plains with some deciduous forest. The sky had clouded over and it looked as though it might rain.

 Elsonre had been silent, content to ride southwest towards Caer Lachlanel. Falar considered his friend carefully. Romarin had been known for moodiness, but since the transformation occurred, he had been even more silent. He tended to defer more to Lachlan, something Falar suspected had often occurred in his previous life. 

 “What did Fialan say?” Falar ventured, once they were safely on the road. “Don’t tell me they’re withdrawing support.”

 “Not exactly.” Elsonre smiled ruefully. “The Elesil will not fight against the Redel, but they will join us against Vaurgar.”

 “That is something, I suppose,” Falar said.

 “Nothing more to placate me,” Elsonre replied in disgust. “Of course, Fialan will join me against Vaurgar – what other choice does he have? But to refuse to help me with the uprising...”

 Falar shook his head. “It wasn’t unexpected.”

 Elsonre smiled wryly. “You’re becoming a cynic, my friend.”

 “Those of us with so-called diluted blood show more loyalty than those who gained the most from Lachlan’s return,” Falar replied. “Save for the Lochvaur, Laddel, and Haell, I’d say the rest of the kindreds could’ve all gone to Areyn, for all I care.”

 Elsonre grinned. “Even the Redel?”

 “Especially the Redel.”

 “Ah, but you have no memory of what the Eleion were truly like,” Elsonre said. “We were a great people. You see what is left of a great race.”

 “I see a bunch of petty warlords.”


 “So did Lachlan, even a thousand years ago.”


 Falar chuckled. 


 Elsonre grinned. “The Athel’cen War was mostly fought by the Lochvaur and Laddel. Yes, the Silren, Redel, Eltar, and Elesil entered it, but it was the children of Rhyn’athel and Ni’yah who bore the brunt of the fight. And had Rhyn’athel not joined when he did, the war would’ve been far worse. So most of the kindreds don’t have the experience of a Sehduk warlord like Allarun and Vaurgar. They’ve never been hunted the way we have; they’re divisive because they had no common enemy until recently.”

 “Darkling Plain was recent?”


 Elsonre shrugged. “The half-life suspended all of that.”


 Falar glanced at his friend. “What was it like? The half-life, I mean.”


 Indecision flickered in Elsonre’s eyes. “The memory of it grows dim – I had lived over a hundred years as Romarin Nevfaras before I merged with Elsonre.”

 “Now you are sounding like Lachlan.”


 “Am I?” Elsonre grinned. “The Swords will do that to you.”


 “But you do remember?”


 “Yes.”


 Falar exhaled in disgust and saw Elsonre chuckle. 


 “I didn’t die in the first battle of Darkling Plain,” Elsonre finally spoke. “I died in the subsequent purges – overwhelmed by Undead Jotunn. I already knew what would happen, so I gave Eihwaz to my son.”

 “You let yourself be killed?”

 Elsonre shrugged. “I was already dead – I just hadn’t died yet. The Prophecy was already in motion and I knew that I would return with Lachlan.”

 “But you knew you had to die?”

 “It was a small sacrifice – considering the choices. I could’ve kept Eihwaz and the Lochvaur would’ve died with me that day. Or give Sitharel the Sword of Destiny and have a chance at ending Allarun’s reign.” He paused. “The Wyrd offered only two paths.”

 “Only two,” Falar repeated. “Then, you were doomed to the half-life on Darkling Plain?”

 “In a manner, yes.” He paused. “But because I didn’t die there and because I was a son of Rhyn’athel, I avoided having to relive that cursed battle.” He shrugged. “But what do you do with a millenium?”

 “Could you change it?”

 “Change what?”

 “The outcome?” Falar asked. “I mean, you had Eihwaz.  Couldn’t you have changed the way the Web of Wyrd weaved itself? Go back and stop Darkling Plain from even happening? You could’ve killed Allarun before he had a chance to kill Lachlan.”

 “Change the past?” Elsonre shook his head. “No, my friend, you can’t affect the Wyrd in that way. You can only change the future.” 

 “Why not?” Falar asked. “If the past, present and future are intertwined, and Uruz and Eihwaz can affect the future, why can’t the Swords of Destiny change everything?”

 “I don’t know,” Elsonre replied. “It’s never been done as far as I know.” Elsonre paused and reined his horse as they encountered a fork in the road. Already, rolling hills of mixed forest had replaced the lowlands. “The road to the left leads to the King’s Highway. We’ll arrive at Caer Lachlanel faster if we take it.”

 



 ###

 



 Cuinn, Chi'lan warrior, rode along the rim of the valley, across from Caer Redelren. The sun was warm, but he gave no thought to it. Instead, he watched in dismay as the gates of the Redel stronghold opened and the Redel army's standard bearers marched out. Behind them were the lines of infantry and archers, followed by cavalry.

 Their armor glinted in the midday sun. Even from this distance, Cuinn could see they were heavily armed with siege weapons like the trebuchet and the arbalest. Not that they would need them against Caer Lachlanel -- the city was indefensible with two walls. 

 One hundred short miles lay between Caer Redelren and Caer Lachlanel – five days. A mere five days with an army such as this – but it would take Cuinn nearly two days to return with the news. The army was already on alert, but three days would not save Caer Lachlanel. Cuinn reined his horse and turned towards home, bearing the news.

 



 






 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Two
 

 



 “We've been betrayed, but how?” Ulfar asked as he glanced out the window of Einar's house. The nobles from the Council of Thanes had leapt to their feet, some drawing their swords. Ulfar could barely make out the soldiers riding towards them from five miles out, but there could be no doubt they were Eltar. 

 “It could've been anyone – or no one,” Geiolf said. “The Eltar are everywhere – they could've overheard something. Put your swords away.”

 “We can still leave out the back,” said Einar. “We'll meet at Carnon's Ford.” The nobles filed out the back door and began mounting their steeds. “Gather as many Northmen as you can. Tonight our lands will burn.”

 Hrolf stared for a moment as he stood by his horse. “You have the Sight,” he marveled. “An Ansgar…”

 “Perhaps,” Einar said. “Go now!” He glanced back at Geiolf. “Where's Kolfinna?”

 “She still must be in the house,” Geiolf said.

 “I'll get her,” Einar said, going back in. He glanced along the walls where his sword, armor, and longbow rested. He grasped his armor and weapons. “Come on, Kolfinna, we're leaving, too.”

 Kolfinna looked over at the half-cooked stew and rising bread that sat on the hearth. “Leaving?”

 “I'm afraid so,” said Geiolf, entering the house. “They’re here to slaughter us and burn the house.” He scooped up his own weapons and gripped her arm, tugging her along as he headed for the door. He smiled grimly. “I’m afraid my foster-brother has had an influence on me.”

 Einar gave Geiolf a glance before helping Kolfinna out. Geiolf mounted his horse and reined it towards Ulfstan. “I’ll meet you at Ford Carnon.”

 “Where are you going?” Einar asked as both he and Kolfinna mounted their horses.

 “To find Thorolf,” Geiolf replied and rode out.

 Einar glanced towards the road. The Eltar were fast approaching – they were less than a mile away. “To the river,” he said and led Kolfinna away.

 



 ###

 



 The day waned and the shadows grew long as Joreid wandered in the courtyard of Caer Lachlanel. She had kept in contact with Elsonre constantly, knowing now Ladsil was king of the Laddel and Fialan had refused to help the Lochvaur against the Redel. The meeting between Elsonre and Ladsil had nearly been disastrous -- Joreid had not foreseen that Ladsil was now king. How much Elsonre knew of their former relationship, she was not certain. The mind-link did not allow her omniscience into Elsonre’s mind –and even if it had, Elsonre was powerful enough to block what he wished. 

 Did Elsonre suspect that there had been a relationship between her and Ladsil? Joreid had never made it a secret that she had entertained other lovers before she had met Romarin. Now, she wondered if her past might have future unforeseen consequences…

 “My Queen,” came a woman's voice, interrupting her thoughts.

 Joreid turned to see a Chi'lan warrior standing behind her, dressed in full chainmail and helm. “Chi'lan Devona,” Joreid greeted her. 

 Devona bowed. “My queen, our scouts have returned.”

 Joreid eyed her. In full armor and the warm day, the Chi'lan looked uncomfortable. “Devona, please remove your helm -- you don't need it here in these walls.”

 Devona smiled. “I'd imagine not. Since Kalena’s capture, the stronghold is crawling with our soldiers. Even so…” She shrugged, removing the helm and running her gauntleted hands through her sweaty red-gold hair. It was braided back, similar to her male warrior counterparts. “I bear bad news, my queen. The Redel are marching on Caer Lachlanel.”

 “Are you sure?” Joreid asked.

 “Quite,” Devona said. “Cuinn watched the Redel army leave Caer Redelren with siege engines. It can mean only one thing.”

 Joreid shook her head. “Damn! And Elsonre is still on the King’s Highway.”

 



 ###

 



 Arianne spurred her horse eastward, hoping to escape the Eltar King. He had been at Arristan! She shut her eyes tightly and leaned into her horse, trying to will away the horror. Taryn was no different than the Eltar who had raped her. 

 “Arianne!” Taryn shouted, spurring his own horse forward. “Arianne, don't be a fool!” If she heard him, she ignored him. Arianne was lighter than Taryn by at least seventy pounds, and her horse outran his. 

 Arianne took the eastern road at the crossroads and slackened the reins. She looked behind to see Taryn drop further behind. “Leave me alone, you monster!” she shouted, though she was certain at this distance, he could not hear her. She put miles between them and soon Taryn was gone from sight.

 Arianne was so focused on Taryn, that she did not see the Eltar horsemen as they rode towards her. At the last minute, she looked ahead to see three Eltar riders approaching. She reined her horse and the bay skidded to a halt.

 They surrounded her. “Well, well, well,” said the Eltar commander, a cruel smile played across his face. “Look what we have.”

 Arianne drew her sword. “Leave me be!” 


 They laughed and drew their swords. “Not so fast, pretty one,” the commander said. “My men and I would enjoy some sport.”


 Arianne fought the fear inside her. “I would rather die.” 


 “That can be arranged,” the commander said, “in due time.” He rode closer to her; the other two soldiers did likewise. 


 Arianne tried turning her steed, but the other two horses blocked her path. The commander reached for her horse's reins.


 Arianne lashed out, slicing into the man's arm. She ripped the reins from his grasp and spurred her horse forward. The Eltar commander jerked back, howling as he held his nearly severed arm in his other hand. Arianne used the opportunity to spur her horse through the gap. 

 “You bitch!” the commander shouted. “You half-breed bitch! Kill her!”

 Arianne fled cross-country through the forest. The Eltar raced after her. The Eltar's horses were fresher and soon were right behind her. She urged the horse deeper into the forest, hoping to shake them with the low sweeping snags and fallen timber. Branches raked against her face and smacked against her body, threatening to sweep her from her horse. She clung on, hoping she could outdistance them.

 Her horse leapt over a log. The hill fell away and the horse stumbled, throwing Arianne to the ground. Arianne rolled and looked for her sword. It lay several yards away. Arianne scrambled to stand up and reach it. At that moment, one of the Eltar soldiers leapt from his horse and pinned her to the ground. 

 “You Shara'kai bitch!” the Eltar said, holding her down. Arianne fought wildly as he held her, but he was larger and heavier. 

 The other Eltar joined him. “Looks like you've got a wildcat,” he jeered. “Let me show you how to tame this one.” He cuffed her hard. “Don't worry about her face – it looks like she's already been worked over before.”

 Arianne tasted blood and glared at him. “I'll kill you!” 

 Both Eltar laughed. “I like a wench who fights back,” the soldier who cuffed her said. “Hold her for me while I take care of this one. Then, you can have your turn.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Three
 

 



 Elsonre and Falar continued to ride down the King's Highway. Although it was still late afternoon, the sun had slipped behind the mountains. Elsonre insisted that they continue riding, unwilling to make camp just yet. 

 “Something tells me I won't regret getting to Caer Lachlanel soon enough,” Elsonre said. Suddenly, he reined his horse.

 Falar stopped as well. “What is it?” he asked, but he could see that his friend's eyes were glazed over. 

 Elsonre frowned, once he returned to the present. “It's Joreid. She tells me the Redel are marching on Caer Lachlanel. They’ll be there in three days.”

 “Can you confirm it?”


 Elsonre searched the Wyrd. Try as he might, he couldn't sense it. He sighed in disgust and shook his head.


 “Vaurgar?” Falar mused.


 “Vaurgar.”


 Suddenly, Elsonre straightened and drew Eihwaz. “A rider,” he said. 

 Falar cocked his head to listen. Your link to the Wyrd still exists.

 Elsonre nodded. Just sporadic.

 The clatter of hooves became audible. Elsonre lowered Eihwaz and then sheathed it. “It's a Chi'lan.”

 Kian came into view. He had ridden down the King's Highway as fast as his horse could travel. Seeing Elsonre and Falar, he reined his horse. “Elsonre!” he gasped. “Thank the gods!”

 “Kian?”

 The Chi'lan nodded. “I bring dreadful news. Silvain has captured Lachlan.”

 “How? When?” gasped Falar. He glanced at Elsonre.

 Elsonre drew Eihwaz once more and concentrated. He sheathed the Sword of Destiny and shook his head. “I should be in contact with Lachlan through the Swords,” he said. “I sense nothing.”

 “Silvain took Uruz from Lachlan. They're holding Haellsil at sword point to make Lachlan comply.”

 “Why didn't you stop it?” demanded Falar, but Elsonre held up his hand. 

 “Peace, Falar, we don't know the story. Tell us.”

 Kian related the capture. “Arianne and Taryn are going to try to rescue them,” he said after he finished. “I warned them of the danger, but Taryn was willing to try anyway.”

 “That's just like Taryn,” Elsonre replied. “He'd die for Lachlan if he had to; such is his hatred for Vaurgar. But, the Silren are very dangerous. Some of the bloodiest battles before the Alliance of Swords were between the Lochvaur and Silren.”

 “So, I remember,” said Kian. 

 “But didn't Cara come from the Silren?” Falar asked.

 “She did, but her loyalties were always to Rhyn’athel first.” He paused and turned to the Chi'lan. “But what you tell me is grave news, Kian. We are riding back to Caer Lachlanel -- the Redel are marching from Caer Redelren. They are three days out.”

 “You'll just barely make it in three days,” Kian said. “And Caer Lachlanel isn't defensible against the Redel.”

 “I know,” Elsonre said. He fell silent, lost in thought.

 “What do we do now?” Falar mused. “Should we return to Caer Lachlanel or rescue Lachlan?” He paused. “Would Silvain hold him for ransom?”

 “Lachlan told me that he didn't think Silvain would kill him,” Kian said. “But I think that might have been to assuage my fears.”

 Elsonre shook his head. “Silvain isn’t a total fool – he won't kill a son of Rhyn'athel outright, but he'll make it damn unpleasant for Lachlan. Silvain won't forgive Lachlan over Cara, and Lachlan may be stubborn enough to goad him on. Still…” He paused. “Silvain may ransom Lachlan yet. And Lachlan is very resourceful. He has escaped from Sehduk's Keep not once, but twice.” 

 “But our army is still leaderless,” Falar said.

 “Yes,” Elsonre said. “While Joreid is a proven warrior, she hasn't Eihwaz.” He paused. “We can't defend Caer Lachlanel without a large number of casualties.” 

 “But what of Lachlan?” Kian asked. 

 “Once our troops are safe, I'll come back for Lachlan,” Elsonre said. “Come, we have an army to lead.” 

 



 ###

 



 At one moment, Arianne was staring into the Eltar’s eyes; in the next moment, she was splattered with blood. It took her a moment to realize what had happened. The soldier's head was missing. Then his body fell away. Taryn stood before her, bloody sword in hand. He impaled the other Eltar before the soldier could react.

 Arianne sat up as Taryn rolled aside the Eltar's body. “Are you all right?” he asked.

 Arianne simply stared.

 “Arianne?” Taryn said, now kneeling beside her. He examined the cut on her mouth. “That's going to leave a nasty bruise,” he said. 

 “You saved me,” Arianne said at last. 


 “How's your head?” he asked, running his hands through her short-cropped hair.


 “Ow!” she winced. 


 Taryn frowned. “You're bleeding,” he said. “You must have hit your head.” 
“There was a third Eltar…” she began. 

 “The commander? I took care of him first,” Taryn replied. “You nearly cut his arm off, you know.”


 “You saved me -- why?”


 “Don't run off like that again,” he said. “Let me get some bandages.” He was about to stand up when Arianne gripped his arm.


 “Don't leave me,” she said. “I’m not bleeding that much.”


 Taryn chuckled. “Not even an hour ago, you were trying to escape. Which is it, Arianne?”


 “You were at Arristan.” 


 He met her gaze. “Yes, I was,” he said. “Arristan changed my life. It is because of Arristan I am beside you and not one of them.” He nodded at the Eltar bodies. “Can you stand?”

 “I think so,” she said. He helped her up slowly. Arianne put weight on her legs and found that they would hold her weight. She nodded. “Thank you.”

 Taryn held her for a moment, feeling her tremble beside him. “Here, you're still shaky,” he said. “Let's put you on my horse.”

 Arianne was about to object, but said nothing. She allowed him to hold her as he led her to his warhorse. “Where's my horse?” she asked, looking around.

 Taryn shook his head. “Long gone by now. I should've tied up one of the Eltar horses -- but I'm afraid I had other distractions.” He helped her mount.

 “I forgot my sword,” she said as she began to swing her leg back over to dismount. 

 “Wait, I’ll get it,” Taryn said and retrieved the blade and handed it to her. “I wouldn't recommend fighting for a bit,” he said. “I think that blow might have given you a concussion. In fact, what you really need is rest.”

 “What about Lachlan?” she asked.

 Taryn shook his head. “We're already far behind. Now with Eltar and Silren on the road, it becomes twice as dangerous for us. We don't dare use the roads unless we have to.”

 “Where can we go then?”

 “Far from this place,” he said. “I don't want an Eltar squad to find us after stumbling on the bodies.” He took the reins and began leading the horse eastward. “It'll be slow going, but we'll parallel the road for a while.”

 Arianne sat on the horse, feeling sick and dizzy. Normally, she would have objected to Taryn's treatment of her as coddling, but now she was grateful. The smell of the dead Eltar's blood made her nauseous, and she wanted more than ever to wash it from her. But she kept silent. 

 They traveled for miles across the ridge, keeping just below the ridgeline. Occasionally, Arianne spied the glint of the West Marches Road to the right. Afternoon turned to dusk and Arianne became sleepy. Still, Taryn refused to stop. As the first stars glimmered in the sky, Taryn at last led her to a small alpine meadow. In the center was a cairn. It looked natural enough, but Arianne guessed it was manmade. 

 “We'll stop here tonight,” Taryn said. 

 “What is this place?” Arianne asked, looking around. She could now see that the cairn was carved with some very old runes. 

 “It's a cairn erected to Rhyn’athel,” Taryn said. “Before Lachlan's time, Eleion used to erect these cairns to the gods.”

 “Teiwas,” she said, as she dismounted. Arianne's legs became wobbly, and she stumbled. 

 Taryn caught her and gazed into her eyes. “Your pupils are dilated,” he observed. “I think you have a concussion.”

 “I'll be fine,” she said.

 “Lie down,” he ordered. “I don't need you dying on me.” He pulled some blankets from his pack. “Here, take these and lie down. I'll build a fire.”

 “Do you think we can risk it?” Arianne asked, taking the blankets he thrust into her hands. She laid them on the rocky stone just below the cairn.

 “We're far enough from the road,” he said. “I don't think anyone is going to see the flames, and it's too dark to see campfire smoke, so I think we'll be ok.”

 “Tell me about Arristan,” Arianne said. Her voice was no longer challenging or angry. Simply weary. She lay with her back up against the stone and closed her eyes. Taryn gazed at her for a while. She had been pretty before the soldiers had gotten hold of her. The scar across her face softened as she released the anger from it. She was as tired as he was. 

 Taryn found himself recalling the night before when he had laid with her to keep her from dying. Even with the scars, she was beautiful. Even though she had been ravaged, he found he still wanted her.

 “Taryn?” she asked, bringing his mind back to the present. She gazed at him curiously. “Tell me about Arristan.”

 Taryn shook his head, letting the vision fade from his mind. She was not his – she might never be any man's – not now, certainly, after what they had done to her. “There's not much I could tell you that you don't already know,” he said. “It's not something I'm proud of.”

 “You rode with Vaurgar – you were one of his elite guards.”

 Taryn smiled ruefully. “Yes, I was. Twenty years ago, Vaurgar chose me to join his elite guard. It was a great honor and a chance at leaving the lower ranks -- something that is very close to servitude. He chose me because of my valor in battle. Back then, there was an outlying unit called the Black Dragons. We were the toughest unit in Allarun's army, bar none. I was their commander.”

 “You fought the Lochvaur.”

 “Yes, but we did what we were told and did what we thought was right. I served Areyn Sehduk because they told me it was a great honor to serve the death god. I killed other Eleion because I believed our cause was just. Lachlan and Rhyn'athel were the enemy of the Eltar.” He paused. “I believed Allarun's lies.”

 Arianne shifted against the boulder. “What blood do you hail from?”

 Taryn chuckled. “Nothing of consequence. If it hadn't been for my skill as a warrior, I would've been another slave. I have no first-blood in me, if that’s what you’re asking. I have no claim to the Eltar throne save my leadership.”

 Arianne smiled grimly. “A first-blood of Areyn Sehduk is one blood I wouldn't be so eager to claim. In many ways you have more claim to the Eltar throne than Vaurgar.”

 Taryn snorted. “Perhaps. That's what Lachlan says, too. Yet, there are those who would dispute such a claim -- even a claim by the son of Rhyn'athel.”

 “The Shara'kai blood,” Arianne said. “That is a ludicrous argument. You can hardly tell Lachlan has any Ansgar in him.”

 “True, and since he drew Uruz, those features are becoming less marked. Yet there are those who will continue to argue for argument's sake.”

 “Yet you digress,” Arianne said. “Tell me of Arristan.”

 Taryn frowned. “I can see you will not be deterred. Very well. Yerth, Kelar, and I received our orders after we destroyed a unit of Chi'lan guard. Our reward was a promotion to Vaurgar's elite guard. There we learned of our new mission -- to destroy Arristan.”

 Arianne shuddered and drew her knees to her chest.


 Taryn noted her reaction. “You should sleep,” he said. “I'll take the first watch.”


 “Arristan,” Arianne said.


 “Why do you want to know this?” Taryn said, his voice filled with anger and frustration. “Every time you mention it, it tears you apart -- I can see it in your eyes. It doesn't take someone with the Sight to see this.”

 “I’ve a right to know,” Arianne said. “I'm a product of that night.”


 “Damn it, Arianne -- I'm not your father,” Taryn snapped. “I've never raped a woman.”


 “I know you're not my father,” she said. “Taryn, tell me what happened.”


 A silence ensued. Taryn gazed into the sky. “It was a typical siege. The battle started as most do. Once we breached the wall, we rode into the city. There was some hand-to-hand fighting. At that point, something happened.”

 “What?”

 “Vaurgar was set on vengeance. It was a hard-earned battle and we had lost a number of good men. Vaurgar forced their warriors into the garrison and set it on fire. Those that tried to flee were shot in the legs and then disemboweled.” He paused. “That only seemed to feed Vaurgar's bloodlust. He had the children brought to him and his guard for amusement…” Taryn's voice faltered. “Gods, I can still hear their screams as he butchered them and drank their blood. He wasn't the only one either. A number of the elite guard did.”

 “But you didn’t.”

 Taryn shuddered. “No. This sickened those of us from the Black Dragons, yet we could do nothing. As the night grew, they became even more depraved.”

 “But you didn't stop it.” Arianne's eyes fluttered open and she met Taryn's gaze. Yet, there was no anger in her voice, only sorrow.

 “Perhaps I should have tried -- but Vaurgar would've killed us for it. Instead, I and my soldiers tried to save those we could.”

 Realization dawned on Arianne's face. “My mother.”

 He nodded. “Your mother. And whomever else we could. My soldiers and I were not the only ones lending aid -- but our numbers were few.” He turned away. “Listen, Arianne, if I could've changed that dreadful day, I would've. But the gods often put us in places for a reason. Perhaps I did save your mother, and perhaps you do have a reason to curse me. But knowing this now makes me glad to think that perhaps I did some good on that awful day.”

 “You're glad that I was born?” 


 Taryn smiled slightly. “What do you think?”


 A silence ensued. “I don't know.” 


 “I do,” Taryn said. “That day made me a servant of Rhyn'athel. I swore that if what Vaurgar did to Arristan was what Areyn Sehduk stood for, then I would serve the death god's enemy. That has not been the easiest vow to keep, especially since I still rode in Vaurgar's elite guard. But there were whispers even among the Eltar of the coming of the Lachlan's incarnation. I knew that if anyone could stop this, it would be the son of the warrior god.” He knelt beside her. “Forgive me, Arianne, that I couldn't do more.”

 Arianne leaned over -- and to his surprise -- kissed his cheek. “I forgive you,” she whispered. She then bowed her head and wept. Taryn took her in his arms gently, feeling each sob as it poured from her. He stroked her dark hair. Ebony-black and fine like silk, he thought. Again, he desired her, but simply held her, gazing into the sky. 

 At last, the sobs diminished and she straightened. Her dark eyes met his. Taryn leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. He felt her respond to his touch and kissed her again, this time more passionately. He ran his fingers through her hair and smiled sadly, as he pulled away. “I'm sorry,” he said. “I shouldn't have done that.”

 “Taryn…” she began.


 Taryn shook his head. “Get some sleep. I'll take the first watch.”


 “Taryn, I…” she tried again, but she could not think. 


 “Rest,” he said. “I’ll wake you in a few hours to make sure you’re all right.”


 Arianne stood up and pulled her blankets out of the pack. She then lay by the fire. Her last thoughts before she dropped into sleep were why she did not resist his embrace.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Four
 

 



 Geiolf urged his horse towards Ulfstan. The acrid stench of burning homes and fields was suffocating as the smoke billowed around him. Twice, he had to outrun Eltar soldiers on horseback, but he was determined to find Thorolf. 


I hope he's dead, Geiolf thought as he reined his horse. He was on a hill overlooking Ulfstan. The village was ablaze. Below, he could see some villagers fleeing the Eltar. Others were standing their ground. Many Northmen and women rushed out of their shops and homes, wielding their swords against the Eltar. There were maybe a few hundred Eltar in one corner of the town nearest to him. There were just as many townsfolk. Geiolf grinned, drawing his own sword. He spurred his horse forward.

 “Ulfstan! Ulfstan! To me!” he shouted, riding down the hill.

 The Northmen needed no more. Suddenly, the rag-tag group of townsfolk became keen-eyed warriors. Geiolf led the charge, wielding a hand-and-a-half broadsword. He bore straight for the Eltar. “Teiwas! Teiwas!” he shouted. He nearly beheaded one Eltar with a blow and sliced into another. 

 The Northmen warriors took up the cry and charged in. The Eltar made a hasty retreat, fleeing the warriors wielding swords, war hammers, and other weapons. A cry came up from the crowd as the Eltar either fled or were killed. “Geiolf! Geiolf!”

 Geiolf, flushed with battle rage, turned his horse around to survey the crowd. “To the Great Hall!” he shouted. The throng cheered and Geiolf led the way to the great hall.

 The smoke was thick and choking as he rode towards the town's center. He glanced behind at the crowd -- they still followed him. When the Great Hall came into sight, he saw it was on fire. The Eltar guards had fled their posts outside the great doors, but they had barred the doors. Not from the inside, but from the outside.

 Geiolf hesitated and raised his hand for the crowd to stop. Then, he heard it -- a terrifying screech from within the Great Hall. The Northmen drew back.

 “What is it?” asked one of the warriors named Beornolf. 

 Geiolf tried to steady his steed, but the animal threw its head back and pranced nervously. “Easy! Easy!” 

 Suddenly, an explosion rocked the ground. Geiolf's horse threw him. Warriors were yelling. As Geiolf looked up, he saw a large gold fireworm shoot into the air from inside the hall. It belched flames at the townspeople below. 

 Geiolf barely scrambled to his feet and fled as the flames hit a group of warriors nearby. They were charred to ash; their dying screams vanished with their bodies. Geiolf looked for his sword, but it was gone -- knocked out of his hand and presumably picked up by someone else. He still had his bow.

 The fireworm circled and spouted flames. Geiolf ran, stringing his bow and notching an arrow. Taking careful aim, he watched as the fireworm circled overhead. 

 That was when the fireworm spied him. The creature turned in mid-air and flew straight towards Geiolf. Geiolf loosed the arrow.

 The arrow buried into the fireworm’s eye. Geiolf leapt aside before the fireworm crashed into the very spot he was standing, flames spewing from its maw. The creature thrashed and raked at its eyes and then went still.

 Geiolf approached the fireworm. For a moment, he stared at the creature as the light dimmed in its undamaged eye. Then, Geiolf shuddered and collapsed to the ground next to it. He felt a strong hand on his shoulder and looked up. It was Beornolf.

 “Are you injured?” Beornolf asked.

 Geiolf shook his head. “Just a bit singed.” 

 Beornolf gazed at the Great Hall as it collapsed into the flames. “Gods, Thorolf was in that hall. The beast must have killed him.”

 “That beast was Thorolf,” said Geiolf wearily as he took Beornolf's hand and stood up. “That gold Vaurgar gave him must've been cursed.”

 “Sweet gods!” gasped Beornolf, staring at the fireworm. “Thorolf?”

 Geiolf smiled grimly. “Gather up as many warriors as you can. After we rid ourselves of this Eltar plague, Lachlan may need us to fight Vaurgar's army.”

 



 ###

 



 It took Elsonre, Falar and Kian nearly two days before they arrived at Caer Lachlanel. Already, troops marched from the city as Elsonre led the small party to the gate. All had grim expressions as he passed them by. 

 “Elsonre! Elsonre has returned!” shouted one Chi'lan as he rode past towards the gates. Many of the warriors halted and began cheering as Elsonre rode through the gates. Soon, the entire procession had stopped and the warriors began to chant “Elsonre! Elsonre!”

 Elsonre drew Eihwaz and brandished the great Sword of Destiny. He rode once more to the front ranks and saluted his commanders before riding back to the gate. 

 Falar watched his friend and a slight smile played across his features. “I think he's enjoying it.” 

 Kian grinned. “You should have seen how Lachlan and Elsonre led us in battle together before Darkling Plain. It was something else.”

 “Only Elsonre can make a retreat seem like a victory,” remarked Falar.

 “Indeed,” said Joreid. She had ridden next to Falar at the gate. “Not all has gone as we had hoped.”

 Elsonre rode through the gates, his silver eyes glowing with power. He sheathed Eihwaz and met Joreid's gaze. “How goes the evacuation?”

 “About as well as can be expected,” Joreid remarked. “Do you think we have a chance now that you're here?”

 Elsonre shook his head. “We're outnumbered five times over without the Haell or Laddel.”

 “What of the Laddel?” Joreid looked pensive.

 Elsonre met her gaze. “Ladsil is bringing his troops to meet us southwest of here.”

 “I've sent messengers to Kynlas -- Foxfire,” she said. “My Haell will meet us there as well. What of the Elesil?”

 “Fialan won't commit,” Elsonre said. “I think he would if Lachlan were here, but he won't commit troops to me against the Redel.” HE paused. “How far do our scouts put the Redel?”

 Joreid's face became grim. “They're not far -- maybe ten miles at the most,” she said. “Though Vaurgar may be blocking your Sight, what little I can see, I know Redhan isn't far off.”

 They rode southward out of Caer Lachlanel. Elsonre continued to scan the horizon, expecting to see the Redel emerge from the northwest hills. Caer Lachlanel was located just at the foot of the Lachlanel Mountains. As they rode southward, Elsonre tried to use the Sight again, but to little avail.

 Joreid smiled wanly. “If what you've told me about the Runestone is true, you may be wasting your time.” 


 “Have you seen anything?” 


 Joreid shook her head. “No, but I can't call up the Sight like you can, beloved.”


 A battle horn sounded across the valley. Elsonre reined his steed and gazed to the north. He frowned. “The Redel are here.”




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Five
 

 



 Taryn awoke to daylight and found himself alone. He had woken Arianne during the night to take watch so he might get a few hours of sleep. He had been so exhausted he had not recognized her sullen mood, until now that he recalled it. But it was too late; she was gone.

 The clouds raced overhead as the cool breeze blew against him. It was early morning. Taryn closed his eyes in regret. He had let his desire show when he had kissed her. That was precisely what he should not have done. He had wanted her desperately -- he would have made love to her if she had let him. In some ways, he was no better than the Eltar who raped her.

 He opened his eyes again and sat up. 

 Now, Arianne was gone and, assuming he could rescue Lachlan and Haellsil from the Silren, he would have much explaining to do. 

 He was truly alone. 

 “Damn it, Arianne,” he muttered as he buckled his sword belt around his waist. “Gods, I am so sorry.”

 “What ever for?” Arianne's voice came from the cairn above. She stood above him, gleaming in her armor; her bow swung over her shoulders. She held up a small gray rabbit. “You hungry? I thought I'd see if I could find something besides that dreadful hardtack.”

 “You're here!” he gasped.


 “Of course I'm here -- where would I go?”


 Taryn blinked. “I thought,” he stammered. “I mean, after…”


 Arianne stared at him. “What?” she said, a wry smile forming on her lips.


 “Last night, I mean, you were gone…”


 “You thought you hurt me?” she said in amazement. She laughed and Taryn felt his anger rise. 


 “Don't do that again.”


 “Do what?” Arianne asked. “Get us breakfast?”


 “That's not what I meant.” He turned away, seething. 


 “Then, what?” she asked. “Here.” She held up the rabbit and thrust it in his hands. “I hunted it—you prepare it.”


 Taryn stared at the rabbit in his hands and then chuckled. “All right,” he said. “But I'm a lousy cook.”


 “You can be no worse than I.”.


 He met her gaze and shook his head. “I don't understand you,” he said, pulling away from her. He drew his knife and began to skin and clean the rabbit. “No wonder Lachlan doesn't trust you.”

 “He doesn't have to trust me much beyond what I've promised,” Arianne said. She knelt down beside the fire and stoked the embers with a stick. “Nor should you trust me.”

 “But, Arianne…” he began.


 Another emotion filled her eyes. Pity? “Taryn, don't love me,” she whispered. “I will only bring you pain.”


 “I don't believe that.”


 Arianne shook her head. “Believe as you will,” she said. “Our breakfast?” Arianne bent down and turned the meat. “It took more effort to take that rabbit than it should've. Those damn clothyard arrows aren't for hunting game. I don't want it burned.”

 Taryn frowned, but stayed silent. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps she could not love him. “We have more important matters,” he said at last. “The Silren have captured Lachlan and Haellsil. From what I understand, Silvain has no love for Lachlan.”

 “Why are the Silren such enemies?” 

 “It's a long story,” Taryn said. “Lachlan's first consort was none other than Silvain's daughter. It was, well… not approved of.”

 Arianne laughed. “I never thought of Lachlan as romantic.”

 “Romantic?” Taryn grinned. “I suspect it was more along the lines of a Northman's raid than any courtship, but I've heard that Cara was a Chi’lan warrior. Little wonder his second life came from that bloodline.”

 “Then Silvain won't ransom him?” 

 “I suspect not,” Taryn said. “And even if he did, neither of us could pay it without Elsonre’s help. No, I suspect Silvain will throw Lachlan in the deepest dungeon he can find and let him rot. Or maybe hand him over to Redhan.”

 “Would Silvain kill Lachlan outright?”

 Taryn shook his head. “I don't think so -- Silvain still serves the gods of light, even if he is Lachlan's enemy. He is the son of Elisila, the Goddess of the Northern Star. What is so ironic is that Lachlan is actually Silvain's heir.”

 “How?”


 “It's complex,” Taryn admitted. “Lachlan's incarnation is actually his great-grandson, Shadowhelm.”


 “Then, Cara was pregnant before he died,” she mused. “Certainly, Silvain sees this.”


 “Anger has blinded Silvain -- he may never accept Lachlan's birthright.”


 “I would think Silvain would be glad to have had his daughter wed to the most powerful man in this world,” Arianne said. “He's half Teiwas as well -- I don't understand why the Shara'kai blood is even an argument.”

 “There are those who see what they will,” Taryn replied. “I think your rabbit is done.”

 Arianne pulled the rabbit from the fire. “So, what do we do now?” she asked. “Walk into the Silren camp and demand a parley?”

 “I doubt they'd let us get close enough to parley,” Taryn said. “Silvain considers Eltar below even Ansgar. We'd be shot on sight.”

 “That's comforting to know,” she said, pulling her knife, cutting the rabbit up on a rock, and taking a haunch. “Here,” she said. “Have some.” She bit into the rabbit. “Not bad, but it could do with some spices.”

 “I'll remember to bring some next time,” Taryn remarked, helping himself to the other haunch. “I didn't know Northmen were such culinary experts.”

 “Hardly,” she said. “So, we sneak into their camp and cut them loose?”


 “Unless you have any brighter suggestions,” Taryn said. “I'm not first-blood, so I have no godling powers.” 


 “Nor I,” she said hesitantly. 


 A silence ensued, and Taryn gazed at her. 


 “What powers would first-bloods have?” Arianne asked at length.


 “Powers similar to Lachlan's own,” Taryn said. “The Sight. Mindspeak powers. Other powers, maybe.” He considered her. “Are you so certain that you aren't first-blood?”

 Arianne frowned and her gaze hardened. “I know what I am.”


 “So do I,” Taryn said, gazing at her steadily. “You favor your sire.”


 She tossed the bones away and stood up. “Let's go.”


 “I'm surprised Lachlan missed it – but he's been preoccupied,” Taryn said. “I'm surprised I missed it. You're Vaurgar's daughter.”

 Arianne stiffened. “You don't know that.”

 Taryn smiled grimly. “But I do,” he said. “I can see your sire in your expressions -- it's softened by the Ansgar blood, to be certain. But it’s there. That's how you know where Kalena is – you know where Vaurgar is.” And that's why I can't keep you out of my mind. You're part life-leech, he added silently.

 Silence ensued. Arianne shook her head. 

 Taryn gazed on her. “I should be angry with you -- but I'm not. I'm puzzled. Why hide who you really are?”

 “I'm the daughter of the man who wants to kill Lachlan – what would you think if you were Lachlan?” Arianne shot back. “He’d put me to death.”
Taryn shook his head. “You don't know Lachlan -- he wouldn’t do that. You're an ally, Arianne – an ally he sorely needs.”

 “But I'm Vaurgar's daughter.”

 “Why did you come to Caer Lachlanel?” Taryn asked. “Certainly not to barter for Kalena's life.” He paused. “It's Vaurgar, isn't it? You want him dead.”

 “How do you know?”

 “I understand all too well,” he said with a slight smile. “You’re not the only one whose life he's destroyed.”




 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Six
 

 



 It was nearly dawn, and Lachlan was weary. They had marched most of the day and into the night with very little rest. Each time they rested, the Silren had kept their knives at Haellsil's throat, thus preventing Lachlan the opportunity to strike. So, he waited patiently and endured the jeers and abuse. But now they were alone and Lachlan set to work on getting them both free.

 His arms and shoulders ached as he rubbed the bonds against the rough bark of the oak. The Silren had tied both him and Haellsil to separate trees, their hands looped behind them and around the slender trunks. Lachlan tried turning his hands upward, but his fingers barely touched the knots. His wrists ached now, and the cold wind carried away the sweat that would normally help lubricate the bonds.


Try to cut the ropes against the bark, Lachlan mindspoke to Haellsil.

 Haellsil shot him a look. With what? This is a birch tree.


Sorry, Lachlan replied, contritely, glancing at his half-brother. The smooth bark would make it impossible to cut. Can you reach the knots?

 In the dim light, he caught Haellsil shaking his head. I don't bend that way.

 Lachlan grimaced. I thought Eleion were flexible.


I don't see you free yet, Haellsil retorted. 


I think I'm just making my wrists sore, Lachlan remarked. Can you see how far I cut the rope? It feels slightly frayed.

 Haellsil gazed at his hands as Lachlan tried to move around the tree. Hard to tell in this distance with this light. But it looks like you might have better luck reaching the knots.

 Lachlan nodded. He tried again to reach the knots. This time, he succeeded.


Someone's coming.

 Lachlan stopped rubbing as Silvain and another Silren noble walked towards them. Look casual, Lachlan advised. I should be able to get us out of here if I have enough time to work these ropes.

 “Well, Shara'kai, what do you have to say for yourself?” Silvain said, a smirk crossing his face. “High King of the Nine Kingdoms? I think not. You look like a half-blooded serf. Wouldn't you say, Kelsgar?”

 Kelsgar, the other Silren noble, chuckled and nodded. “I'm surprised he has any of the Lochvaur traits left.”

 “We found a horse -- obviously from one of your damned Eltar,” Silvain said. “No doubt, they've come to rescue you. Little matter, our arrows will find their marks.”

 “This is Lochvaur land, and they are loyal to me. How dare you cross our boundaries without permission!” Lachlan snarled. He shifted against the tree, hoping that the movement would conceal his actions as he tried twisting his fingers up to the ropes to feel the knots. They're lousy knots, Lachlan informed Haellsil. If you can, slide your fingers over them -- you should be able to loosen them.


What are you doing? Haellsil asked. Baiting him?


I'm behaving the way he expects, Lachlan said evenly. Try the knots.


I can't reach them, Haellsil replied. I told you that.


Damn pureblood… Haellsil shot him another look. Lachlan's mouth twisted upward in a wry smile. I'm free, Lachlan announced.

 Silvain laughed. “Still the upstart I see,” he remarked. “You haven't changed much in a thousand years -- except you've chosen an inferior bloodline.”

 “Well, I didn't have much choice,” Lachlan replied. “Silren blood was all that was available.”

 Silvain stared for a moment in shock. “What did you say?”

 Lachlan smiled wryly. “I didn't think you'd treat your heir this way.”

 Silvain leapt at him in sheer rage, but Lachlan was ready. He caught Silvain's arm and twisted it around the Silren's back. At the same time, Lachlan drew Silvain's sword and pressed it against the Silren king's throat. 

 “Don't move. Don't say anything,” Lachlan warned Kelsgar. “Or I will kill your king.”

 “You wouldn't…” began Kelsgar.

 “I'm Shara'kai, remember?” Lachlan remarked. “I've nothing to lose in killing Silvain. The Silren are already my enemies.” 

 Fear flickered in Silvain's eyes. “Do as he says.”

 “Very wise,” Lachlan replied. And don't try mindspeak, I can hear everything you say. Understand? He glanced at Kelsgar.

 Kelsgar nodded. “I understand.”

 “Good. Now, free Haellsil,” he said. “If I sense any tricks, Silvain will die.” He pressed the blade's sharp edge against Silvain's throat. A trickle of blood ran down the blade.

 Kelsgar drew a knife and cut Haellsil's bonds. Haellsil rubbed his wrists and winced. “How in Rhyn'athel's name did you untie that?” he said. “I couldn't even get my fingers to touch the knots, let alone manipulate them.”

 “I'll show you sometime,” Lachlan said. “Get his sword.”


 “No!” Kelsgar said, backing up.


 “Ok, he dies and so do you,” Lachlan said, jerking the sword towards Silvain throat.


 “Do it!” gasped Silvain as the blood welled in the cut.


 Kelsgar loosened his sword belt and handed it to Haellsil. Haellsil drew the sword and pulled the Silren close, holding the blade against Kelsgar's neck. “Now, what?” 
“Hagalaz and Uruz,” Lachlan said. 

 “They're in my tent.” Silvain swallowed hard. 

 “Liar,” Haellsil said, drawing the sword back to run Kelsgar through.

 “No, he's telling the truth!” Kelsgar said. “After one of the men touched them, Silvain thought it might be best if it stayed out of reach.”

 “Stupid fools -- they actually believe their own lies?” Haellsil asked. “Who died?” 
“My brother, Kelsvar,” Kelsgar said. “You'll never get past the guards.”

 “He has a point,” Haellsil said. “For a Silren, he's pretty clever.”

 Lachlan grinned. “Ok, we'll do it the hard way. Come on,” he said, pulling Silvain along.

 Silvain swallowed. “What are you going to do with me?”

 “Trade you for my Swords and for safe conduct through Silren lands,” he said. “Haellsil, let Kelsgar go and cover my back.” 

 “You think that's wise?” Haellsil asked.

 “What would you suggest?” 

 “This,” Haellsil said, slamming the pommel into Kelsgar's head. The Silren crumpled to the ground. “He'll wake up with a hell of a headache.”

 “I've been a bad influence,” Lachlan remarked. He nudged Silvain. “Come along -- slowly. I'll break your arm or accidentally cut through your trachea if you try anything. Either way, it'll be unpleasant for you.”

 “You're enjoying this,” Silvain snarled. “Shara'kai upstart.”

 Lachlan chuckled. “You used to call me a Lochvaur upstart. You know, I wouldn't have even noticed the Silren had it not been for Cara.” 

 Silvain's eyes narrowed. “You're goading me.”

 “Why not? You never listen any other time except when there's a sword pressed against your throat,” Lachlan remarked. “The Silren have always been the smallest of the kingdoms -- I'm surprised the Elesil didn't reabsorb you.”

 “Perhaps they didn't want them back,” Haellsil remarked helpfully.

 “Good point,” Lachlan replied. “Elisila always favored the Elesil over the Silren. Maybe they were showing common sense.” He paused. “Oh, look. They've finally noticed something's amiss.”

 Two Silren guards had been sitting next to the fire playing dice. Lachlan and Haellsil dragged Silvain forward -- a good fifty feet or better -- before the men noticed something was wrong.

 “My lord!” one gasped, drawing his sword. The other Silren stood up, too startled to even draw his blade. 

 “Don't move or your king dies!” Lachlan said. 

 Silvain's ice-blue eyes hardened. “You'll never make it out of this camp alive.”

 “I think I will,” Lachlan said, glancing at the white pavilion they stood beside. The king's tent is right beside us -- nobody is inside. Get the Swords, he said to Haellsil.


Right, Haellsil acknowledged. He ducked inside and found both Hagalaz and Uruz still in their scabbards on a table. Haellsil's own sword lay beside them. He gathered up the swords, careful not to touch either Sword of Power's hilt. He stepped out to see a large crowd of Silren warriors. A few were stringing their bows.

 “Do you trust your aim enough?” Lachlan said grinning. “You might kill me, but I might kill your king.”

 “You're insane,” Silvain snapped.

 “I'm Shara'kai, remember? Shara'kai and Athel’cen blood probably doesn't mix that well,” he said. “Add the Lochvaur, Silren, and Laddel blood -- it probably makes a pretty nasty combination.”

 “Uruz and Hagalaz,” Haellsil said. “Which do you want?”

 “Which would you prefer?” Lachlan asked Silvain. “You've died once by Hagalaz's blade. I can assure you, Uruz would be no more pleasant. I'll have to drop my guard to take either weapon, but I can guarantee your head will leave your shoulders if anyone shoots me. Tell them to get back. Way back. And tell them to bring our horses.”

 “If you kill me, you'll have no bargaining position,” Silvain said.

 “I've already died once,” Lachlan said. “I'm not afraid of death. Are you?”

 Silvain turned his head and met Lachlan's steady gaze. Lachlan's eyes were steel cold. “Stand back and unstring your bows,” Silvain said at last. “Bring the Shara'kai his horses.”

 “Very wise,” he said. “Tell them to bring another for yourself.”


 “I will not be ransomed,” Silvain said.


 “That's not your choice,” Lachlan replied. “Tell them.”


 “Bring a spare horse,” Silvain said, glaring at Lachlan.


 “Leave the two Swords against the tent post and take over for me,” he said to Haellsil. 


 Haellsil took hold of the sword that was pressed against Silvain's throat. “Be careful, Silvain, I'm less forgiving than Lachlan and far more clumsy with a blade. If you move, I'm likely to cut your jugular.”

 Lachlan strapped both swords around his waist and drew Uruz, feeling its power flow through him. “I'll take over -- let's get out of here,” he said.

 Haellsil grinned. “I was starting to have fun.”

 “I'm a very bad influence,” Lachlan remarked. “I think you enjoy this a little too much.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Seven
 

 



 Arianne led Taryn through the forest towards the Silren camp. She eschewed riding, declaring herself fit for walking, despite the concussion. Taryn walked behind her, leading his horse over the uneven ground, not wishing to possibly injure the animal by having it carry him. Without a second horse, there was no speed advantage now and soon, Taryn realized that the horse might actually be a hindrance.

 Arianne's long legs carried her effortlessly over the uneven terrain, while her Shara'kai strength made her seemingly tireless. Taryn wondered if all Shara'kai were like her and Lachlan. He realized that Arianne could outrun him, if she wished. 

 The revelation of her father -- no, her sire for Vaurgar could scarcely be called a father, Taryn quickly reminded himself -- came as a shock. Vaurgar would have seen Arianne's mother die that night in Arristan had someone not rescued her. Taryn tried to remember the woman's face. What was the name Lachlan told him – Asvora? He remembered the terrified and bloody woman fleeing Vaurgar, but like so many faces of that night, it was gone from his memory. Arianne favored her sire, anyway.

 Yet, in spite of the revelation, Taryn knew he was falling in love with her. He knew now his physical attraction was partially due to her life-leech blood. Taryn doubted Arianne’s life-leech heritage would kill anyone -- her bloodline was too diluted by the Eleion and Shara'kai blood. Yet, she was the great, granddaughter of Rhyn'athel's enemy, Areyn Sehduk. The daughter and granddaughter of Lachlan's enemy. The daughter of his own enemy. Could he possibly love a woman of demon blood? And could she possibly break from her own nature?

 He knew the answer to the first question already, but only the gods and perhaps Arianne, herself, could answer the second question. 

 Arianne halted on a hilltop, overlooking a valley below. Her breath came out in cold steam as she gazed down at the land ahead. A silver river snaked along the valley floor between the aspen and pine. She could just make out the Silren road between the gray aspen branches.

 Taryn stopped and gazed at the valley. “Are they down there?” 

 Arianne's face became pensive as a vision flashed before her eyes. Lachlan, she recognized the High King's face. “Yes,” she said. “This is the way. It'd be quicker if we went straight down, rather than follow the road. They've had a head start on us already.”

 Taryn nodded. “If we don't break our necks first.” He paused. “You have quite a gift, Arianne. Few first-bloods can call up the Sight so readily. I don't think even Allarun had that talent -- he had to rely on his demons and sacrifices to Areyn Sehduk. Lachlan and Elsonre can use the Sight, but they're the exception.”

 Arianne shrugged. “It's always been an ability of mine. But it's not infallible. I didn't see Arristan until it was too late.” 

 “Arristan,” Taryn muttered. “Arianne, though I'm not gifted with the Sight, I've seen Lachlan use it. It doesn't always show him everything; it's not a failing on your part.”

 “Thank you,” she said, and a brief smile touched her lips. She hesitated, and Taryn could see indecision flicker across her face. 


Say it, Arianne, he thought. Say it.


 Instead, Arianne smiled wryly. “Do you think two Eltar can take on twenty Silren?” 

 “I don't know,” he admitted, hoping the disappointment did not show in his face. “If we can free Lachlan, he'd be worth ten of their men.”

 “Then two Eltar shouldn't have any problems,” she said, grinning. “You ready? The next leg is going to be hard going.”

 Taryn nodded. He turned and gazed at the stallion. “We'll have to leave our horse,” he said. “I hate leaving a valuable warhorse like this, but it can't be helped.”

 “Maybe we can find him afterwards,” she suggested.

 “Maybe,” he said, retrieving what he could from his horse: extra rations, longbow and quiver, medical kit, canteens, and rope. He patted the big bay stallion on the withers. “Go on, big fellow!” he said, slapping the horse on the rump. The horse glanced once behind and took off towards the road.

 Arianne led Taryn down the steep ridge. The way down was much slower going and Taryn wondered if they would make it down alive. Scree skittered under their feet and Taryn scrambled to keep his footing over the terrain. An hour passed, and then two. At last, Arianne stopped at a rocky point and stared down at the river fifty feet below. They stood on a jagged edge that ran alongside the cliff. It ended in an abrupt drop on each side. The road ran below next to the river.

 “So close,” Taryn muttered.

 “We'll have to go back up,” Arianne said, looking down on the road. “And find a more passable spot.”

 Taryn scanned the cliff. His eyes followed the cliff's contours and the wind-worn rock. “We might be able to climb down,” he said at last. 

 “Where?” she asked.


 He pointed to the worn sandstone on the left. “There -- over where the ledge drops off. There are enough cracks to grip onto.”


 “That's insane,” Arianne breathed, her eyes following his hand. “We'll kill ourselves.”


 Taryn shrugged. “Then, let's go back and try another route.”


 “That will take hours,” Arianne said. A silence ensued as she gazed at the cliff. “Do you think we can do it?”


 “I don't know,” Taryn admitted. He pulled off his gauntlets and slid them into his belt. “We could try.”


 Arianne pulled off her own gauntlets and slowly led the way down the scree field. The rocks and debris skittered down the cliff, and she peered over the rock. Taryn could see the panic in her face.

 “Easy,” he said, his right arm gripped firmly around a tree. He took her in his other arm. “Look at me,” he ordered. She turned to face him. He could see the fear in her eyes. “It's not as bad as it looks.”

 “Some warrior I am,” she muttered. “I must look like a cringing rabbit.”


 “No, you don't. I think you're doing just fine,” he said. “We can go back, and I won't think any less of you.”


 Arianne paused and gave Taryn a calculating look. “I'll be fine,” she said, forcing the fear back down. “Let's do this.”


 Taryn nodded. “Very well -- I think I should go first.”


 Arianne was about to object, but instead nodded. 


 “Watch where I put my hands and feet. Once you start, don't look down.” He released her and slowly made his way to the cliff edge. He glanced down, violating his own rule. It would be a hard fall if he made a single mistake. 


You won't, Arianne's voice replied in his head.

 Taryn smiled, glancing back at her. He then slowly lowered one foot, and then the other, into cracks in the rock. Holding on, he moved slowly, deliberately to each potential handhold. The last five feet, he dropped to the ground and looked up. Arianne was watching him from above.


Come on Arianne, he said in mindspeak. 

 Arianne hesitated. “It's so far,” she shouted. 


You don't need to shout, he replied. Just think to me. He felt her puzzlement. It's mindspeak.
I'll explain later.

 Arianne nodded and slowly lowered herself down. Is this right?


Yes, he said, as she placed her right foot in a new position. Put your right hand on that lower shelf -- good. Arianne continued to move to the next handhold. You really don't need me to get down.


That's ok -- keep talking to me, she replied as she found the next foothold. 

 “Halt, Eltar, or you die!”

 Taryn opened his eyes to see two Silren standing with crossbows drawn back and bolts pointed at him.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Eight
 

 



 Elsonre led his troops southward away from the advancing Redel. As he suspected, the Redel army was over twenty thousand strong -- compared to four thousand Chi'lan and twice that number in regular soldiers. “We'll lead the Redel away from the Caer Lachlanel,” Elsonre said. “That should give the noncombatants enough time to evacuate.”

 The Chi'lan scouts had found a passage between two hills that led them into a valley southeast towards the advancing Laddel and Haell forces. Elsonre led his soldiers in the direction of the reinforcements, away from the approaching Redel. But, as the shadows deepened, a jagged sawtooth ridge cut off their escape.

 “We're trapped,” Falar said. “If Redhan marches in now, it'll be a slaughter.”


 Elsonre gazed at the sawtooth mountain, looming dark and ominous against the sky. “Is there any way we can cross that?”


 “Not unless you have wings,” Joreid said. “If we only had the dragons!”


 “My king,” Kian spoke up, riding forward. “There’s a way to cross it.”


 Elsonre gazed at the rock. “It looks impenetrable.”


 “Appearances are deceiving,” Kian said. “There's a pass through that last notch of the blade. I've taken it before over a thousand years ago.”

 “Would it still be there?” Joreid asked. 

 “I don't know,” Elsonre said. “The landscape has changed so much, and my memory of the land is much different than how it is now. I’m sure that's what got us in this predicament in the first place.”

 “It looks impossible,” Falar said. “Can you even ride a horse over it?”


 “I have, but it is steep,” Kian admitted. “And much could've changed over the millenium.”


 “I don't think we have much choice,” Elsonre said. “Do you know the way?”


 Kian nodded. “I remember it well enough.”


 “Then, lead Joreid and the army over the pass to meet up with the Laddel and Haell.”

 “What about you?” Joreid objected.

 “Someone has to lead a small force to keep the Redel back while the army escapes,” Elsonre replied. “I'm no good at retreats.”

 Joreid stared. “That's suicide! You can't do that!”

 Elsonre shook his head. “I can't ask anyone here to do something that I wouldn't do myself.” He paused. “It has to be done, Joreid.”

 “Then, I will fight beside you.”


 “No. I'll need you to lead the army in case I'm captured or killed,” Elsonre replied. 


 “Elsonre,” Joreid said, her voice strained. “You will not have a third life.”


 “I know, beloved,” Elsonre said, meeting her gaze. “I’ve no intention of dying. Once your troops are across the pass, I’ll join you.” He reined his horse around. “I’ll take volunteers, but I will need a majority of my commanders with the main army. Once you cross the ridge, find ground where you'll have tactical advantage. If the Redel follow you across the pass, shoot them as they descend the ridge -- they should be exposed sufficiently then.”

 “What about you?” Joreid asked.

 “If I'm able to, I'll follow you through the cleft. Find the Laddel and your own troops and we'll regroup there. If I'm unable to…” Elsonre paused. “Go on without me. Lachlan will know if I'm dead, and he'll have to make decisions then.”

 The nobles and commanders glanced at each other uneasily. No one moved.

 Elsonre glanced at the cleft in the two hills. “We haven't much time. I'll take volunteers.”

 Several Chi'lan rode forward from the troops. Several longbow men stepped forward as well. Falar rode beside Elsonre. “You won't lose this Redel that easily,” Falar said.

 “Very well then,” Elsonre said, considering his troops. “Those with horses will have to bear a foot-soldier if we're going to meet the Redel in time.” He offered his hand to the nearest Lochvaur longbow man. “Your name, Chi'lan?”

 “Cuanaic,” he replied with a grin. “Now I can say I ride like a king!” 
“That you may,” Elsonre said. “Let's go!”

 



 Lachlan stood outside Silvain's tent, Uruz still pressed close against Silvain's throat. He had dragged the Silren king forward, forcing him to order his men to bring their horses. A Silren soldier led four horses to them. Lachlan recognized one of the horses. “That's Arianne's horse,” he said, pressing the Sword against Silvain's throat. “What happened to her?”

 Silvain shot a desperate look towards his soldier. “I don't know.”

 “We found the horse wandering,” the Silren said. “We found three dead Eltar soldiers nearby.”

 Lachlan glanced at Haellsil. “Three? Were they wearing Lochvaur colors?”

 “No, they were wearing black,” the Silren said. “Allarun's colors.”

 “Vaurgar's colors,” Lachlan corrected him. “Was there a woman among them?”

 The Silren shook his head.

 “Arianne and Taryn are still alive,” Haellsil said.

 “Most likely,” Lachlan said. “How far did you find the bodies from here?”

 “Ten miles west in the forest,” the soldier replied. “It was pretty gruesome. One of the Eltar was decapitated. Whoever did this wasn't fond of them.”

 “Arianne,” Haellsil said.

 “Or Taryn,” Lachlan replied. “He isn't fond of those who serve Areyn Sehduk willingly. Come on. Let's go.”

 Lachlan and Haellsil rode out of the Silren camp with Silvain tied to one of the horse's pommels. Lachlan led Silvain's horse while Haellsil led Arianne's horse. 

 “How far of a lead do you think they'll give us?” Haellsil asked, glancing back at the Silren who watched them leave.

 “Not much -- I'm surprised we got this far,” Lachlan replied. We'll ride to the river and double back. That should throw them off our trail.



If we get that far, Haellsil replied. They pressed the horses to a gallop. We could move faster without the extra horses and the spare luggage, he remarked, glancing back at Silvain.


Something tells me to hang onto him, Lachlan replied. We may need a bargaining tool. They rode to the river. As they approached, the river's chatter became a roar. It was swollen from spring run-off and the normally mild current was now a whitewater torrent. On the other side, Lachlan could see some half-submerged caves. He followed the line of the rock to the right and saw that the bank eventually emerged and climbed upwards. A small horse path or game trail continued into the forest.


This was a ford, Lachlan glanced at the water. He chose to use mindspeak to avoid trying to shout over the river. How deep do you think it is?


I don't know, but it's plenty deep and fast, Haellsil said, I don't think we can cross it, let alone ride down it a ways.

 Lachlan glanced behind. He could make out Silren riders through the trees. Right on schedule -- we don't have a choice. He spurred his horse into the river.

 “Are you mad?” Silvain shouted as Lachlan pulled his horse into the river. The horse plunged in and the water immediately rose to the stallion's belly. 


Shout like that again, and you're dead, Lachlan said, glaring at Silvain. Come on, Haellsil!

 Haellsil grimaced and spurred his own horse into the icy water. I hope you know what you're doing.


We're making for those caves, he said. Follow me.

 Lachlan was thankful his warhorse had enough training to follow his commands. The current was strong, and the water swirled around them. The water grew deeper and now reached the horse's withers. Still, Lachlan rode towards the caves, hoping they were large enough for three riders and five horses. 

 It was just barely large enough. Lachlan could feel the stallion try to gain purchase on the river's slick rocks, and it snorted in disgust. Lachlan patted the horse as he swung it around. Haellsil entered the cavern. 


They weren't far off, Haellsil said. The river's roar was amplified and deafening in the cave. Lachlan gazed out of the cavern. Five riders came to the ford. Lachlan watched, hoping that they wouldn't look towards the caverns.

 Lachlan glanced at Silvain. The Silren king was biting his lip, undecided if he should try to call out. Lachlan doubted his men could hear anything above the roar of the river, but he did not dare chance it. They were Eleion, and their hearing was better than his. Lachlan drew Uruz and pointed it at Silvain's chest. Say anything and you will die, he said. 

 Silvain nodded slowly, and Lachlan continued to watch the Silren warriors. Their long, flowing white manes and silver mail glittered in the sun. One dismounted and bent down to study the bank along the river. 


A tracker, Lachlan thought dismally. Shadowhelm had been a tracker -- a good one. He was able to follow even a poor track through water. But the torrent was swift, and Lachlan had hoped it removed most of the traces of their path. He did not know how good the Silren trackers were.

 One warrior, obviously the leader, rode forward, and a hot argument ensued. The tracker shook his head and pointed towards the opposite bank. The leader gazed over at the far shore and shook his head. He reined his horse and led the others westward.

 The tracker stared at the far shore for a moment; his gaze then drifted towards the flooded caverns. He mounted his horse once more. With a last look, he paused and gazed at the caverns again. Then he turned and followed the others down the west road.

 






 



 



 



 



 Chapter Fifty-Nine
 

 



 Elsonre rode forward, Falar at his side, as he led the troops towards the cleft in the hills. What small bits of the Sight he managed to grasp had shown him that the Redel scouts had already entered the canyon and would soon learn where Elsonre’s army went. 


Keep your eyes open for scouts, he said to his men in mindspeak. When Elsonre directed his thoughts to them, even those without magic could hear him. I don't want any returning to Redhan, if we can help it.

 “My longbow is too big for the horse,” Cuanaic remarked. “Otherwise, I'd be able to shoot any we'd see.”


Save your arrows -- you'll need them when we meet the army, Elsonre said grimly. I intend to plug that cleft up with a wall of bodies.


 They arrived in time to see the first soldiers riding through the gap. With a yell, Cuanaic and several of the longbow men jumped from the horses and fired their clothyard arrows. The arrows met their mark,s and the first Redel soldiers dropped. 

 That gave the archers enough time to get in position. Elsonre drew Eihwaz and rode behind the archers' lines. Choose a target – don’t waste arrows, Elsonre ordered.

 The next Redel soldiers came through and were met with a volley of arrows. This time a few managed to fire arrows before they were taken down. The Redel arrows flew wide, missing their marks. “The Redel don’t have longbows,” Falar observed. “Even their crossbows are limited. They don’t believe in using weapons from the Laddel or Haell.”

 “Then they pay for their shortsightedness,” Elsonre replied grimly as the longbow men fired with deadly accuracy and he watched the bodies fall. “Lochvaur have no such hesitation.” 

 



 ###

 



 Redhan rode forward towards the front of the army. He could see Redel troops standing around, not daring to ride forward into the cleft. 

 “What's going on?” he demanded.

 Rhynar met the Redel king's angry gaze. “They're picking us off as soon as we send someone through the cleft. Our men aren't willing to die for this.”

 Redhan glanced at Seilan, who rode up beside him. The disfigured warrior was hooded and cloaked although the sun was bright and the day was warm. “He says the Lochvaur keep shooting through the cleft.”

 “Then climb over the hill,” Seilan replied. “You’ve enough men -- you could overtake them if you chose.”

 Redhan nodded. “Can it be done?” .

 “Only with great loss of life,” Rhynar said. “If their army is indeed on the other side, they’ll pick us off as we crest the hill. Our archers are no march against their longbow men.” He paused, his golden eyes hard as they studied Redhan. “Why are we pursuing them? We already have Caer Lachlanel.”

 “It isn't defensible,” Seilan interrupted Redhan. “They could come at us with the full strength of their army. We must destroy them.”

 Indecision flickered in Redhan's eyes. 

 “That was never our objective!” Rhynar snapped, glaring at Seilan. “Think what you're doing, my king. We aren't here to slaughter the Lochvaur wholesale -- we're here to take lands. Let them go -- they're retreating.”

 “And where will they go?” Seilan snarled. “To regroup with the Laddel and Haell. Then they will come at us with their might.”

 “What might? Our scouts tell us Lachlan isn't even among them.” Rhynar stared at Redhan. “My king, I’ve never disobeyed you before, and I have no intention of disobeying you now, but I must disagree with Seilan. We have what we need.”

 Redhan’s gaze met Seilan’s. “Do you think we can take their army?”

 “I do, my king,” Seilan said, his golden eyes glassy.

 “Then, let’s do it,” he said. He turned to Rhynar. “You will lead the troops over the hill against the Lochvaur.”

 “No.”

 Redhan blinked. “What?”

 “I won’t do it,” Rhynar said, glaring at Seilan. “I don’t know what hold you have over the king, Seilan, but you don’t have it over me. I won’t fight your dirty war and neither will my men.”

 “You dare go against your liegelord?” Redhan roared.


 “Yes,” Rhynar replied, drawing his sword. He stood ready to fight.


 Hesitation flickered in Redhan’s eyes. “What is it you want, Rhynar? Power? Lands?”


 Rhynar met his king’s gaze. “An end to this insanity. The Lochvaur are our allies, not our enemies.”

 “They’re led by mixed blood,” Seilan spoke. 

 “That Shara’kai brought us back to life – or are you so quick to forget the thousand years of half-life we suffered?”

 “We suffered that because of Lachlan,” Redhan replied. “I would have preferred death.”

 “If given a choice, I would suffer a half-life again rather than be condemned to Areyn’s realm,” Rhynar replied. “Or do you love Areyn Sehduk so much that you would gladly serve him?”

 “You’re relieved!” Redhan snapped.

 “The men won’t fight for you,” Rhynar replied evenly. “They fight for me.”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan, Haellsil, and Silvain waited in the cold water for a half-hour to be certain the Silren were gone. Lachlan noted that both Haellsil and Silvain were shivering and nodded. I think they're gone, he said. Let's get out of here.

 “That was close,” Haellsil said, once they stood on firm ground again. “How long do you think it'll be before they return?”

 “Probably an hour or better,” Lachlan said. “They didn't expect us to try that little trick, but for a moment that tracker had me worried. Still, let’s find a safer place.” 

 They rode for some distance away from the direction they saw the Silren take. When they were at last on ground Lachlan thought defensible enough, he dismounted and tied his horse to a tree. 

 Lachlan wrung out his cloak, and began stripping his chainmail from his body. He stripped down to his tunic and breeches. “If it were any other time of the year, I'd be worried about hypothermia. But you ought to get out of your chainmail and gambeson. Its padding will hold too much water and won’t dry out.”

 “I hate being unprotected,” Haellsil complained, dismounting from his horse. “By Rhyn'athel, this feels like a ton!”

 “Don't bother putting the chainmail back on. It's nearly useless without the arming shirt or leggings,” Lachlan remarked. “Don't worry -- it won't be for long because we'll dry out in this sun.”

 “At least it’s not steel,” Haellsil muttered. He pulled the adamantine mail hauberk off and unfastened the gambeson. He wrung the arming shirt out and shook his head. “I'm surprised the river level didn't drop by a few inches after we jumped it,” he remarked. Lachlan chuckled in response. “I hope you're right about drying out -- everything else is probably soaked.” He glanced at the Silren king, who was looking miserable in his wet finery. “What about Silvain?”

 “He's not wearing armor, so he'll dry out soon enough,” Lachlan replied. “A small price to pay for staying alive.”

 “That was a good trick,” Haellsil remarked. “If a little wet.”

 Lachlan grinned, as he stowed the hauberk and tied the gambeson to the back of his saddle. “Something I learned as a mercenary,” he admitted as he mounted his steed. “You go where no one thinks a man can possibly go.”

 “I'll have to remember that,” Haellsil replied. He mounted his horse again. “Where do you think Taryn and Arianne fled to?” 

 Lachlan shrugged. “The whole place is crawling with Silren -- I hope they managed to stay out of sight.”

 “Can you See anything?” Haellsil asked.


 Lachlan shook his head. “Vaurgar is growing in power -- it's that damn Runestone. He's blocking my Sight.”


 “Runestone?” Silvain repeated. “What Runestone?”


 Lachlan ignored him. “If Vaurgar could only be distracted long enough so I could use my powers. I can't while he has it. I'd feel so damn helpless if I hadn't been Shadowhelm for so long.”

 Haellsil gazed at the ridgelines. “Well, what would you do in their situation?”

 “If I were Taryn, I'd probably hole up 'til daylight -- that way I'd be sure that the Silren gave up their search. After that, I'd be looking for a way to rescue us.” 

 Haellsil frowned. “That means they'll be taking the road west. We'll have to backtrack for miles and we'd probably run into the Silren we just escaped.”

 “Not necessarily,” Lachlan said. “Taryn's smart. He knows the Silren had a half-day start. He'd go cross-country.”

 “If Arianne were up to it,” Haellsil mused. “Those ridges are steep -- do you think she'd be able to cross them?”

 “Oh yes. She has the toughest Ansgar blood in her veins -- that of the Northmen,” Lachlan said. He glanced at Silvain. “One of the benefits to being Shara'kai. We're tougher than purebloods of both races.”

 Silvain met the High King's gaze. “You've evaded my men -- I'm of no use to you now. Why don't you let me go?” 


 Lachlan shook his head. “Oh no, not now,” he said. “I know all about your little scheme.”


 “Scheme?” Silvain asked, looking uncomfortable. 


 “I know about your plan with Redhan. You're too dangerous for me to return you to the Silren.”

 “What are you going to do with me?”

 “What I ought to do is put you to death for treason,” Lachlan said. “Both you and Redhan will bring the kindreds to the verge of the bloodiest war we may yet see, but the outcome may not be to your liking. Vaurgar waits and watches as he pits one against the other. Then, when I am gone, he'll take what is left of the Eleion and either destroy or subjugate them.”

 “Vaurgar?” Silvain repeated. “Vaurgar is gone.”

 “Vaurgar is very much alive, and he waits for the right time,” Lachlan said. “He's grown in power since the second Battle of Darkling Plain. He's licked his wounds and planned carefully. Oh yes, there will be another High King if I am deposed. But it will be a demon king, worse than Allarun.

 “It's my own fault, I suppose. I've been too soft on those who died with me on Darkling Plain. I felt guilty for the suffering we endured in that hellish half-life. That millenium was hard to bear. After all, it was my mistake that led us into that disastrous battle in the first place. It was my death curse that locked us into that half-life.”

 Silvain looked at Lachlan. The man who sat beside him was not the Shara'kai upstart. The Shara'kai features Silvain had been so quick to point out now seemed greatly diminished. “You knew of our plan?”

 “I know enough,” Lachlan said. “Despite your men's defenses, I was able to glean your plan to join with the Redel and attack Caer Lachlanel. Elsonre knows of it, too. Once I know, he knows. Such is the way of the Swords.” Lachlan paused and gazed into the sky. He turned to Haellsil. “I think I know where Taryn and Arianne are, despite Vaurgar's attempts at blocking me.” He turned his horse and led them eastward.

 They had not gone far when they saw a riderless dark bay warhorse trot towards them. 


 “That's Taryn's horse!” Haellsil exclaimed. He dismounted and caught the riderless horse's reins.


 “Well, we're going the right direction,” Lachlan said. “Come on, let's find them.”





 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty
 

 



 “What's happening?” Falar asked Elsonre as they waited. They had seen no soldiers in the past several minutes. Elsonre closed his eyes and invoked the Sight. Redhan, Rhynar, and another Redel, a man with a long scar across his face, stood arguing. Elsonre watched the three with great interest. The scarred Redel, Elsonre assumed was Seilan. This was the first time he had ever seen Seilan -- with the Sight or otherwise -- and he felt cold as he gazed into those glassy eyes. 

 “They will fight for me,” Redhan said. “Or they will die.”

 Seilan turned and looked in Elsonre’s direction. Elsonre felt a cold shiver run through him. Something alien to his experience tried to grasp his mind, and Elsonre found himself pushing it away forcefully. He broke contact and turned to Falar. “They’re arguing over what to do now. Seilan wants to attack; Rhynar has had enough.”

 “What’s wrong?” Falar asked. “You’re very pale.”

 “Whatever Seilan is, he is not Eleion or Ansgar,” Elsonre said, suppressing the urge to shudder. “Lachlan has had more experience with them than I, but I believe Seilan is a demon.”

 Falar’s face became grim. “Are you certain?”


 Elsonre nodded. “This is the first time I’ve had contact with him. He’s of Areyn’s realm, not of ours.”


 “Then, what do we do?”


 Elsonre gazed at the sawtooth ridge. “Joreid tells me our troops are almost through. Let’s join them.”


 



 ###

 



 Seilan's eyes narrowed. He stared at the cleft, searching for Elsonre’s mind again. Elsonre’s defenses were formidable -- Seilan expected that. However, the contact was brief and intermittent, as though Elsonre was farther way.

 “They're leaving!” Seilan announced. He reined his horse. “Never mind that fool Rhynar,” he said to Redhan. “I'll lead the charge. This has been a ruse to keep us pinned down. Elsonre is with them.” He drew his sword. “Follow me!”

 Seilan led the charge through the cleft. Some of the Redel horsemen hung back, half expecting to find arrows buried in their horses the moment they entered. Instead, they rode unscathed over their dead comrades and into the drainage. Ahead, they could see the Lochvaur horsemen riding towards the great sawtooth ridge in the dim light. The ground was barren, save a few scrub trees and alpine grasses. There was nowhere to hide.

 “Bows!” shouted Seilan as they rode forward. Their horses were lighter and faster than the giant Lochvaur warhorses and carried only one rider. They sped towards Elsonre’s men with frightening speed. A volley of arrow flew towards the Chi'lan, finding their mark. An arrow hit Elsonre’s horse, and the horse collapse from under him, throwing both he and Cuanaic off. 

 Elsonre rolled and leapt up, Eihwaz in hand. Arrows flew at him, and Elsonre parried them with the Sword of Destiny, cleaving them in mid-air. He glanced at Cuanaic. The archer had taken an arrow in the chest and was not moving. Cuanaic's eyes were half-open and already glazing over. Elsonre looked ahead -- the mounted Chi'lan were still riding away, leaving those who fell.

 “To me!” Elsonre shouted to what few dismounted Chi'lan were alive. Arrows flew towards him, and Elsonre parried them with Eihwaz. The Sword of Destiny moved faster than the eye could follow. It guided his hands towards the arrows or maybe, it followed his thoughts. What few Chi’lan were still alive drew their swords, awaiting the final fight. 


Elsonre! Falar shouted in mindspeak. The Redel
Chi’lan was hundreds of yards away now. He reined his horse, seeing Elsonre was not among them.


Go! Elsonre said in mindspeak. Get my troops out of here.


What about you? Falar asked.


Don’t worry about me, Elsonre snapped. Get over the ridge now. You come back for me and you are dead.


I can’t leave you.


You must. Elsonre gazed at the approaching Redel. Tell Joreid I love her.

 



 ###

 



 Taryn raised his hands above his head. Before him, the two Silren warriors aimed their bolts at his chest. Like most Silren, they had white hair streaked with silver and pale blue eyes. 


Stay where you are, Taryn instructed Arianne. I don't think they've seen you.


What about you? Arianne asked.


Stay there.

 “Eltar slime -- we ought to shoot him right now,” said the first soldier.

 “No,” said the second. “Look -- he's wearing Lachlan's colors.”

 “Filthy Shara'kai!” the first soldier spat. “Deals with demon spawn. Where the hell is he?”

 “Who? Lachlan?” Taryn asked. “I got separated.”


 “You're lying,” said the first, approaching Taryn and pressing the crossbow against his throat. “I ought to pin you to a tree.”


 “If you do, you won't find Lachlan,” Taryn said, trying to stall. The conversation had taken an ugly turn.


 “Ah, he does know where the Shara'kai is,” the second soldier said. “I guess his memory improves with the right persuasion.”

 “It'd improve markedly if I wasn't looking directly at the pile head of a crossbow bolt,” Taryn said. 

 The first soldier chuckled. “Makes you nervous, doesn't it, demon spawn?” He waved the crossbow menacingly.

 Arianne watched the crossbow as it moved towards Taryn's head, then away, and then back. Keep him talking, Taryn, she said. I have an idea.


I told you to stay there, he mindspoke to her. “A little,” Taryn said aloud. “I can't outrun a bolt.”

 “Yes, that's true,” the Silren said, moving back a little.


I need him closer, Arianne said.


Excuse me? Taryn objected. You're not the one who's about to be skewered. “Listen,” he turned to the Silren. “Lachlan went west.”

 “Liar!” the first Silren said. He approached Taryn and pressed the crossbow against his neck. He glanced at his companion. “Didn't we just come from the west road?” At that moment, he let the crossbow drop slightly.


Get down! Arianne shouted in Taryn's mind. At that moment, Arianne dropped on top of the first soldier, swinging her sword. Taryn dropped as the crossbow shot wild, missing him by inches. At the same time, the second soldier shot at Arianne. The bolt buried into her chest, just above the right breast. She screamed and slashed, but Taryn was already on his feet and swung his own sword, cutting through the crossbow, snapping it in half and cleaving through the Silren's armor. The Silren soldier collapsed.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-One
 

 



 Falar closed his eyes and lowered his head. Elsonre, he said in mindspeak. Elsonre, no!


 He turned and looked below to see the Redel converging on a point nearly a mile away. He knew that was Elsonre. For a moment, he thought of turning back and riding down -- but what would he accomplish? They would shoot him and whoever dared attack. They might even kill Elsonre. Falar felt helpless -- more helpless than ever. 

 He stared ahead, trying to focus on leading his few men over the pass and to the army. After that, he would meet with Joreid. What would he tell her?


Tell Joreid I love her.

 Those were the words of a man who did not expect to live. “I'd trade places with you if I could, my friend,” Falar whispered.

 They were nearly at the gap between the sawtooth ridge. Kian had been right -- the pass was accessible to horses, if steep. He led the men through the rocky outcroppings silently continuing to call to Elsonre in mindspeak.

 Elsonre did not answer.

 “What's happened?” asked Jarlath, the Chi'lan who rode behind him. “Where's Elsonre?”

 Falar shook his head but said nothing. 

 “Falar?” Jarlath spoke, fear in his voice.

 “Elsonre's horse was shot out from under him,” he said at last. Falar reined his horse and gazed over the valley below. His sharp eyes could just make out the Lochvaur army as it entered the valley. To the east, he saw a large army approaching the Lochvaur: the Laddel and Haell. At least, the odds are now even, he thought. But were they? The Redel had Elsonre now.

 “Surely they will ransom Elsonre?” Jarlath asked. 


 “Gods, I hope so,” Falar said. “I don't think Redhan recognizes Romarin as Elsonre.”


 Jarlath's face became grim. “This doesn’t bode well.”


 



 ###

 



 Elsonre stood ready, Eihwaz in hand. Two other Chi'lan were still alive, not shot down, one named Cuinn and the other, Naios. Redhan rode up as his soldiers circled the three. Beside him rode Seilan.

 Elsonre stared at the demon. The guise was thin, at best, and Elsonre could not imagine how any first-blood could not see through the demon's disguise. Perhaps Redhan, with his lack of Sight would not, but certainly, someone like Rhynar or Ladsil should have seen through it. The demon's eyes glowed sickly yellow as it stared at Elsonre. Elsonre could see the misshapen head beneath the skin of the dead man and smell the rotting flesh. Its talons clacked as it gripped its sword, and it smiled with sharp teeth. 

 Seilan had been dead for three months. The demon must have taken the original Seilan's body when it cleaved the man's head. Perhaps that had been when Lachlan had killed Allarun that the demon fled into Seilan's body to escape destruction. Whatever happened, Elsonre was now looking into the eyes of a very dangerous opponent.


Why didn't anyone else see this? Elsonre wondered. Maybe one had to be first generation first-blood. Lachlan would have seen it in a moment. Elsonre held Eihwaz in defense. I know what you are, he mindspoke. 

 The demon flinched and for the first time, looked afraid. “You should kill the impostor now!” 

 Redhan hesitated. The golden king gazed at Elsonre. “What say you, imposter?”

 Elsonre bared his teeth. He stood ready, Eihwaz glowing menacingly. The men drew back as the Red Wolf stood ready to take any on whom dared. “I knew not that the son of Redkellan suffered the presence of demons.”

 Rhynar started and glanced at Seilan. “What?” A flicker of realization glimmered in his eyes.


Does he know? Elsonre wondered. Does he dare to challenge Seilan?

 Seilan snarled. “This imposter dares to insult the king!” 


I have one chance, Elsonre thought. Though I may die doing it. “Redhan, I am not the imposter. The imposter is among you.” He pointed to Seilan. “Can't you see the demon that inhabits your dead friend's body?”

 The demon screamed in sheer rage. It leapt on Elsonre, wielding its sword. Elsonre parried the attack, amazed at the overwhelming fury. 

 “My lord!” Naios and Cuinn, the two Chi'lan leapt into the fray. Cuinn's blade sliced deep into the demon. The demon screeched.

 “No!” Elsonre shouted, but the archers had loosed their arrows. The shafts buried into both Chi'lan. Naios collapsed, but Cuinn held on to his sword and twisted. More crossbow bolts and arrows penetrated his body. 

 “I'm sorry, my king,” Cuinn said as he collapsed. 

 A crossbow bolt caught Elsonre in the right arm. Its force spun him around, throwing him to one knee. Elsonre screamed in pain, nearly dropping Eihwaz, as the pile head buried between the bones in his forearm. He held his arm, the shaft protruding through it. At that moment, he felt the sharp end of a quarrel pressed against the back of his neck.

 “If you value your life, Romarin, I suggest you drop the sword,” Rhynar said quietly, standing before him. “My men will kill you if you move against us.”

 Elsonre released Eihwaz and let the blade clatter to the ground. 


That was wise, Elsonre, Rhynar said in mindspeak. You say Seilan is a demon? “Now, stand up slowly.”


Yes, Elsonre said, noting that Rhynar used Elsonre in mindspeak. Rhynar did not believe the demon's lies. Falar was right -- Rhynar was an ally. He slowly stood up, holding his arm and met Rhynar's gaze. If you kill me, the demon will win.

 “Kill him!” snarled Seilan as he held his arm over his chest. Elsonre glanced at the demon. He could see the dark blood flow between its claws. The wound was serious, but not fatal. For a demon, it was a little more than an inconvenience. Already, Elsonre could see the skin beginning to close.


Why didn't anyone else see what he could? Elsonre glanced at Redhan, who had a puzzled expression. “If you kill me, I'll be no good for ransom,” Elsonre said. He gripped the quarrel's shaft and with a slow, agonizing twisting motion, brought the pile head clean out. He concentrated on the wound and it closed. With a flick of his wrist, Elsonre snapped the quarrel between his hands and tossed the pieces away, glaring at Redhan in defiance.

 Redhan's eyes widened, and the Redel king stared at Elsonre’s healed wrist. The Redel warriors drew back and whispered among themselves. Fear shone in their eyes again.

 “Kill him!” Seilan snarled, coming forward, but Rhynar barred his way with a drawn blade. 

 “No,” said Rhynar, glancing at Redhan, who nodded slowly. “There’ll be no killing of a first-blood -- lest we anger the god.”

 Elsonre glanced from Rhynar to Redhan and back. Then, he understood. Elsonre’s little defiance had an unintended effect. Only a first-blood could heal wounds with a thought, and only the son of a god could heal a wound that quickly. He had just negated Seilan’s impostor argument. 

 “What shall we do with him?” Rhynar asked.

 “We’ll bring him back to Caer Lachlanel,” Redhan remarked. “For ransom.”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan led the way eastward along the road. They had ridden for a mile when they heard a scream.


 “What was that?” Haellsil exclaimed.


 Lachlan paused. “Arianne!” he shouted, spurring his horse to a gallop.


 



 ###

 



 Taryn knelt down beside Arianne. She tried to sit up. “No,” he said. “Lie down. You're badly wounded.”

 She bit her lip and her dark eyes widened with pain. “Taryn,” she said, her voice raspy. A trickle of bright red blood came from her mouth as she spoke.

 “Shhh,” he said, kneeling beside her. “It looks like it pierced your lung.”

 “That's not good.” 

 “No, it's not,” he said, pulling what herbs and bandages he had from his medical kit. He applied pressure to the wound to try to staunch the bleeding. “I'll do what I can,” he said. “But your lung needs to be repaired. You need Lachlan or another first-blood to heal you.”

 “I'm a first-blood,” she whispered. “What do I do?”


 Suddenly, they heard hoof-beats and Taryn stood up and drew his sword.


 “Taryn!” Arianne struggled to sit up. “It's Lachlan.”


 Taryn glanced down at her and then back towards the road. Lachlan appeared, leading Haellsil and Silvain. “Lachlan! Thank Rhyn’athel!” Taryn said as they rode up. He knelt beside Arianne. “It won't be long.”

 “What happened?” Lachlan asked, glancing at the two dead Silren. “Haellsil, watch Silvain.”

 Taryn met Lachlan's gaze. “She saved my life, but took a quarrel in the chest for it.”

 Lachlan dismounted and knelt beside her. He looked where the quarrel entered and then slipped his hand behind her back to feel for the point. “It's a pile head,” he said, relieved. “It'll come straight out, but they're nasty nonetheless. That's probably why it penetrated your armor.”

 “How bad is it?” Arianne asked.

 “I've seen worse,” Lachlan said smiling. “You shouldn't go throwing yourself in front of crossbows. Taryn really isn't worth it.”

 Arianne started to laugh, but winced in pain. 

 Lachlan turned to Taryn. “I'll need you to help pull the bolt out.” He turned to Arianne, and pulled a quarrel shaft from one of the dead Silren's crossbow quivers. “Bite down on this,” he said, holding it so she could take it in her mouth. Arianne bit down. “This is going to hurt -- a lot. Taryn is going to pull the shaft out slowly while I heal the damage. Do you need someone to hold you down?” Arianne shook her head. “Very well.” 

 Taryn gripped the shaft and pulled slowly. Lachlan pressed his hand again the wound and concentrated. He could see the bolt shaft in his mind as it passed through skin, bone, and organs. Arianne shuddered and bit down hard. Lachlan focused on closing blood vessels and repairing tissue and bone. Tears welled in Arianne's eyes, but she lay still. Then, the quarrel came out in Taryn's hands. Lachlan closed his eyes and bowed his head. 

 Arianne found she had been holding her breath. She removed the quarrel shaft from between her teeth and exhaled slowly. Then she realized that the sharp pain was gone. She sat up and touched the place where the quarrel entered. “I'm healed.”

 “Not completely,” Lachlan said, his voice weary. “You've lost some blood I can't replace. Luckily, I got to you before you had a chance to bleed out.” He stood up. “Can you stand? We've got to get out of here before Silvain's men find us.”

 Taryn gazed at Silvain. “I can see why they were so eager to find you -- looks like you caught a quite a prize. How did you manage to escape?”

 “Later,” Lachlan said, rising slowly. He turned to Arianne. “Can you ride?”

 “I think so,” she said. She took Taryn's proffered hand and stood up slowly. Taryn noted that she did not object as he helped her mount her horse. He mounted his horse next to hers. “Where to?”

 “East,” Lachlan said. “Hopefully we won't run into any more Silren.”

 






 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Two
 

 



 “Elsonre!” whispered Joreid. She turned her horse so she faced the sawtooth ridge again. Elsonre!

 “What is it, my queen?” Kian asked. They had ridden down the mountain for the past half-hour as the sky turned indigo in twilight and the first stars shone overhead through the lodgepole pine. Joreid had said little since Elsonre had left to buy their army more time. Her face was now pale, and she trembled.

 “They have Elsonre,” she said at last.


 Kian stared at the sawtooth ridge. “Is he alive?”


 Joreid nodded. “They’re taking him to Caer Lachlanel.”


 



 ###

 



 The stars glimmered overhead when Lachlan finally reined his horse. They had ridden through the narrow valley and were now entering rolling hills. This was still Silren territory, but it was not far from Thalarmor. The last bit of forest gave way to lush grasslands and windswept fields.

 “We camp here tonight,” Lachlan announced and pointed to the trees along the lee side of the last mountain. “Those trees should provide us some protection and we should see if anyone approaches us from the road.” He turned his horse left off the trail.

 “This reminds me too much of Darkling Plain,” Haellsil grumbled as he followed. 

 “That's why we're camping in the forest,” Lachlan said. “I want to reduce our exposure out on the plain as much as possible. You can hide an entire army behind some of those hills, but a single encampment is too exposed.”

 



 ###

 



 They dismounted and made camp. While Taryn and Arianne tended to the horses, Lachlan made a fire and Haellsil dragged Silvain to the trees nearby. Lachlan watched in amusement as Haellsil had bound Silvain to a tree, just as the Silren had done to Lachlan and Haellsil. Lachlan stood up from the fire and walked over to see Haellsil grinning and Silvain glowering. 

 “What are you going to do with me?” Silvain asked as Lachlan checked Haellsil's knots. “We're almost in Thalarmor.”

 “Almost,” Lachlan said, looking up from the bonds. “Haellsil is good with these – they shouldn't cut off your circulation, but no doubt, you'll be feeling pretty uncomfortable by the morning.” He grinned. 

 “Barbarian, Half-Blood…”

 Lachlan chuckled. “Still the same old Silvain. I'm surprised Elisila bore such an obstinate and ill-mannered son. Elesil was no doubt her favorite.”

 “What do you know of the goddess?” Silvain snapped.

 Lachlan shrugged and sat by the fire, taking a proffered cup of warmed water from Arianne. He pulled out the amulet from beneath his arming shirt. It glowed like a star in the darkness.

 Silvain stared at it for a long time, but said nothing. Lachlan tucked it back into his shirt and turned to Arianne. “How are you feeling? You lost quite a bit of blood before I healed you.”

 “I feel fine -- no thanks to the Silren,” she said, glancing at Silvain. “I didn't thank you for saving my life. I want to thank you now.”

 “Does that nullify our agreement?” Lachlan asked.


 She chuckled. “I'm afraid not.”


 “I didn't think so.” He took a draught of the warm water and gazed into the sky. “We're almost in Thalarmor.”


 “But not quite there yet,” Arianne replied. 


 “A few more days of hard riding, I think,” Taryn replied. “Then, the third price.”


 Arianne met Taryn's gaze. “Not until then.” She turned to Lachlan and lowered her voice. “Did you really speak to a goddess?”


 Lachlan nodded. “Yes, I did.”


 “What did she say?” 


 “To trust you to lead me to Kalena.”


 Arianne laughed. “Is that so?”


 “I'm afraid it is,” Lachlan said wryly. 


 



 ###

 



 It was late when the others settled down to sleep. Lachlan found himself unwilling to sleep and took the first watch. He would stay up all night, if he thought he could push his Shara'kai constitution to its limits. Lachlan dreaded sleep now, for he knew what his dreams would be. The same nightmares would fill his vision again, and he'd awaken, shaken and furious. 

 Vaurgar was slowly getting the upper hand in this game. Lachlan knew he could not do anything about it. The Runestone was not only interfering with his Sight, but with his other powers. It took nearly all his concentration to mindspeak and read minds beyond their defenses. And, once or twice, Lachlan had felt a flicker in the Wyrd that made him doubt his grasp on reality.

 “What happened to Cara?” Silvain asked, as Lachlan quietly stirred the ember bed. The Silren king had said nothing, much to his credit. Perhaps Lachlan had given him something to think about after all.

 “The truth?” Lachlan asked. “Are you certain you really want to know?”

 “Yes.” He paused. “I deserve this much.”

 “As far as I'm concerned, you deserve nothing,” Lachlan replied. “You hurt her worse than I ever did. Cara was torn between her love for me and her loyalty to you. Her choice wasn't easy, but in the end, you made that choice for her. Perhaps I should thank you for that, but I knew what it did to her.”

 Silvain said nothing, his ice-blue eyes staring blankly ahead. “Will you tell me or not?”

 “Cara survived Darkling Plain and fled north. The Northmen took her in,” Lachlan said. “Yes, the impure
Shara'kai and Ansgar took her in and possibly saved her life. Many survivors fled north -- most of them Lochel, Elesil, and Redel. The Lochvaur stayed with Elsonre who led them to Caer Sithar. The Haell and Laddel fled to the east. As far as I know, the Falarel were slaughtered and no other Silren survived the bloodbath.”

 A silence ensued. 

 “It was sheer luck or the will of the gods that I uttered the death curse that later became known as the Prophecy,” Lachlan said. “I never realized how powerful the Swords of Destiny actually were and what I had actually set in motion. Allarun should've never turned Hagalaz on me because he turned my power on myself. It strengthened the Prophecy in ways I'm just beginning to learn.

 “Eight months after the battle, Cara bore my son, Lochynvaur. She died in battle fighting against Allarun -- the only major battle Allarun fought against the Northmen. The Northmen routed Allarun's army so that Allarun never tried to invade the Northlands again, except for border skirmishes. Lochynvaur took a three-quarter Laddel
Shara'kai as his consort. He died in the Purges fighting for Sitharel, the son of Elsonre, who was Krysa’s sire. No one ever knew Lochynvaur’s bloodline save one -- his daughter, Elina.”

 “Elina?” Silvain asked. 

 “She was my mother. Or should I say that she was Shadowhelm's mother? Since I am also Shadowhelm, the point is pretty much moot.” 

 “How did you learn of this?” Silvain asked. “Elina?”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Elina died shortly after I was born. A Northman chieftain named Einar raised me as his son. Both my lineage and my sire's identity died with Elina, but I suspect Einar knew who I was. After all, my sire was none other than Rhyn'athel, and I was the last heir of Lachlan -- it wasn't hard to guess.

 “But no, though I already knew that I had a son, I learned most of this from Laddel and Einar when I searched for the Sword. Cara's grave -- the resting-place of Uruz's shards -- filled in the remainder of the information. And Uruz brought me back fully.”

 Lachlan fell silent and stirred the ashes.

 “You loved her.”

 “Deeply,” Lachlan replied. “I wouldn't have started the whole damn war with the Silren if it hadn't been for Cara. I've only loved one other this much.”

 “Kalena.”

 “And now Vaurgar has her.” He paused. “And my unborn son.”

 Silence ensued and Lachlan gazed into the sky. “Mani has returned,” he said, noting the silver moon. “No doubt Vaurgar will claim to have brought the moon down on us all.”

 “You spoke of a Runestone earlier,” said Silvain. “A Runestone of Teiwas?”

 “You know of them?” Lachlan said. 


 Silvain smiled slightly. “Aye, I do. If Vaurgar has one, this is grim news.”


 “What can you tell me about them?” Lachlan asked. 


 “A trade,” said Silvain. “You let me go, and I'll tell you.”


 “I'll cut you down for the information,” Lachlan said. “But you'll have to trade more for your ransom.”


 Silvain's eyes glinted in the firelight. “A truce, then, between the Lochvaur and Silren.”

 Lachlan stared. “You'd stop all hostilities?”

 “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” said Silvain. “Vaurgar is my enemy. While there is no love between you and I, I can see the folly in fighting you. So, a truce. Don't expect the Silren to fight your wars, Lachlan, but we won't attack you or the Lochvaur.” He paused. “I'll even swear on that bloody battle blade of yours that got us into this mess.”

 “Why the change of heart?” 

 Silvain paused. “You've the heart of a warrior, Lachlan, and in spite of Rhyn'athel's features, I can see a bit of Silren, however distant. Elisila doesn't hand her amulets out lightly.”

 Lachlan drew Uruz. The Sword of Destiny glimmered in the darkness with its own power. With one slice, Lachlan brought the blade down on the ropes, cutting Silvain free.

 Silvain staggered from the tree and collapsed on a log.


 “Not very pleasant, is it?” Lachlan remarked.


 Silvain smiled wryly. “No, it's not.”


 “At least I allowed you to ride,” Lachlan said. He held Uruz between both hands and held it out. 

 Silvain chuckled. “You don't trust me.”

 “You don't trust me.”

 Silvain reached out and Lachlan grasped his hand. “We do this together, or the blade will kill you,” Lachlan said. 

 Silvain let Lachlan place his hand on the blade. He felt a jolt as the power of the blade passed through him and through Lachlan. “I swear by Rhyn'athel's Sword and by the Swords of Destiny, the Silren will commence no aggression against the Lochvaur unless the Lochvaur breaks the truce.”

 Lachlan released Silvain's hand. “Now tell me about the Runestone. How can I defeat it?”




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Three
 

 



 “There is one who may be able to help us,” Joreid said. 

 “Who?” Falar asked.

 Joreid paused, and Falar could see hesitation in her eyes. “Ladsil,” she said at last. “I may be able to convince him to slip into Caer Lachlanel and rescue Elsonre…”

 “I will speak to him,” Falar said. 

 “No!” Joreid said, a little too quickly. 

 Falar met her gaze and frowned. Was that fear he saw in her eyes? “My queen, I have dealt with the Laddel before. I know Ladsil…”

 “No,” she said. “I will speak to him.” She paused, and seeing his confusion added, “I've known the Laddel longer than you. The Haell and Laddel are close in kinship. I will speak with Ladsil directly.”

 



 ###

 



 The sun had set over the horizon, and the twilight had deepened when Joreid walked alone into the Laddel camp. She would suffer no one now that she knew what she must do. Ladsil's tent was in the center of the encampment, but no one noticed the small, cloaked figure as it walked through the camp. Nor did they notice the warrior who followed closely behind. Twice, Joreid stopped to be certain no one followed her, and twice, the figure slid into the shadows. Only when she resumed her travel did the warrior slide from his hiding place.

 She stopped before the Laddel king's pavilion and she gazed at it for some time. The air was growing colder now, but still, she was unwilling to enter. 

 “This is grave news,” she recognized Ladsil's voice from inside. “Are they certain Elsonre is still alive?”


 “Yes,” said a voice Joreid recognized as Ladaryn, Ladsil's son. “Redhan has taken him to Caer Lachlanel.”


 Joreid closed her eyes, steeling herself, and walked inside.


 Candles were already lit inside, and Ladsil sat across from his son, Ladaryn, at a small table. He looked up, his golden eyes studying the cloaked and hooded form before him. 

 “Who are you?” Ladaryn demanded. He looked much like his father with pale, wolfish eyes, and silver agouti hair braided back in the traditional warrior fashion. Ladaryn drew his sword as he stood, ready to meet the stranger.

 “Easy, Ladaryn,” Ladsil said. Joreid pulled down her hood. For a moment, they stared at each other. At last, Ladsil broke the silence. He turned to Ladaryn. “Sheathe your sword and go. I wish not to be disturbed.”

 Ladaryn nodded, sheathing the sword and bowing once to them both before leaving. 


 “He looks like you,” Joreid said at last. 


 “Ladaryn is a fine warrior,” Ladsil said. “Someday he will make a good king, but he has much to learn yet.”


 “I'm sorry about Kelersil.”


 Ladsil shook his head. “That cannot be undone. Nor can the past, I'm afraid.” He stood up and poured some liquid into a cup. “Metheglyn?”

 “Please,” she said, nodding. 

 Ladsil smiled wryly. “I thought you might eventually come to see me,” he said, handing her a cup and pouring himself another. “I must admit, I found it ironic that you sent Elsonre to speak to me earlier.”

 Joreid stiffened. “I sent Elsonre to speak to Laddel, not you. If I had known, I wouldn't have sent him.”


 “What have you told Elsonre?” 


 “Nothing,” Joreid said, still leaving the mead untouched. “There is nothing to tell.”


 “It is as I feared,” Ladsil said, his golden eyes hard as he gazed on her. He drained the cup and poured another. “He knows nothing of us? That we were lovers? That I would've married you if you hadn't refused?”

 “That was all in the past.”

 Ladsil's eyes narrowed. “Is Foxfire -- Kynlas -- also part of that past? Does he even know?”

 “He is my son -- that is all he needs to know. He will be Haell king in time. But no, Elsonre doesn't know, and he doesn't need to know. I won't have anything come between us.”

 “Or your quest for power,” Ladsil said bitterly. “I would've made you my queen -- you know that. Imagine my shock seeing you at Elsonre’s side.”

 “Elsonre doesn't know,” Joreid said.


 “How could you keep it from the mind-link?”


 “There are ways, you know that,” she said. “If you want someone to blame, blame me. I chose him -- not the other way around.”


 “I pity him,” Ladsil replied, “knowing what I know now.” He drained another cup and poured a third. 


 “I never promised you anything,” Joreid snapped. “I knew it was foolish to come here.” She quaffed her mead and slammed the cup down on the table.

 Ladsil caught her wrist as she still held the cup. He leaned forward, his eyes meeting hers. “What is it you want of me?”

 “You know the Redel have captured Elsonre.”

 “Yes.”

 “You're the only one who can get past the Redel defenses.” Joreid released the cup and straightened.

 Ladsil did not release her. Instead, he pulled her closer to him. “So, you wish me to rescue the man who took you from me.”

 “Elsonre is your king.” Joreid gazed at him. She could smell the mead on Ladsil's breath and knew it was affecting him. Damn first-bloods! They have no resistance to it.

 “Lachlan is my king. Elsonre is king of the Lochvaur and Lachlan's brother.”

 “Elsonre is acting High King.”


 “And if I refuse?” he said, running his hands through her hair. She did not pull away.


 “Then, I will have you put to death as a traitor.”


 Ladsil laughed harshly. “You would indeed! Even if it destroyed Lachlan's alliance!”


 “Even so,” she said. 


 Ladsil brought his arms around her and kissed her. Joreid did not resist. “You are cold and calculating, my love.”


 Joreid smiled slightly. “Indeed.”


 “And Elsonre could put us both to death for this,” he said, pulling away from her. He glared at the mead cup and tossed it down. “You shouldn't have come.” 

 “I have no choice -- Lachlan is too far away,” Joreid said. “And he has his own problems to contend with.” 


 “Why should I help you at all?”


 “You would earn your queen's undying gratitude.”


 “Do you think I'd settle for that?” Ladsil remarked. His golden wolf eyes raked over her once more.



It's the mead, Joreid thought. He'd never say that when he's sober. “You will have to.”

 “You know what I would ask for,” he said at last, pulling her close again. 

 “And I will not give it,” Joreid said. “I should be angry, but I know the mead has loosened your tongue.”

 Ladsil grinned, releasing her. “Indeed, it has. But perhaps it simply makes me more honest. So, tell me, Queen Joreid, why you seek me. If I know the Redel, they would simply ransom him and be done with it. Why a rescue attempt when you can buy Elsonre’s freedom?”

 Joreid paused, wondering how much she should tell him. “There's more to it than that.”

 “There always is.”

 “The one they called Seilan is a demon. What little I've been able to learn from the mind-link has told me that. Now, Redhan and Rhynar are planning on ransoming him, but Elsonre isn't sure how long before Seilan will corrupt Redhan and Rhynar. Or how long before Seilan kills Elsonre, himself.”

 “That explains much,” Ladsil said. “Elsonre was worried about Seilan when he came to me.”

 “Will you rescue him? You're the only one whom I can trust.”

 Ladsil shook his head. For a moment, Joreid was certain he wouldn't accept. He turned and met her gaze. “Both you and Elsonre would owe me a life-debt. If I can save him, I will, but the price will be high. Elsonre will be beholden to Ni'yah and the Laddel if I save his life.”

 “Thank you,” she whispered. She turned to leave.

 “Tell me something,” Ladsil said, gazing into the mead cup and then setting it down again. Joreid turned to him. “Do you love Elsonre?”

 “Yes.”

 Ladsil lowered his head. “I thought so.” He paused. “Then know that I do not do this for you, nor even for Elsonre. I do this for Lachlan and for my son. Remember that.”

 Joreid nodded. She left the tent and walked straight into Falar.

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan nudged Haellsil awake. The third moon, Mani, rose over the treetops, bathing the small camp in its silver light. Arianne and Taryn lay asleep, not far from the fire. 

 “Is it time to take the next watch already?” Haellsil asked sleepily.

 “I'm afraid so,” Lachlan replied. He sat back on his haunches and stared at the moon. “I think I'm finally so tired, I don't care what I dream anymore.”

 “How's Silvain?” Haellsil stretched slowly. 


 “Gone,” Lachlan said.


 “Gone?”


 “I let him go.”


 “Was that wise?” Haellsil asked. “Won't Silvain bring the Silren down on us?”

 “I don't think so,” Lachlan said. “I don't think Silvain will want to violate the new truce.” 

 “A truce? How?”

 “I offered him his freedom,” Lachlan replied, throwing his bedroll down on the ground. “He swore on Uruz that he would uphold a truce. He also knew about the Runestones.”

 “Anything useful?”

 “I think so -- I'll tell you about it in the morning,” he said. 




 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Four
 

 



 Joreid stared in horror. “Falar!” she gasped.

 The Redel's face was grim. “You have a lot of explaining to do,” he said, grasping her arm and leading her away from the Laddel king's tent.

 “How much did you hear?” 


 “All of it,” he said. “I should kill you right now for treason.”


 Joreid tried to pull away, but Falar's grip was too tight. “Release me or I'll scream.”


 Falar turned her around to face her. “Go ahead and I'll relay the little chat you had with Ladsil to our warriors. There will be enough Chi'lan willing to kill you if I don't.”

 “If you heard our conversation, then you know I've done nothing wrong,” Joreid said. 


 “You never told Elsonre that you had another lover. That Foxfire was your son.”


 “It wasn't important.”


 “I think it is,” Falar said. “I'm sure Elsonre would feel the same as well.”


 “Elsonre knew I had past lovers -- that was never a secret,” she said. “What would you have me do, Falar? Leave Elsonre to Seilan? Ladsil is the only one who can get inside Caer Lachlanel without being seen.” She paused. “Damn it, Falar, we are talking about Elsonre's life, and I will do everything in my power to save him. Even if that means going to a former lover.”

 “Ladsil still loves you,” Falar said. “I didn't see much resistance to his affections.”

 “And mead makes first-bloods say and do stupid things,” Joreid remarked. “I should've remembered that, but I didn't. Ladsil will be lucky if he remembers anything of our conversation tonight.”

 “I'll remember enough,” Ladsil said. Falar and Joreid turned to see the Laddel king standing behind them. “Release her, Falar. If there is anyone at fault, it is I.” He paused. “Come with me, both of you -- we have much to discuss.” He led them back to his tent.

 “You could've told Elsonre,” Falar said as they entered Ladsil's tent once more. 

 “And further fracture the Alliance?” Ladsil said. “It would've put Lachlan in a precarious situation -- forcing him to choose between his brother and the Laddel kindred. When I learned of the betrothal, I naturally felt betrayed, but Laddel convinced me to put aside my feelings. Romarin had saved Kelersil from the Yeth Hounds – that, I cannot forget.”

 “You still love her -- I heard you tonight.”

 “Yes, I love her -- how could I not?” Ladsil said in exasperation. “But, what I feel is irrelevant. The situation is thus: the Redel have captured Elsonre, and a demon may decide his fate. The Silren have captured Lachlan, and we can do naught without Elsonre. Vaurgar still holds Kalena and her unborn son. We face losing a war while the Eltar wait along our borders like scavengers waiting for our final death rattle. And you are willing to destroy what's left of the Alliance for righteous indignation over a perceived transgression that was never committed.”

 Falar stared. “You would leave the Alliance?”

 “As would Joreid -- we would have no choice,” Ladsil said evenly. “So, my young Redel, be very careful whom you cross, or Lachlan may find himself without an army to lead. The Chi'lan are the toughest warriors alive, but they are few in number and cannot fight the Redel alone.”

 “This is blackmail.”

 “This is a parley,” Ladsil said. “You will have the Laddel and the Haell at your command, and I will save your king, if you forget overhearing our conversation.” 

 “You would make me an accomplice in this?”

 “You’re free to choose,” Ladsil said. 

 “Listen, Falar, the past is past,” Joreid said. “I can't change what happened before I met Romarin. Perhaps I was wrong to hide this from him -- but the deed is done. I can't change that, and to tell him now will destroy what is left of the Alliance.” 

 “Elsonre is my friend as well. What can I do to convince you?” Ladsil asked.

 Falar stared at the two. Elsonre, what would you have me do? he silently asked. Lachlan what would you do? “Swear to me upon Rhyn’athel’s sword that you will save Elsonre’s life and that you will never seek Joreid’s attentions.”

 “This I will swear to you, by Rhyn’athel’s sword,” Ladsil said.

 “And if I you break this vow, first-blood or not, I will kill you,” Falar said. “This, I swear by Rhyn’athel’s sword.”

 



 ###

 



 The second moon had not risen yet when Ladsil left the camp in the form of a wolf. He traveled quickly as he made his way across the mountains. He suspected the Redel now knew the Lochvaur had joined forces with the Laddel and Haell and would return to Caer Lachlanel to secure their position. As exhausted as they might be, Ladsil did not expect to see signs of the Redel army until dawn.

 This gave Ladsil a lot of time to think about Joreid. Whether he liked it or not, she was Elsonre’s woman. His feelings for her had not changed -- if anything, he wanted her more. But, at what cost? Ladsil knew he had been foolish to allow Falar to catch him off-guard like that. The vow Ladsil made had been a temporary measure to placate Falar, but he knew the thin line he tread was more razor thin than even Falar could imagine. Lachlan would put him and possibly Joreid to death if he pursued it further.

 If Lachlan was still alive. If Elsonre was still alive. If they all lived through this. Those were many “ifs,” and Ladsil was less skilled at reading the Wyrd than his sire. If Lachlan's Sight could fail him so utterly to not see Kalena's capture, what chance did Ladsil have seeing what lay ahead? But what he could see, he did not like. Ladsil knew that without Lachlan and Elsonre, Vaurgar would hunt the Laddel down and destroy them. Ladsil had little doubt that Vaurgar would finish the job Allarun started.

 Ladsil crested the sawtooth ridge and trotted down the steep slopes of the mountain. A little more that a mile from the pass, he smelled blood and decay. He paused and made his way slowly to the dead and heard a low growl. Wolves were already scavenging on the bodies. 

 Ladsil slunk away, watching the scavengers tear into the dead men's flesh. In Eleion form, the stench would've been overwhelming, but in wolf form, it smelled like meat. Yet, Ladsil was not a true lycanthrope, but a shapeshifter, and kept enough of his Eleion intelligence not to join in the grisly feast. The Chi'lan deserved a pyre or at least a burial, but he did not dare challenge the scavengers, even in his wolf form. They were too many, and it would delay his arrival at Caer Lachlanel.


Forgive me, my brave friends. May you stand in the Hall of the Gods. He moved on, his pace quickening.

 He passed the piles of Redel corpses at the notch, noting that the Redel did not take time to care for their dead. Like the grisly scene on the sawtooth ridge, there were scavengers, and Ladsil passed them by. 

 Once through the notch, Ladsil could see the spires of Caer Lachlanel in the moonlight. The rare third moon was appearing on the horizon. Silver in color, it glimmered low in the sky. Mani, the Eleion called it. Before Lachlan's time, it was considered an omen of sorts, since it appeared every twenty years. According to legend, it was the herald of both good and evil tidings.


Let us hope you are a portent of good, Ladsil thought. He picked up his pace -- if he hastened, Ladsil thought he might make Caer Lachlanel by the dawn.

 



 ###

 



 The eastern sky was crimson when Ladsil entered the farmlands surrounding Caer Lachlanel. Ladsil was still in his wolf form, but began to feel uneasy as he padded his way through the newly plowed lands. The earth was tilled and moist, and the sky was a brilliant cobalt blue, but Ladsil's uneasiness now grew to full apprehension. He slowly made his way to the King's Highway and halted. Now, he understood the source of his uneasiness. 

 Everything was silent. Eleion, Ansgar, and Shara'kai had abandoned the land. But it was more than that -- there were no animals, not even insects or birds here. It was as if Ladsil were the only living creature in this desolate land. He continued trotting for hours. The sun reached its zenith and then slowly made its way towards the western horizon. The sun was low on the horizon when Ladsil once again saw the spires of Caer Lachlanel in the distance.

 Ladsil gazed at the towers of Caer Lachlanel and changed form into a dog. Not a warhound, like Lachlan's Strang, but a mixed-blood cur. It would look odd to see a wolf wander into the city, but a scavenger like a cur wouldn't be given a second glance. Ladsil took the form of a golden hound with slight brindling and flop ears.

 Ladsil had gone a little ways when he saw Strang, Lachlan's own warhound trotting loose. Ladsil glanced around to be certain that no one could see him from this far off and transmuted back into Eleion form. “Strang!” he called to the warhound. “Here!”

 The warhound hesitated and then came bounding towards Ladsil like a long-lost friend. He was a big dog, even for a warhound, and very strong. “How are you doing?” he asked the hound. He patted the big dog's side. “You look fit -- I see Lachlan has cared for you well.”

 The warhound nuzzled him and met Ladsil's gaze with his own golden eyes. 

 “Your littermate is doing well,” Ladsil said, scratching the big dog's ears. “But I'm afraid he is at Caer Ladren. I imagine those worthless Redel let you loose.” He gazed at the dog. “I suspect you'll still know the difference between a shapeshifter and an animal,” he said and transmuted into the cur form again. I need to know the best way in, he said in mindspeak, hoping that the dog could give him some idea where to go. Dogs and wolves' communications were primitive when compared to Eleion and Ansgar languages, but could be complex. Ladsil wasn't certain if he could properly convey the thoughts using mindspeak to an animal. Still, he tried to picture Caer Lachlanel in his mind and the concept of no Redel present.

 Strang nudged him once and started off, this time towards Caer Lachlanel. Ladsil followed, hoping that his request was clear. They started down the road for a while, and then the warhound left the road. Every once in a while, the warhound would glance at Ladsil as if expecting him to follow. 

 Ladsil followed the warhound along the wall until Strang reached a section where the wall still lay in ruins. Ladsil followed the warhound in to find the wall poorly guarded. The two dogs continued down the streets of Caer Lachlanel until they were deep within the city. The guise worked, for no one bothered to give either dog a second glance.

 Ladsil wandered into a dark alleyway. The warhound glanced knowingly at Ladsil who transformed into a Redel warrior. He rubbed the dog's ears. “Maybe I'll be able to find Elsonre soon,” he whispered. Strang licked his face. All he had to do was find the dungeons and free Elsonre.




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Four
 

 



 Seilan paced the Great Hall of the Lochvaur. The red-gold banners were gone -- replaced by the Redel sun. Everything should have been going according to the plan -- but it was not. Elsonre was still alive -- something the demon had not expected. He had thought he had poisoned Redhan's mind sufficiently to convince the Redel king to kill Elsonre.

 Something had gone terribly wrong. He suspected Rhynar, but could not be certain. The demon sifted through what was left of Seilan's memories -- they were fading with each passing day. Elsonre had seen his true form, too, and recognized him for what he was -- a demon inside of a decaying hulk. It was taking the demon more and more energy to keep the guise going, and now Redhan was beginning to see through it. Rhynar probably already did, but the demon could not be certain if Rhynar's reaction had been one of recognition.

 Now, Redhan was talking of ransoming Elsonre for lands, rather than killing him outright. Elsonre had encouraged this, realizing it might buy him precious time. All the while, Rhynar would poison the king with the truth and eventually, the demon's guise would be unmasked.

 There was only one thing to do, Seilan realized. Rhynar was too crafty to be caught off guard, but Redhan was still a trusting fool. The demon would kill Redhan and take his form, hiding Seilan's body. He would then order Elsonre's execution.

 The demon grinned, and Seilan's body attempted to compensate for it, but the broken and rotting teeth could not hide the fangs behind them that gleamed yellow-bright.

 



 ###

 



 Redhan walked into the main corridor that led to the Great Hall of the Lochvaur. He thought that seeing the splendor of the Lochvaur castle and the fair city would bring gladness. Instead, he felt as empty as the city streets. Gone were the Shara'kai and Ansgar freemen who had slowly begun rebuilding the city in trade for gold from Caer Sithar's sealed vaults and the promise of thaneship. Those who had returned to life on Darkling Plain were warriors.

 Without strong fortifications, the city was not defensible. The Lochvaur had never been a large kindred -- not like the Redel and Elesil -- and had depended heavily on their lieges for protection. Yet, the Chi'lan warriors were legendary fighters -- not even the Redel soldiers were a match. It was no secret why the Lochvaur produced great warriors -- Rhyn'athel's blood flowed in many of them. The Redel were children of the sun god, Sowelu – a Laeca, not an Athel’cen. The bloodline of the Redel kings had been broken many times. Redkellan only had, at best, a marginal claim to the throne -- but it had been better than anyone else's claim. It was through prowess in battle and friendship with Lachlan that he was able to ascend the throne.

 “My lord,” said Rhynar, interrupting the king's thoughts. The warrior stood next to Redhan, still clad in his hauberk and surcoat. Rhynar's face was grim. “There are no Lochvaur here -- Caer Lachlanel is secure.”

 “Not much of a battle was it?” Redhan remarked, glancing at the bas-relief carved walls. “It's almost as if they didn't intend to fight.”

 “They didn't,” Rhynar said. “The Lochvaur knew they couldn't take our numbers on without it being a wholesale slaughter. Our spies indicate that they have now joined with the Laddel and Haell.”

 “What of the Elesil and Lochel?” 

 “They are staying carefully neutral. If either had joined the Lochvaur, I think we would've had a more serious contention.” Rhynar paused and gazed at Redhan.

 “Is that all?”


 “No,” Rhynar said, reluctance in his voice. “What are we doing with Elsonre?”


 “You mean Romarin?”


 “I mean Elsonre.” Rhynar shook his head. “Let's end this ruse, my king. We both know within our hearts that only Lachlan could've brought us back, and though it rankles me to admit it, he is the Shara'kai. Only Elsonre or Lachlan, himself, can wield Eihwaz. The man whom we hold in these dungeons is Elsonre.”

 For a moment, Redhan looked as if he might become angry, but Seilan was not nearby. Instead, he looked weary. “What would you have me do?”

 “I am not a counselor, but a warrior. But as a warrior, I would tell you what I would do.”


 “Then, speak to me as a warrior.”


 “I will do so, but in private,” Rhynar said, glancing at the guards along the hallway.


 “Come with me, nephew,” Redhan said, leading Rhynar into Lachlan's private counsel room. They shut the door.


 “I think we've made a grave mistake,” Rhynar said. “I think there is something wrong with Seilan -- I've been thinking this since Darkling Plain. He hasn't been himself. Elsonre says he is a demon.”

 “Seilan?” Redhan stared. “A demon? Impossible! Seilan saved my life.”

 “Is it?” Rhynar asked. “Is this the same man who took the demon's blow, or did that man die when the demon struck him? Did that demon take his place instead?”

 “You know what you are saying?” Redhan demanded. “The man who is my closest friend, my confidant, is a demon working for Vaurgar? I can't believe it.”

 “Then, why is Seilan so eager to kill a son of Rhyn'athel? So eager that he would charge Elsonre wielding Eihwaz? Is that a sane act?”

 Redhan paused. “He seems to hold a special distaste for both the Shara'kai and Romarin.”

 “Why?” Rhynar asked. “What has either done to him? To us?”

 “Lachlan led us into Darkling Plain. He brought the Eltar among us.”

 “But Seilan says the Shara'kai isn't Lachlan,” Rhynar said. “If the one they call Shadowhelm isn't Lachlan, then why should he bear the resentment when Shadowhelm brought us back? If Shadowhelm is Lachlan, which I believe, then the Shara'kai argument is moot. Shadowhelm is still the son of Rhyn'athel and the Lachlan's incarnation, regardless of the mixed blood.” He paused. “The logic isn't there. Think of what Seilan has advised you to do -- has it truly been for the Redel?”

 Redhan gazed at his nephew. “You are wise for a warrior.”

 “I speak plainly,” Rhynar said. “Listen, Falar was the last of our blood -- did you know that? Before the second battle of Darkling Plain, the Redel would've died out with him. Only the Laddel and Haell bred true -- Allarun and Vaurgar decimated the rest of the kindreds. Vaurgar destroyed the last Redel stronghold and slaughtered our people. Falar escaped to Caer Sithar only through luck. He was a young warrior at the time and cousin to the Redel king, Faolan.”

 “I've heard this before -- why do you repeat it?” Redhan asked.

 “Bear with me, my king. How many purebloods were there among those not of the Laddel, Haell, or Eltar before our return?”

 Redhan shook his head. “I know not.”

 “I do,” Rhynar replied. “Less than two hundred. Of the Lochvaur, there were only two purebloods: Romarin and Kalena.”

 A silence ensued. “We were a dead race,” Redhan said at last. “Even with the Laddel and Haell, we might have numbered ten thousand.”

 “If that,” Rhynar replied. “Even now, I'm beginning to question our ability to survive. How many of us are there? Not even a hundred thousand if you add the armies together.” He paused. “How many Eleion were there before the first battle of Darkling Plain? Several million, I know. The Redel had two million. What of the others? Certainly, the Elesil and the Lochel equaled us in number.

 “One hundred thousand from millions. Allarun and Vaurgar had systematically slaughtered our people. And now we fight each other for what? For control over ruins? We are not the great race we once were. The Ansgar and Shara'kai outnumber us a hundred-fold. Little wonder why Lachlan came back as a half-breed.”

 Another silence followed. “We should not be fighting each other,” Redhan said. He stood up and paced the counsel room. “We are now divided. Vaurgar will pick us off one by one.”

 “Actually, he doesn't need to,” Rhynar said. “He will wait and let us do his work. What have we gained by taking Caer Lachlanel?”

 “The lands…”

 “Yes, the lands. But even so, we haven't the numbers to work the lands. They will lie fallow while we fight over them -- for surely, the Lochvaur will return, joined by the Haell and Laddel. It will be an equal match -- even with the Silren at our side.” Rhynar shook his head. “This is just the beginning, my king. We must prepare ourselves for a slaughter on both sides.”

 “We have Elsonre.”

 “Yes, and we may ransom him, but for how long? Caer Lachlanel is not the impervious fortress it once was -- Lachlan will come for his brother and will want blood. If we kill Elsonre, what then? Lachlan will not rest until every Redel is put to the sword.” He paused. “What have we gained by taking Caer Lachlanel? I ask you again, who will this benefit?”

 Redhan's face was grim. “Areyn Sehduk.”

 “Vaurgar is still alive.” Rhynar said. “Tell me that he doesn't have a hand in this someplace. Tell me there isn't a demon among us.”

 “Seilan.”

 Rhynar nodded. “I could not place what Seilan was until Elsonre called him a demon. The blood of Sowelu runs thin in my veins, but a godling such as Elsonre saw right through the demon's guise. We can't allow Seilan to spread more dissention among our people.”

 “Then I must lock Seilan up.”


 “A dungeon will not hold a demon.”


 “Then, what should I do?”


 “I would beg that you speak with Elsonre -- learn what he knows. He's a first-blood, and he is farseeing. And I would beg that you not see Seilan alone -- for whatever reason.”

 The door to the chamber opened and a messenger, stepped in. “Your majesty, I must speak to the duke.”

 Rhynar bowed low and turned to the soldier. “What is it?”

 “Scouts have reported the combined Lochvaur, Haell, and Laddel forces are advancing on us,” the soldier said.

 “This is grave news,” Rhynar said. He turned to Redhan. “It has already begun.”

 Redhan nodded. “So it has. Let's put an end to this. Have my guards bring Elsonre to the Great Hall.” He glanced sternly at Rhynar. “I wish to speak to Elsonre privately.”

 Rhynar was filled with a sense of foreboding. He hesitated, but nodded once. “As you wish, my king.” He turned and left. 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Five
 

 



 Elsonre paced his cell slowly. How ironic that he stood in the very dungeon of his own castle. He stared at the gray walls, wishing he were anywhere else. A Redel guard stood outside the locked door. Elsonre cursed his brother – Lachlan had made certain the cells were escape-proof. Elsonre had some ability to mentally move objects, but the latches on the door were far too complicated for him to unlock. Elsonre reminded himself to have a discussion with Lachlan should they ever see each other again. This time, he’d be certain there’d be a way for either of them to escape.

 Although he was far from helpless, without Eihwaz, Elsonre felt at a loss. His link with Lachlan had been tenuous at best with Vaurgar’s use of the Runestone; without Eihwaz, he had no idea if Lachlan still lived. 


I hope you’re still alive, my brother, he thought dismally. I wish I could rescue you, but I’m a bit in need of rescuing myself.


 He heard the door’s lock click, and he turned to see the door swing open. “Looks like the king wishes to speak to you,” the Redel guard said.

 



 The guard led Elsonre in chains to the Great Hall. Redhan sat on Lachlan’s throne, apparently alone. Beside him, on Elsonre’s own throne was the Sword of Destiny, Eihwaz, still in its scabbard. The guard led Elsonre to the dais.

 “Leave us,” Redhan said.

 The Redel guard bowed once and left. Elsonre gazed at Eihwaz and then back at the Redel king. “Why did you bring me here?” 

 Redhan stood up, meeting Elsonre’s steady gaze. “There’s something you said that made me think, Elsonre.” 

 “Elsonre?” he repeated. “This is most unusual.”

 “Yes, Elsonre,” Redhan said. 

 “Why the change in heart?” 


 “What do you see in Seilan that I cannot?”


 Elsonre shook his head. “He is a demon within what is left of Seilan’s rotting body.”


 “Why can’t I see this?”


 “I don’t know – I would say because you don’t come from a first-blood line, but there are first-bloods who haven’t seen this, either.”

 “My father would’ve disapproved of my actions,” Redhan said, changing the subject. “Redkellan was a great warrior.”


 “He was indeed – and Lachlan’s friend.”


 “Indeed. I often envied their friendship. I was never as close to my father.”


 “Even great men like Redkellan make mistakes,” Elsonre said. 


 “Even so.”


 A silence ensued. 


 “Why did you bring me here, Redhan? Surely not to discuss your sire’s shortcomings.”


 “No, I didn’t,” Redhan said. “The Redel are the most powerful of the kindreds – and I have proven my point. I’m willing to free you and return Caer Lachlanel to you, if you take no action against my people.”

 “That’s all?” Elsonre asked.


 “Not entirely,” Redhan said. 


 Elsonre smiled slightly. “Of course not.”


 “We are land poor, Elsonre, and Caer Redelren is naught but wood. It is not the glorious city it once was. We are warriors and nobles – we don’t have the means to rebuild it to its former glory.”

 “You want me to forgive your foolishness and rebuild your kingdom after you bring a demon into my own lands and attempt to slaughter my own people?”

 Redhan’s golden eyes flickered with indecision. “I would give you Eihwaz.” 


He’s been under the control of the demon for too long, Elsonre realized. Redhan can barely think anymore. Rhynar must have somehow broken through. “Very well. I forgive you, my friend.” Elsonre glanced at the shackles and they popped open.

 “No!” howled Seilan. The demon appeared out of nowhere and came charging forward, sword in hand. Elsonre leapt onto the dais to grasp Eihwaz, but the demon hit him full force with its claws and sent him sprawling. The demon turned and plunged its sword into Redhan’s chest. The Redel king screamed once and crumpled on the dais. “Guards! Guards!” Seilan shouted.

 Elsonre shook his head and gazed at the bloody gash along his left arm. Blackish poison was already seeping into his bloodstream from the wound, making him sick. He fought to remain conscious. The last thing he remembered was hearing Seilan’s voice.

 “Lock him up! Romarin has killed the king!”

 



 ###

 



 It was dark when Ladsil made his way through the alleys towards the main keep. He suspected that the dungeon was near the garrison itself, but having only been in Caer Lachlanel a few times, he could only hazard a guess. His guise as a Redel was limiting, but he did not dare transmute into something small unless he had to. He walked along one of the streets until he found an open tavern. Loud chatter spilled into the streets and -- by the sound of the banter -- he guessed this was a popular place for the Redel warriors.

 Ladsil swaggered in, mimicking the arrogant stride the Redel had adopted recently. It was a dark, smoky barroom with mostly Redel soldiers. Ladsil made his way to the bar and sat at an empty stool. The bartender -- a Shara'kai, Ladsil noted -- was pouring mead for the men. 

 “Mead?” asked the bartender.

 Ladsil shook his head in chagrin, remembering the night before. It would be a long time before he would dare taste metheglyn again. Ladsil was still pondering his actions when he overheard a bit of conversation that interrupted his thoughts.

 “Did he use Eihwaz to kill him?”

 A young Redel warrior sat next to Ladsil, drinking ale and talking with another warrior. 

 “That's what they say,” said his friend. “And Seilan's going to kill him for it.”


 “Good,” said the first. “Rhynar will be king now.”


 “What's happened?” Ladsil asked.


 They both turned to him. “Didn't you hear?” asked the second warrior. 


 “I've been on patrol,” Ladsil said, making up a quick excuse.


 “Romarin has killed Redhan,” said the first Redel. “And Seilan's going to execute him.”

 Ladsil leaned back, concern glittering in his eyes. “When?”

 “Hopefully soon,” replied the second Redel, and the two resumed their conversation.

 Ladsil rose and silently left the tavern. He stared at the two moons, Tomah and Iamar, as they climbed into the sky. Could it be true? Could Elsonre have killed Redhan?

 If Elsonre had killed Redhan, he must have had a good reason, Ladsil decided at last. But this made his job much more difficult. Now he had precious little time to find Elsonre before Seilan had him executed.

 



 ###

 



 Elsonre did not know how long he lay in the cell in a fever. He vaguely remembered someone sitting beside him and attending to his arm, but beyond that, he was delusional. The poison had entered his bloodstream and while as a first-blood, Elsonre tried to mitigate the effects, the poison affected his ability to heal himself. 

 “I must speak to Rhynar!” he said at one point. “The demon killed Redhan!”

 The figure that stayed with him said something, but what, Elsonre could not understand. He then felt a cup of cool water pressed against his lips and he drank. He then fell back into a delusional sleep.

 



 ###

 



 Elsonre awoke to sunlight streaming in from the bars above. He stared at the light for some time, willing his eyes to focus. His left arm was painful, and he turned to see it was bandaged. He touched the bandage and felt the characteristic pull of stitches. Someone had been with him to save his life. 

 The door opened and Elsonre saw a hooded figure enter. A healer, he realized. The man pulled back his hood to reveal Redel features. “I'm glad to see you're conscious,” the healer said. “You were very lucky -- you almost died.” He sat down beside Elsonre and gently took the Lochvaur's arm in his hands. “I'm going to have to change the bandages again to keep the poison from reinfecting the wound. I know you could probably heal yourself under normal circumstances, but these aren't normal.”

 “The poison,” Elsonre said. 


 “Yes, I got out what I could,” the healer said. “If I hadn't, you'd be dead by now. First-blood or not.”


 “Thank you,” Elsonre said. “Who sent you? Certainly not Seilan.”


 The healer's eyes hardened. “No, not Seilan. I am loyal to Rhynar.” The healer unwrapped the bandage and gazed at the gash. The wound was purplish-blue, but Elsonre could see there was no sign of infection or even blood poisoning. Several neat sutures closed up the wound. “You're healing well,” the Redel remarked. “You'll have full use of your arm within a day or so.”

 “Thank the gods,” Elsonre said. 


 “Indeed, but we have little to be thankful for. After Redhan was killed, Seilan became king.” 


 “I didn't kill…” Elsonre paused. “Rhynar isn't king?”


 The healer shook his head. “Seilan usurped the throne.”


 “I didn't kill Redhan. Seilan did. Seilan gave me this wound.”


 The healer frowned. “There is only one poison that is that quick acting, even against a first-blood. And there is only one source for that poison.”

 “Then you know what Seilan is.”


 “I know that Redhan is dead,” the healer replied. “And I know that Seilan is king.” 


 “How long before Seilan kills Rhynar?” Elsonre mused.


 “He won’t yet -- Rhynar is beloved by the army. They fight for Rhynar -- not for Seilan.”


 “Then Rhynar can stop this madness,” Elsonre said. “Surely, he knows that I didn't kill Redhan.”


 The healer shook his head. “Rhynar knows nothing. He grieves for his fallen king.”


 “Can you take a message to Rhynar?” Elsonre asked as the healer gently applied an ointment to the wound. The pain diminished, and Elsonre guessed that the ointment had herbs in it that would destroy infection and numb the pain. The healer began to wrap the wound with clean bandages. 

 “I can try,” the healer said.


 “Tell Rhynar that Seilan killed your king,” he said as the healer finished tying the bandage.


 “I will do my best, Elsonre,” the healer said, walking to the door.


 Elsonre paused and met the man's gaze. “What are you called?”


 The healer paused, as if considering the question for the first time. “I am called Sowelu,” he replied as the door shut behind him. 

 



 






 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Six
 

 



 Elsonre stared at the door for a long time, even after the god left. He ran his fingers along the stitches in amazement. He now knew that he had been very close to dying from the demon's poison. If Sowelu had not intervened, Elsonre knew he would be dead.

 Yet, this brought up an interesting question. What was Sowelu doing in Caer Lachlanel? And why did the god save Elsonre’s life? 


I am loyal to Rhynar, the god had said. 

 Interesting. The god was telling Elsonre that he favored Rhynar. But why the secrecy? Why not simply heal him and help him out of Caer Lachlanel? The god could have healed Elsonre with a glance -- why make it look as though someone tended to him?


I'm not even supposed to be here, said Ni'yah. 


Why?


 Lachlei had visited Lachlan, but again, in the shroud of secrecy.

 Elsonre racked his brain for answers. The gods wanted to help, and yet, were forbidden to do so. It had to be the Truce forged long ago between Rhyn'athel and Areyn Sehduk. What had Rhyn'athel promised all those millennia ago when the Athel’cen divided the Nine Worlds? 

 Only the gods knew.

 Elsonre paced the room, but he knew there were no exits save the strong iron door. Elsonre again cursed his brother's vigilance in making the dungeons escape-proof. Elsonre knew that vigilance might still cost him his life.

 The demon had Caer Lachlanel. Caer Lachlanel! If Lachlan still lived, perhaps the High King would take back the Lochvaur fortress. But, Elsonre knew by then it would be too late for him. Elsonre wished he had seen Seilan before the siege.

 He threw himself back on the pallet and stared at the iron door. As an Eleion, his eyesight was excellent in the dark, and he studied the door intently, looking for a way out. Perhaps if he still had his silver hand, he might have punched through, but since Eihwaz had restored his hand, he had no such advantage. The doors were all charmed against opening, and Lachlan's powers simply outmatched him.

 A mouse scurried along the wall. Elsonre frowned. Caer Lachlanel was usually vermin free because Lachlan permitted cats, but evidently, a few rodents made it down to the dungeons. He watched the little creature curiously, and it turned and looked into his eyes.

 They locked gazes, and Elsonre smiled. Its eyes were golden. “Ladsil?” he whispered.

 All at once, the mouse transformed into the Laddel King. “I thought only shapeshifters could identify each other, but you easily recognized me,” Ladsil said. He drew a dagger. “Here, we don't have much time.” He handed the blade to Elsonre.

 Elsonre took the blade. “We're to fight our way out?”


 “No -- cut yourself,” Ladsil whispered. 


 “You intend to make me a shapeshifter?”


 “I intend to get you out of here,” Ladsil replied, producing his own dagger. He exposed his arm and without wincing, cut his wrist, allowing the blood to flow freely. “I overheard two guards -- Seilan is executing you for Redhan's death.”

 Elsonre eyed the blade. “Seilan is a demon,” he said. “He killed Redhan and blamed me.”

 Ladsil nodded. “It all fits now. Cut your wrist, Elsonre. It's the only way.”

 Elsonre held the knife above his wrist. To be beholden to Ni’yah and the Laddel…

 “What are you waiting for?” Ladsil hissed. He turned his head towards the door.


 Elsonre heard footsteps. Both men held their breath as the footsteps passed by. Elsonre exhaled slowly and met Ladsil's gaze.


 “We don’t have much time,” Ladsil said



What would Lachlan do? Elsonre wondered.


Don't live in my shadow, Elsonre, he heard Lachlan's voice in his head. You are a son of Rhyn'athel.

 Elsonre cut his wrist and thrust it under Ladsil's arm. Drops of the Laddel King's blood fell into his veins.

 For a moment, nothing happened. Elsonre met Ladsil's gaze and suddenly felt his stomach turn. He closed his eyes as he collapsed on all fours. When he opened them again, he found he was looking up at the Laddel king.

 The smell of blood was overwhelming, and the cell that had been too cold felt blisteringly hot. He glanced down at his body to see that paws had replaced his hands and feet, and his body was now that of a wolf with red-gold fur. 

 “You’re name is prophetic, Romarin,” Ladsil said. “The Red Wolf.”


Indeed it is, Elsonre admitted, gazing at the powerfully lean wolf body. Where is my armor?


 “You’re s shapeshifter, not a lycanthrope,” Ladsil replied. “Ni’yah’s magic is more powerful than were-magic. Your clothes and armor have changed with you.”


Can I change into anything? Elsonre asked. 

 “Within reason, yes,” Ladsil replied. “I am one of the few who can change into something mouse-size, but I think with your powers, you should be able to do it.”

 At that moment, they both heard footsteps again. 

 



 ###

 



 Night fell, and Kalena found herself restless and unwilling to sleep. Vaurgar had not visited her for several days, which was a relief, but the nightmares continued. Each time she dared sleep, day or night, the same dream haunted her. Each time, she woke up trembling and fearful. Tonight, she decided, she would not sleep.

 Instead, Kalena sat at the window and gazed out into the night's sky. The sound of the surf was comforting; she watched as the first moon, and then the second, rise over the sea. Their light reflected in the waves, and Kalena wondered if perhaps Lachlan looked up at the same sky. The mind-link was barely there -- more of a lifeline than anything. Kalena could not even sense Lachlan's raw emotions now -- all she could do was know he was still alive. That brought her some comfort.

 Around midnight, her weariness caught up with her and her eyes closed as she listened to the waves crashing over the rocks. Lulled by the sound, she soon fell asleep.

 Lachlan held her gently, caressing her hair and gazing into her eyes. “I'm sorry, Kalena,” he said. “I can't accept Vaurgar's conditions. I know you'll understand…”

 “Lachlan, no!” Kalena shouted, but he had already pulled away. Instead, she felt strong hands on her shoulders.

 She turned and saw Vaurgar standing beside her. “Lachlan no longer loves you -- but I do,” he said. Vaurgar pressed his lips against hers. At first, Kalena struggled, but he held her tight against his body. His kisses became more passionate, and she began to respond to his touch…

 



 ###

 



 Kalena awoke with a jolt. She shuddered and pulled her cloak close around her. She was sweaty and clammy despite the warmth of the room. As she drew her knees to her chest, she felt another presence within the room. 

 “Kalena,” Vaurgar said, putting his arm around her. She shuddered at his touch, yet at the same time, she could feel her body react to him. Part of her wanted him desperately, and she fought the overwhelming desire.

 “Leave me alone,” she said, sounding stronger than she felt.

 “You don't mean that,” he whispered in her ear. “I can feel you tremble when I touch you. When I kiss you…” Vaurgar cupped her chin and tilted it towards him. He kissed her.

 Kalena closed her eyes as a pleasant shockwave traveled through her. No man save Lachlan had ever made her feel this way. She opened her eyes to meet his dark gaze. There was no hatred or cruelty within them, only desire. She wanted him.

 Yet, something within her pulled back and she hardened her gaze. “Leave now,” she found herself saying. 

 Vaurgar smiled. “Very well, beloved,” he said. “Until tomorrow.” He vanished, leaving her cold and alone.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Seven




 

 The guard led the executioner towards Elsonre’s cell door. “He hasn't been much trouble,” the guard said. “He doesn't say anything.”

 The Redel executioner grunted. “Well, he's not going to give you any trouble now,” he said, patting the executioner blade. 

 The guard chuckled and unlocked the door. 

 An enormous red wolf leapt from the cell and attacked the executioner, ripping the man's throat out with a single snap. The guard backed up in terror. He did not see the silver wolf until it was too late. The silver wolf’s strong jaws crushed the man's trachea and throat. The guard flailed for a moment, and then went still.

 Both Elsonre and Ladsil transmuted back to their normal forms. Elsonre was thankful that the blood taste was gone from his mouth. 

 “I hate killing like that,” Ladsil said, noting Elsonre’s expression. “You never get used to it.”


 Elsonre looked at the dead executioner. “You were right – they were going to kill me.”


 “I didn’t think you would go through with it.”


 “I had to decide whom I trusted,” Elsonre said. “Lachlan always was closer to Ni’yah than I, even though Lachlei, our first mother, was half Laddel.”

 “Perhaps our blood no longer flows within you, but the memory remains,” Ladsil said. “You know that the Laddel would not press the blood-pact unless there was dire need.”

 “I know that,” Elsonre said. “Let’s get out of here.”

 “We’ll take Redel forms – we’ll be less conspicuous,” said Ladsil. With that, he changed into the dead guard’s form.

 Elsonre stared at the executioner. “How do I do that?” 

 “Concentrate on the form – the magic will do the rest.”

 Elsonre nodded and concentrated on taking the executioner’s form. He felt a sickening twist in his stomach and turned to see Ladsil in the guard’s form grinning.

 “You make it look effortless,” he said. “Are you certain Krysa hadn’t any Laddel blood?”

 “None known – the power must come from Rhyn’athel,” Elsonre replied. “It doesn’t feel effortless, though.” He pulled the sword belt from the executioner. “Evidently the magic doesn’t reproduce weapons.”

 “It can’t give you anything you don’t already have, when it comes to weapon and armor.” Ladsil shrugged. “It changes the appearance of the armor and clothing, not the substance. Laddel tried to explain it to me once, but I’m afraid I don’t know all the intricacies of the magic. Ni’yah could explain it better, I think.” He paused. “We’ve got to find Eihwaz – do you know where the Sword is?”

 Elsonre’s eyes became glassy for a moment. “It’s still in the Great Hall. Seilan fears it, but has no use for it. Now that he believes I am dead, he will no longer have a guard over it.”

 “The demon isn’t bright,” Ladsil grinned.

 “No, he’s not, but he is cunning and dangerous,” Elsonre said. “And he came very close to killing me.”

 “The Redel have always underestimated the Laddel – something the Lochvaur have not,” Ladsil remarked. “Once again, we will take a hand in fate.”

 “Indeed you will,” Elsonre replied. “Let’s find Eihwaz – I have a demon to kill.”

 



 ###

 



 Seilan sat on Lachlan’s throne, his golden eyes glowing angrily as Rhynar approached the dais. This one is dangerous, Seilan thought. Though he says naught, I can see his doubt in his eyes. Is he not the nephew of Redhan?

 “All Lochvaur are gone from Caer Lachlanel, my liege,” Rhynar said. “The city is secure.” He paused. “What of the prisoners?”

 “Now that Elsonre is dead, we have no use for them,” the demon replied. “Execute them all.”


 Rhynar paused. “Many are noncombatants,” he objected. “It’s against our code. Redhan wouldn’t…”


 “Redhan is no longer king,” Seilan growled. “I’m in command now – or do you question my authority?”


 “I speak as any Redel would – but most are too afraid to speak their mind,” Rhynar said. “We are Redel – not Eltar savages. We don’t kill noncombatants nor do we execute nobles of the Nine Kingdoms without trial – something you have done.”

 “Elsonre slew your king!” Seilan roared. “Or do you so want the crown yourself that you ignore the facts?”

 A muscle twitched in Rhynar’s jaw. He met the demon’s gaze coldly. “I have never sought the throne,” he said in a low voice. “Something that can’t be said for you, Seilan.” He turned and strode out.

 



 ###

 



 Rhynar walked through the doors of the main hall, his mind troubled. He did not trust Seilan -- he never had -- but Rhynar did not dare go against Redhan. Now, Rhynar wished he had. Perhaps Redhan would still be alive.

 Seilan's explanation of Redhan's death was troubling. The great Sword of Destiny, Eihwaz, had been sheathed -- odd, Rhynar thought, if Elsonre had struck Redhan down. Elsonre had accused Seilan of being a demon and killing Redhan. Rhynar had not quite believed Seilan. Now, he was not so certain what Seilan was. 

 Who had the most to gain from Redhan's death? 

 Who killed the only witness?

 Rhynar passed two Redel guards who approached the throne room. For a few moments, Rhynar continued forward and then halted. “Guards,” Rhynar called.

 “Uh-oh,” Elsonre hissed. 

 Ladsil shook his head. He can't recognize us. They turned and bowed to Rhynar. “My lord?” Ladsil asked.

 “Is Elsonre dead?”

 “Yes, my lord,” Elsonre replied. He noted a glint of remorse in Rhynar's eyes. Good. He didn't want me killed.




We don't have time for this -- this is a far too deadly game. You need Eihwaz, Ladsil replied.

 “Did you handle Elsonre's sword?” Rhynar asked Ladsil.


Say yes, Elsonre advised.

 “Yes, my lord, why?” Ladsil said.

 “Was there any blood on it?” Rhynar asked.

 “None that I could see, my lord,” Ladsil said. You're right, Elsonre, he knows you were set up.

 Rhynar shook his head. “Something is amiss -- come with me,” he said, leading Elsonre and Ladsil to the throne room. They followed the Redel commander into the Great Hall. The demon still sat on Lachlan's throne. Elsonre fought to maintain an even expression, but inside, he was seething. 


How dare he defile Lachlan's throne!


Patience, Ladsil's voice echoed in his mind, and Elsonre realized that he had inadvertently mindspoke his thoughts. The demon looked up and met Elsonre’s gaze. Ladsil glanced at Elsonre. Seilan suspects something.

 Rhynar brought them to the alcove where the great Sword of Destiny, Eihwaz, lay.

 “Don't touch the hilt -- it will kill you,” Rhynar said. “Let's see if we can slide the blade out without touching it.” 

 Elsonre picked up the Sword by the sheath to show to Rhynar. He could feel the Sword's power even through the leather scabbard. 

 “No!” bellowed Seilan, changing forward, sword drawn. 

 Elsonre grasped Eihwaz by its hilt and drew it. In a blinding flash, the guise fell away and Elsonre stood before the demon, sword glowing. Ladsil drew his sword and pulled Rhynar back. “Watch,” he whispered.

 The demon hesitated, and Elsonre attacked. Eihwaz filled Elsonre with Lachlan's power, and it sang in his veins. Seilan parried and attacked. “Guards! Rhynar! Destroy him!”

 “Draw your sword and you will die,” Ladsil warned Rhynar, pressing the sword against the Redel's throat. “Not all is as it appears.”

 Rhynar did not move. Instead, he watched in fascination as Elsonre and Seilan fought. “What truly happened to Redhan?” 

 “Tell him, Seilan -- or whatever your cursed name is, demon!” Elsonre snarled. “Tell him how you turned on Redhan and then blamed me.”

 The Redel guards rushed forward, swords drawn. “Halt!” Rhynar shouted, and they hesitated. “Let the Lochvaur speak.”

 “Kill them!” Seilan ordered between parries. “Kill Rhynar, too -- he's with the conspirators.”

 The order was too much for even the Redel soldiers to obey. “Commander?” one of the guards asked.

 “Lower your weapon,” Rhynar said to Ladsil. “I'm neither Seilan or Redhan – I’ll listen to reason. You have my word as a warrior, there’ll be no treachery.”

 Ladsil lowered the blade, and Rhynar stepped forward. “Await my orders,” he commanded the guard. “I wish to hear the Lochvaur speak.”

 Elsonre and Seilan broke apart and circled. “Tell them, Seilan. Tell them how I could've killed Redhan with Eihwaz still sheathed. Tell them how Redhan's blood still stains your blade. Tell them how you drank Redhan's blood…”

 Rhynar and the Redel soldiers' eyes darted to the two blades. Eihwaz shone clean, but Rhynar detected a trace of ruddy brown along the blood groove of the demon's blade. His eyes narrowed as anger rose within him. “We have been betrayed.”

 “Don't believe the Lochvaur -- he lies!” Seilan shouted. 

 “Do I?” Elsonre laughed. “Let's end this charade, shall we?” Elsonre swung Eihwaz, calling on its great power. Eihwaz struck the demon’s blade and with a flash of light, cleaved right through it and penetrated the demon's chest.

 For a dreadful moment, the demon and Elsonre locked gazes. The body of the Redel warrior crumbled away, and Elsonre met the stare of a yellow-eyed demon with large fangs. It snarled and tried to leap forward, but Elsonre twisted the blade and Eihwaz bit deeper. The demon shuddered, and the light slowly faded from its eyes. It collapsed and disintegrated into foul-smelling dust.

 Elsonre met Rhynar's gaze; Eihwaz still burning brightly in the Lochvaur king's hands. “You are now King of the Redel, Rhynar. What do you want to do?”

 Rhynar met the Lochvaur king’s gaze and hesitated. “I don't want this,” he said. “I'm not a king -- I'm a warrior, and I was only Redhan's nephew.”

 “Redhan had no heirs,” Elsonre spoke. “You are his only blood relative. The Redel are leaderless now -- they look to you.” He sheathed Eihwaz. “What do you want to do, Rhynar?”

 Rhynar hesitated as bewilderment crossed his features. Elsonre waited, and the Redel king's face became more resolved. He drew his sword and offered it with both hands to Elsonre, kneeling before the Lochvaur king. “My king, please forgive us. I pledge the Redel's loyalty once more.”

 Elsonre smiled grimly. “You owe it not to me, but to Lachlan,” he replied. “But, I will accept it in his stead.”

 Rhynar looked up, his golden eyes filled with concern. “The Shara'kai?”

 “The son of Rhyn'athel. Lachlan was the one who freed you from Darkling Plain, not I. He is your High King and you owe him your allegiance.”

 Rhynar shook his head. “The Redel have brought the Nine Kingdoms to the brink of destruction,” he said. “If Lachlan were here, I would seek his forgiveness, but no pardon can erase what we have done. Redhan foolishly listened to the demon that ultimately killed him. I'm just as much to blame, for I didn't take the throne when I should have. I swear by Sowelu that the Redel will serve Lachlan and his heirs until the end of the Nine Worlds.”

 “I accept for my brother,” Elsonre said, taking the sword in his hands and then returning it to Rhynar. “May Rhyn'athel witness this oath, and may it bind both our houses until the end of time. Rise, King Rhynar, King of the Redel.”

 Rhynar rose and sheathed his sword. He turned to Ladsil, who grinned broadly. “And who are you?”

 Ladsil transmuted back to his Laddel form. “Know that this has been witnessed, Rhynar, by none other than the Laddel,” Ladsil replied. “For I am Ladsil, King of the Laddel, son of Laddel, son of Ni'yah, the wolf-god. The Laddel have long memories, and we will hold the Redel accountable.”

 Rhynar nodded. “So be it, Laddel King,” he said. He turned to his soldiers. “Free the Lochvaur prisoners. We are returning to Caer Redelren.”

 “Not yet,” Elsonre said. “We are not through yet -- Vaurgar is planning an attack. We’ll need every warrior available if we hope to survive this at all.” 




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Eight
 

 



 Vaurgar had been true to his word. Night after night, he visited Kalena usually after the same nightmare. Kalena had given up all hope of sleeping in bed for fear he might use that to his advantage. Finally, in desperation, she decided that she simply would not sleep. For three days and nights, she remained in her armor, pacing the room. It was midnight now, and she felt as though she were sleepwalking.

 Strong arms held her, and she looked up to see Vaurgar standing before her. “Kalena, beloved,” he said. “Why do you resist me?”


 Kalena pushed on his chest, but found she had not the strength. “Leave me alone,” she said hoarsely. “Lachlan…”


 “He isn't coming for you,” Vaurgar said, his voice like liquid. “You know this.”


 “I know nothing, save what you tell me,” she replied, but the conviction in her voice was gone. She paused. “Stop this torture, Vaurgar. What do you want?”

 “No torture, beloved,” he said, stroking her hair. “I want you.” He kissed her.

 This time, Kalena did not resist. Instead, she allowed the pleasure of his touch to shiver through her. So much like Lachlan, she thought.

 Vaurgar felt her response and smiled. “I can be any lover you desire, Kalena,” he whispered in her ear as he slid the hauberk from her, allowing his hands to linger longer on her breasts as he unfastened the gambeson and let the padded tunic and breeches slide to the floor. “Even Lachlan, if you desire it.”

 At that, Vaurgar transmuted into Lachlan's form. His hands now caressed her as he began to remove her tunic.

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan led his small band eastward for the next few days. The rolling hills seemed endless. It was mostly prairie, mixed with the occasional copse of trees and creeks. On the third day, Lachlan halted the party beside a creek as it began to become dark. 

 Lachlan turned to Haellsil and Taryn as they dismounted. “We’re now at the border of Thalarmor,” he said quietly. “It’s now time for me to speak to Arianne alone.”

 “Alone?” asked Haellsil. “Do you think it wise?”


 “I think so,” Lachlan replied, but his gaze fell on Taryn. “We are in Thalarmor. I need to know the third price.” 


 Taryn lowered his gaze, but said naught. As Lachlan turned away, Taryn shook his head. 


 Haellsil gazed at Taryn. “What’s wrong?”


 “I fear she may ask him for something he can’t give,” Taryn said. 


 “How do you know?” Haellsil asked as he removed supplies from his horse’s pack.


 Taryn shook his head again. “I know.”


 



 ###

 



 Lachlan walked over to Arianne as she began to gather wood for the fire. “Leave that and walk with me,” he said as he approached her. Arianne dropped the bundle and silently followed him to the crest of the hill that overlooked their camp. The stars were beginning to shine above them as he turned to her. “I’ve brought you to the edge of Thalarmor, Arianne, and I've held up my bargain. Now, you must name your third price.”

 “So soon,” Arianne murmured. She paused and gazed into his eyes. “You aren't anything I expected…”


 Lachlan remained silent, his expression neutral.


 “It's just that I expected someone different -- I can't explain it.”


 “Try.”


 “You know that I am a product of the raid on Arristan twenty years ago,” she said.


 “I was aware of this,” Lachlan said.


 She shook her head. “Damn!” she turned away and began to pace. 


 “What?” Lachlan asked.


 “I didn't think it would be so hard to ask for it,” Arianne said. She paused. “You see, everything isn’t as it appears.”


 Lachlan considered her carefully. Again, something about her seemed remarkably familiar to him. He met her gaze and studied her face as though he was seeing her for the first time. “You're Allarun's heir.”

 “Yes,” she said at last. “I’m Vaurgar's daughter.”

 A silence ensued. 

 “That is why I've been unable to break your defenses,” Lachlan said, shaking his head. “That Ni'yah! He never told me that the Shara'kai would be Vaurgar's own heir.”

 “Vaurgar has no heir -- he has a bastard,” Arianne said coldly. “He nearly killed my mother when he raped her. It was…” She paused. “Taryn who saved her.”

 “I should've seen this,” Lachlan muttered. “You look very much like Vaurgar.”

 “As far as I'm concerned, Vaurgar has made my life a living hell,” Arianne said. “Do you know what it is like to live tied to a demon like that? And then, to live through Arristan again?”

 Lachlan lowered his gaze. “I honestly can't say that I know what it is like. I've only lived through a thousand years of a half-life, brought about by my own folly.” He paused. “Perhaps that made it bearable -- but only partially so. I can't imagine what you've suffered through.”

 “Then, you'll understand my request,” she said. “I want Hagalaz.”

 Lachlan stared. “Hagalaz?”

 “The Third Sword of Destiny,” she said. “To avenge my mother and put an end to this torture.” She paused. “To kill Vaurgar.”

 “You're not powerful enough,” Lachlan said. 

 “I would be powerful enough with Hagalaz,” she said.

 “There’s the Runestone -- you, yourself, have seen it – if not in person, then through Vaurgar’s eyes,” Lachlan said. “I’m not certain that I can kill Vaurgar with Uruz, let alone with Hagalaz. You haven't the power.”

 “That’s my price -- take it or leave it,” Arianne said. She turned and walked down the hill, leaving Lachlan behind.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Sixty-Nine
 

 



 Lachlan sat down on a stone on top of the hillock, his eyes staring ahead. “Rhyn'athel, what is she asking me to do?” he entreated the god. He did not expect an answer as he stared into Thalarmor's darkness. He felt numb as he sat alone, staring into the night's sky.

 Haellsil and Taryn approached and sat beside him. 


 “Well, what did she say?” Haellsil asked curiously.


 “Arianne told me the third price. I don’t think I can go through with it.”


 Alarm glowed in the Eltar's dark eyes. “What is it?”

 “Arianne's price is Hagalaz.”

 Haellsil's eyes narrowed. “It would kill her…”

 Lachlan shook his head. “I missed it, though how, I don't know. She has rightful claim to it. Arianne is Vaurgar's daughter, heir of Allarun.”

 Taryn bowed his head. “I have a confession, my king. I knew she was Vaurgar's daughter.”

 “And you said nothing?” 

 “It wasn't my place to tell you -- I tried to have her talk to you.”


 “Sweet gods,” Haellsil breathed. “She would do less harm demanding to be your queen. If she becomes a Swordwielder…”


 “I know,” Lachlan said miserably. He shook his head. “I wish I had never forged the Swords.”


 “How much do you love Kalena?” Haellsil said.


 Lachlan laughed, but his tone was harsh. “The visions are growing stronger. Kalena is beginning to weaken -- I can feel it. That demon bastard is taking my form to wear her down.”

 “Vaurgar is doing it to torture you. Kalena is useful to him as long as he thinks he's getting to you. As soon as he doesn't, he'll kill her,” Haellsil said.

 “I know -- that's why I haven't broken the link,” he replied. “Kalena is incredibly strong-willed, but she isn't first-blood. Vaurgar will eventually wear her away through trickery. And, what if he succeeds and I didn't make Arianne a Swordwielder?”

 “Even if you did -- there's no guarantee,” Taryn said. “You may have to accept that Kalena and your son are lost. Vaurgar's game is not with Kalena -- the game is with you.”

 “Are you sure Arianne knows where Kalena is?” Haellsil asked.


 “Arianne knows where Vaurgar is. And to find Vaurgar is to find Kalena.”


 Haellsil shook his head. “Can you find Kalena without Arianne?”


 “I've tried, but Vaurgar blocks me. Without the Runestone he would’ve never been able to do that,” Lachlan said. “Arianne knows not what she asks of me.”

 “You could take the information from her.”

 “I've thought of that,” Lachlan admitted. “But I would completely destroy her -- Arianne's mental defenses are formidable. I'd have to tear her down completely -- and what then? I would be as terrible as Allarun or Vaurgar.”

 “Could Arianne be working for Vaurgar?” Haellsil asked. “A spy, perhaps?”

 “No!” said Taryn emphatically. “She'd rather die than serve Vaurgar.”

 Lachlan paused at Taryn's vehemence. There was something Taryn was hiding, but what Lachlan could not guess. “I doubt it too,” he said. “Lachlei told me that Arianne was an ally -- of sorts. Ni'yah too, told me before he left that he would send a Shara'kai to aid me. I might accept deception on the part of Arianne and maybe from Ni’yah, but not from Lachlei.”

 Haellsil stood up. “I can't advise you in this,” he said. “You already know that if Arianne binds to Hagalaz, she'd be closer to you in some ways than even Kalena.”

 “I don't know why Arianne would want to go through with it -- or why she waited until now.”

 “Would you have listened in Caer Lachlanel?” Taryn said. “Elsonre was there and would try to talk you out of it. No, Arianne knew she would have to wait until you were away from Elsonre and were desperate enough to accept her conditions -- when you are on the very threshold of Allarun's realm.”

 “But what would she do with the Sword, assuming she bound to it?” Haellsil asked.

 “Arianne is sworn to kill Vaurgar,” Taryn said. 

 “But she knows that I am sworn to kill him as well,” Lachlan said. “Arianne isn’t powerful enough to kill him, even with Hagalaz.” He paused. “She may not be powerful enough to bind with Hagalaz.”

 Lachlan fell silent, his mind drifted to Kalena and his last vision of her with Vaurgar. “I don't have a choice,” he said at last. “I will give Hagalaz to Arianne.” He paused. “And may Rhyn'athel forgive me for my foolishness.”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan returned to the camp. He could see Arianne's still form beside the fire Haellsil and Taryn had made, but he knew she was not asleep. He glanced back at Taryn and Haellsil, who gazed on the king with a grim expression, and made his way around the fire. Lachlan touched Arianne's shoulder gently. She opened her eyes.

 “Walk with me,” he said.

 Arianne stood up, her cloak still wrapped tightly around her. He led her to the top of the knoll. “Have you decided?” she asked, her dark eyes meeting his gaze. 

 “Yes, I have,” Lachlan said. “But before we go through with this, I must warn you, it is not reversible.”

 “I’m ready,” she said, reaching out for Hagalaz's hilt. 

 Lachlan caught her wrist. “I don't think you are. You may not be powerful enough and if you aren't, the Sword will consume you. If you do become a Swordwielder, your power will be bound to both Elsonre and me. I don't think you want this.”

 “Don't tell me what I want!” she snapped, pulling her arm from his grasp. “It’s the only way for me to kill Vaurgar.”

 Lachlan met her gaze. “You’re not powerful enough to kill Vaurgar -- even with Hagalaz. I am beginning to doubt that you will survive bonding.”

 “Are you going through with this or not?”

 Lachlan glared. “Very well.” He drew Hagalaz. The dark sword shimmered in the night with a faint light. The runes on the blade glowed ominously as he laid the blade across his palms and offered it to her. 

 Arianne gazed at the hematite and onyx adorned hilt. “What do I do?”

 “Take the hilt and the blade,” he said. “But be forewarned now. I will take whatever knowledge from you that I see fit. You will have no secrets from me.”

 “Do what you must.” She tentatively reached for the sword.


 “Are you afraid?” Lachlan asked.


 Arianne steeled her gaze. “No.”


 “You should be.”


 Arianne grasped Hagalaz with both hands.




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy
 

 



 Arianne grasped the blade with both hands, feeling the Sword's edge cut into her palm. Lachlan kept his grip on the Sword, and she met his gaze. The power of Hagalaz surged between them and all at once, she stood before Lachlan, her mind laid open before him. Terrified, she fought to block his power, and she tried to pull her hands away from the Sword, but she felt Lachlan’s hands close over her own. 

 Arianne shuddered. The pain was intense – her hands burned from the raw power. The power coursed through her entire body, firing every nerve within her.

 “Hold onto the blade,” Lachlan commanded. 

 Arianne opened her eyes – she had not even realized that she had shut them against the blinding power. Arianne realized that they were not alone. Elsonre stood beside them, his face grim.

 “What have you done, my brother?” Elsonre asked.


 Lachlan turned, his own expression emotionless. “What I had to do.” 


 For a moment, Elsonre gazed at her. “I understand,” he said at last. “Though we may all regret this.” His apparition faded.


 The pain returned, searing and white-hot. Arianne cried out and collapsed into oblivion.


 



 ###

 



 Thunder rolled over Thalarmor. Vaurgar, still in Lachlan's form, straightened. Kalena still stood before him, enticing, ready, and yet…

 A rumble like an earthquake shook the tower. Kalena's eyes focused and saw Vaurgar shift back to his normal form, his eyes glinting with fear. The tremor shook her from her daze and she pulled away from him, loosing her tunic from his grasp and gathering up the gambeson and mailshirt. Kalena slid away, but Vaurgar's attention was elsewhere. Vaurgar's hand slid into his pocket and pulled out the Runestone.

 Kalena stared at the crystal Runestone. There is his power, she thought. I wonder if I could take it from him.

 Vaurgar did not notice Kalena's gaze for he was concentrating on the Runestone. “What are you doing, Lachlan?” he whispered, almost imperceptibly. Kalena strained to hear his words. “Hagalaz…” Vaurgar shook his head. “A third Swordwielder? Impossible.”

 Kalena said nothing. Vaurgar turned to her. “I will finish this later, beloved,” he said and disappeared.

 Kalena shuddered. She slid the gambeson on and then the hauberk. Exhausted and horrified from the events, she collapsed into the chair and fell into a dreamless asleep. 

 



 Lachlan carried Arianne from the knoll, Hagalaz sheathed once more at his side. Taryn and Haellsil watched as the High King gently laid her down by the fire.

 “Is she dead?” Taryn asked, looking on her pale face.


 “No, but she ought to be,” Lachlan said, glancing up. 


 “Did she take the full power of the Sword?” Haellsil asked.


 “No, she didn't,” Lachlan said. “I did.”


 “Then, she is not a Swordwielder,” Taryn said, his voice grim.


 “No, not yet,” he said, turning away. “She may never be.” He paused and shook his head. “Taryn, I couldn't let her do it. The Sword was consuming her.”

 “Would she have lived?”

 “No,” he shook his head again. “She is the heir to Allarun, and if anyone has claim to this blade, she does. But she is also half Ansgar.”

 “Uruz didn't kill you even though you are Shara'kai.”

 “But I am more than half Rhyn'athel and have very little Ansgar blood,” Lachlan replied. “And the power of Uruz comes from within me.” He paused. “Now, I am afraid I have made things worse.”

 Taryn shook his head. “It is a terrible price for one so young,” he said sadly. “Did you learn where Kalena is being held?”


 “Aye, I did.”


 “Then Arianne has served your purpose,” Haellsil said.


 Taryn glared. “Is that what she is to you? Something to serve a purpose?”


 “Peace,” growled Lachlan. “Yes, she served a purpose, but at a price. It will tear her apart.” He bent down and touched her temple.

 Arianne stirred slowly and sat up. “What happened?” She raised her hands and saw the ugly weals and scorch marks from Hagalaz. She shuddered.

 Lachlan knelt beside her and took her hands, gently running a finger along her scorched skin. The skin closed and healed. “You were unsuccessful.” 

 Arianne stared at her hands and then met Lachlan's gaze. She shuddered again. “You knew, didn't you?”

 “I told you, but you would not listen.”

 Arianne stared at him for a long time. “I can feel your presence here, inside my head. And Elsonre’s, too. I can't wield Hagalaz and yet…”

 “And yet, you are bound to the Swords. As I am. As Elsonre is.”


 “Then, you know where Kalena is.”


 “Yes.”


 “You should have let the blade consume me.” Arianne drew her knees to her chest and buried her head sobbing. “Why did you do this to me?”

 Taryn moved forward, but Haellsil gripped his shoulder. “This is between them, not you.” 

 Taryn glared at Haellsil, but did not move.

 Lachlan closed his eyes and shook his head. “I couldn't let you die. Perhaps one day you will be a Swordwielder.” He gripped her hands and brought her to her feet. “Even if I didn't think you had no part yet to play in this, I wouldn't let you die.”

 “Vaurgar would have.”

 “I’m not Vaurgar.” He held her gently, feeling her tremble as she sobbed quietly. His mind was on Kalena. “Shhh! Let's speak no more of this,” he said, glancing at Taryn. “Get some rest while you can.”

 






 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-One
 

 



 Sunlight awoke Kalena hours later. The memory of what nearly transpired that night shocked and horrified her. Vaurgar had come close to seducing her -- and she had offered no resistance. What bothered her more was her reaction. She had wanted him desperately. If anything, to end the dreams, the sleepless nights, and the endless seduction. She shook her head. She would have agreed to anything if it ended the unremitting torture.

 Torture. Kalena remembered using the word that night, but now it fit. There was no other word to describe what Vaurgar was putting her through. Torture -- and Vaurgar, like his sire, was a master at it. He had even taken Lachlan's form to convince her to love him.

 It had almost worked, Kalena admitted to her chagrin. But why and how? The lack of sleep was part of it. The nightmares were another part. Then, she remembered something Lachlan had told her: Vaurgar was half life-leech.

 Life-leech -- not just a demon, but a sexual predator. Lachlan had told Kalena about Lila not long after Kalena and Lachlan had taken their vows. Lila had been a life-leech sent to seduce Shadowhelm and destroy him before he could awaken Lachlan's incarnation. Lachlan admitted how close he had been to faltering because of the life-leech's power. 

 If Kalena had given in…

 Kalena shook her head. She was certain he would have killed her, drinking her very life-force and the life-force of her child. If Lachlan was as close as she suspected, Vaurgar might have decided to kill her, considering her expendable now. She shuddered.

 How could she have forgotten that Vaurgar was half life-leech? Kalena wondered. Yet even as the question formed in her mind, she knew the answer: Vaurgar. He must have blocked that crucial piece of information in her memory when her defenses were down. Vaurgar's ability to take on other forms, the nightmares, and the overwhelming sexual attraction was part of his life-leech powers. Lachlan had told Kalena that those demons held some of the most powerful magic. So, what had broken his power?

 Lachlan.

 Kalena smiled at the thought. Lachlan had diverted Vaurgar's concentration enough so she could break his control. That meant that Lachlan knew the games Vaurgar played with her. It also meant that Lachlan was searching for her. 

 Yet, what caused the earthquake? Could Lachlan have found a third Swordwielder as Vaurgar had thought? If so, then Allarun had another heir -- perhaps one that had not been tainted by Allarun's influence. Kalena mulled over the possibility. A third Swordwielder. 

 Kalena knew if this was the case, then Lachlan took a terrible risk to get her back. That Swordwielder could turn on Lachlan the same way Allarun had turned on him. Despite herself, she felt tears well in her eyes. Did Lachlan know the hell Vaurgar was putting her through? Something inside told her that he did.

 Yet, there was something curious about the last night besides the earthquake. Vaurgar's reaction. He had taken out a large crystal with a rune cut in the center of it. A runestone of some type. Very curious, Kalena mused. Now that she had uninterrupted sleep, she had the wits to ponder the Runestone. She was no sorceress, but Kalena knew a magic talisman when she saw it. 

 Kyr had used a crystal splinter to kidnap her. Could it have been a shard from the Runestone?


Could that be the source of Vaurgar's great power? she wondered. She thought this was more than likely after seeing Vaurgar use it. A plan began to form in her mind, and she grinned. “Vaurgar,” she whispered. “You arrogant demon-bastard. You think you have the upper hand. Let’s see how you like it when your little game is turned on you.”

 



 ###

 



 “She has gotten to you, too,” Taryn said as Lachlan watched Arianne fall into an uneasy sleep. 

 Lachlan tossed another branch on the fire and shook his head. “She is vastly different than Kalena,” he said. “Vulnerable. Angry. Filled with hate.” 

 “And yet?”

 “Despite everything she appears to be, she is much stronger than she looks,” he said. “She has Allarun's strength and resolution. She just doesn’t have his power.”

 “She’s dangerous,” Haellsil said. 

 “Very,” he admitted. “But she’s now bound to the Swords, and she will despise me for it. In time, she may even try to kill me to rid herself of the burden.” He paused. “In a strange way, I was hoping she would succeed in taking Hagalaz.”

 “Why?” Haellsil asked.

 “Because Hagalaz
has been a burden. Knowing that besides myself, only Allarun's heirs can wield it makes it doubly dangerous. I’d rather have Arianne become a Swordwielder than her sire.” He paused and met Taryn's gaze. “I’ve no desire to relive Darkling Plain.” He drew Hagalaz and gazed at the dark blade. “We sow the seeds of our own destruction-- so says an old Lochvaur proverb. Sometimes I think the one who said it had me in mind, Taryn. I can't destroy Hagalaz or remake it so another might wield it. And I am bound to it as surely as Allarun's blood.”

 “And yet, the Sword is bound to her, even if she can't wield it,” Taryn mused. “What would happen if Vaurgar took the blade?”

 Lachlan met Taryn's gaze. “I don't know. There have only been three Swords of Destiny. Only Eihwaz has ever had multiple Swordwielders, but that was never at the same time.” He gazed into the sky. “By Rhyn'athel's blood, I wish she hadn’t forced me into this.” 

 “You’re not the only one, my king,” Taryn remarked, turning away. 

 Lachlan gazed on the Eltar king and smiled grimly. “Of course, I should've seen it. You love her.”

 “Yes.” A silence ensued. Taryn gazed into the lightening sky. “I wish it weren’t so, but I'm afraid it is.”


 Lachlan shook his head. “You should've told me.”


 “And jeopardize the only chance we have at saving Kalena?” Taryn said. “You wouldn't have gone through with it.”


 “Taryn – I’ve no love for Arianne,” Lachlan said. 'The Swords are not a marriage. She doesn't hold my heart -- that belongs to Kalena.”

 Taryn turned away. “Lachlan, she’s suffered through much -- more than what would break most men. Arianne is stronger than you know. I believe she has the power to wield Hagalaz.”

 “It nearly killed her.”

 “You don't know that,” Taryn said, facing Lachlan once more. “You stepped in to save her before the blade could take its full effect. You don't know if it would've killed her.”

 A silence ensued.

 Lachlan met Taryn's gaze. Could it be true? Could he have pulled her away from the link before she could fully establish it? If so, why?


Fear. 


 Now, the part that was Shadowhelm spoke clearly in his mind. You're afraid of Hagalaz.

 Haellsil gazed at Lachlan curiously. “What are you thinking, my brother?” “I am thinking that sometimes the merge between Shadowhelm and Lachlan is not as seamless as I'd hoped for.”

 “And what does Shadowhelm say?” Taryn asked.


 “That I am afraid.”


 A smile spread across Haellsil's face. “You? Afraid?” 


 Lachlan smiled wryly. “It seems ludicrous, doesn't it? But the part of me that is Shadowhelm speaks the truth. I do fear what might happen if Arianne does wield Hagalaz.”

 “Why?” Taryn asked. “You can't wield both blades.”

 “I died by that very Sword. Hagalaz nearly destroyed me.”

 “She isn't Allarun.”

 “She has his blood and the blood of Areyn Sehduk,” Lachlan replied. “Arianne can't escape that.”

 “Even Areyn Sehduk is Athel’cen,” Taryn replied. “He was not always evil. The Eltar were not always evil and even now, there are those of us who serve Rhyn'athel. Arianne has the chance of turning something evil into something good. But you have to give her that chance.”

 “I can't -- there's too much at risk.”

 “Then you've condemned her to the same intolerable half-life you suffered,” Taryn remarked. “Her life-force will be drawn away to feed that Sword. Eventually, it will consume her. How does that make you different than Allarun or Vaurgar?”

 Lachlan had no response. 

 “Arianne doesn't deserve that -- especially from you,” Taryn said. 

 “You're right. But damn it, Taryn! She or her heirs could use Hagalaz against me again.”

 “There was always that risk -- you knew it when you forged the Swords of Destiny,” Haellsil said.

 “Whose side are you on?” Lachlan demanded, turning to his half-brother. “You, of anyone, know what that Sword can do. It killed you, remember?”

 “Only too well,” Haellsil said. “But I think Shadowhelm is right. You're afraid of that Sword. You kept it locked away in Caer Lachlanel, hoping perhaps that it would go away. But it won't, Lachlan. At some point, you will need to complete the Alliance of Swords. You know this.”

 “I was hoping it might be my son,” Lachlan admitted. “Perhaps my son might hold the same abilities that I have and might be able to wield the Third Sword.”

 “We can't know that,” said Haellsil. “Vaurgar is here and now. So is Arianne.” He paused. “You said so yourself that the Sword isn't a marriage. If Arianne is able to wield the Sword, and if she is your ally, then perhaps she should be the third Swordwielder.”

 “You know her mind better than any of us now,” Taryn said. “Would she betray you?”

 Lachlan stayed silent.

 “Would she?” Haellsil asked. “That is the question, isn't it?”

 Lachlan gazed into the sky. “Arianne is already bound to the Sword.” He turned to Taryn. “I’ll do as you ask, but, if she is consumed, I will not save her.”

 Taryn nodded grimly. “I’ll accept that.”

 “I’ll speak to Arianne,” he said. 




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Two
 

 



 Lachlan waited for the dawn to spread its ruddy light over the hills before he woke Arianne. She looked up at him, miserable, her eyes reddened as though she had gotten no sleep. She sat up and drew her cloak around her body. The wind howled over the hills. The storm clouds were gathering early and darkened the sky. 

 “Arianne,” he said softly. He sat beside her on a log. “We need to speak.”

 “Where's Taryn?” she asked, looking around for the Eltar king. 

 “He and Haellsil are elsewhere,” Lachlan said. “Last night, I think I made a terrible choice.”

 “Handing me Hagalaz.”

 “No, I think that was the right decision.”


 “What then?” Arianne met his gaze.


 “Pulling you back from it,” Lachlan said. “Arianne, I should've let you take the Sword's full power.”


 “But you said it would kill me.”


 “It might.”


 “You don't know?”


 Lachlan shook his head. “I don't. I could only guess.”


 “Why?” she asked. “Why lie to me?” She paused. “You don't want me to wield the Sword.”


 “I would be lying if I said otherwise,” Lachlan replied. “You're the daughter of my enemy. Yes, I realize that you aren't Vaurgar, but you could hold the key to my destruction if I gave you Hagalaz. The potential is there, Arianne, I can't explain it any other way.”

 “But I'm not Vaurgar or Allarun.”

 “Thank the gods, you're not,” he said. “But even Allarun had the best intentions when he started down that dark path. Allarun was my friend. None were closer to me save Elsonre. Even Haellsil, my half-brother, wasn't as close. I trusted where I shouldn't have -- and this is the result.” He fell silent.

 “What happened?” Arianne asked, at length.


 “What do you mean?”


 “What caused Allarun to turn evil?” she asked. “He wasn't evil to start with, was he?”


 “No, he wasn’t,” Lachlan said. “He was ambitious and proud. I saw a great warrior who was obviously the son of a god, same as Elsonre and myself. Allarun, Elsonre, and I fought together to unite the Nine Kindreds. Somewhere along the way, he learned who his sire was. Allarun feared my reaction, I think, but was angered that fate had so terribly cheated him out of a birthright he believed was his. So angry that he decided to show the sons of Rhyn'athel what a son of Areyn Sehduk could do. He succeeded.”

 “Anger, jealousy, and rage,” she murmured.

 “Anger is often born out of fear,” Lachlan said. “I followed his counsel, not thinking clearly. If I had, I would've never forged the three Swords of Destiny. But I saw him as the Allarun of old. Many others saw differently. Haellsil and Elsonre, among them.”

 “Elsonre? But you gave him Eihwaz.”

 “And Haellsil died defending Cara, my consort,” Lachlan said. “Slain by Hagalaz, as I was.” He drew the dark blade and gazed at the etched runes.

 “Why are you telling me this?” 

 “Because I want you to understand what I'm about to do,” Lachlan said. “I'd unmake this blade if I could. Haegl has suggested that I pitch it deep into the bottomless chasm in the Neversummer Mountains. But I know that eventually, Hagalaz will come back to haunt me. So it has remained with me. It will now stay with you.”

 Arianne stared at the blade. “You're offering it to me again?”

 “I won't have you be bound to me in this fashion without being able to wield the blade,” he said. “Taryn is right -- I'd be forcing you to live in a half-life for my own mistakes.”

 “It could kill me.”


 Lachlan smiled wanly. “It could kill you. But, if you do succeed, the Alliance of Swords would be complete.”


 “And if I die?”


 “Then, you die -- I won’t force you into a half-life.”


 “Then I meet my great-grandsire early.”


 “Indeed.”


 “But if I'm successful,” Arianne mused. “I'll be able to kill Vaurgar.”


 “Is that what this is about -- revenge?” Lachlan said. “For your mother and for the people of Arristan?”


 “I wouldn't expect you to understand.”


 “Actually, I do,” Lachlan said. “I'm well acquainted with revenge, having come back from the dead a thousand years later to wreak my own vengeance.” He paused. “Arianne, no one can deny your cause is just, but I doubt your strength in that. Vaurgar's power has exceeded even mine, and I doubt that you could kill him by yourself. Even with Hagalaz.”

 “Then, I’ll die trying.”


 “That would be a waste -- especially when Taryn loves you.”


 Arianne closed her eyes. “Taryn -- that sentimental fool! I told him not to love me.”


 “I don't think he had much choice in that matter,” Lachlan said. “Sometimes we have no choice in our path. Whether you like it or not, I suspect your path and Taryn's is woven into the Web as surely as yours and mine is. Trust me on this, Arianne, Taryn is a good man. He may be Eltar, but I would trust him with my life before I would trust many others. And, he does love you.”

 Arianne shook her head. “This is completely unexpected.”

 Lachlan smiled wryly. “As though you weren't? I cursed Ni'yah for having sent you to me. The god knew full well you were to be the next Swordwielder, even though a Swordwielder for Hagalaz was the last thing I wanted.”

 “Yet you are willing to hand Hagalaz over to Vaurgar.”

 “Do you really think I would?”

 Arianne shook her head. “Only if you had to.” 
“And I would have no intention on letting Vaurgar live long enough to use it. You, however, are different.”

 “Then what do I do?”

 “What I must do -- accept that which already is.” Lachlan stood up. “Take the Sword, Arianne.” He held Hagalaz out to her.

 Arianne stood up and met his gaze. She put her hand on the hilt and the blade.

 The power of Hagalaz surged between them as it had that night. Once again, she stood before Lachlan, her mind laid open before him. She felt Lachlan's hands close over her own, but this time, she did not fight it. 

 “Hold onto the blade,” Lachlan commanded. “You can see this through.”

 Arianne's hands burned from the raw power. The power coursed through her entire body, firing every nerve within her. Still, she hung on, keeping her gaze locked on his. She became aware of Elsonre standing beside her and Lachlan, watching her as her blood ran down her arms. The earth trembled beneath her feet, and lightning arced across the sky. Thunder rolled across the hills. Still, she held on.

 Then she was drawn into another world. Dark and sinister, she stood before a dark throne. Arianne wanted to scream and run away, but could do nothing. A man stood before her -- a pale-skinned, dark-haired Eleion. He wore dark armor and held a broken sword, not dissimilar from Hagalaz. Much to her terror, Arianne realized she looked into the eyes of Allarun.

 “So, you are my granddaughter,” Allarun said, almost casually. “Have you come to avenge me?”


 “No!” she shouted. Suddenly, she was back in the world of the living.


 “Arianne!” Taryn said, trying to reach her. 


 Haellsil held him back. “You'll kill yourself if you touch her now.”


 Arianne cried out and dropped Hagalaz. It clattered on the ground and she collapsed. The light faded from around Lachlan and Elsonre vanished. Lachlan sank to the ground. 

 Taryn freed himself from Haellsil's grip and sprinted over to her. “Is she…?” He picked her up. She felt light in his arms.

 “She's alive,” Lachlan said wearily. “You were right, Taryn. You were right.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Three
 

 



 Arianne awoke a few hours later. She lay under several blankets next to the campfire. The fire was out, but she was warm enough. The air was cool for spring. The wind and the gathering clouds above suggested that it might rain in a few hours.

 Next to her lay Hagalaz in its scabbard on the swordbelt, the dark hilt gleaming in the sunlight. She stretched her hand to touch the pommel and felt a tremor as the power flowed through her. “It's true,” she whispered. “I am a Swordwielder.”

 “Quite,” Lachlan said, sitting beside her. “You've completed the Alliance of Swords.”

 “What happens now?”

 “That remains to be seen,” he said. “It'll take some time to adjust to the link between you and the Sword. I wouldn't try to call on its powers until then.”

 “How can I kill Vaurgar then?” Arianne asked.

 “You're won’t,” Lachlan said. “I will -- assuming he hasn't become so powerful that even I can't deal with him.”

 “Then, what was all this about?” she demanded, waving her hand at Hagalaz.

 “It was fulfilling a promise I made,” Lachlan said. “I made no promise that you could kill Vaurgar with that Sword.”


 A silence ensued. 


 Arianne closed her eyes, and the vision from the Sword's merging appeared before her. “I saw Allarun.”


 Lachlan gazed into the sky, but said nothing. “I was afraid you might,” he said after several minutes. “Some of Allarun's power is tied to Hagalaz forever. Just as some of Eihwaz's power is tied to Elsonre. But, they are all tied to me.”

 She nodded. “What now?”

 “We'll be leaving in an hour -- if you're up to it. Kalena is perhaps a day's hard ride to the coast. Luckily this route isn't used much, or we'd spend a week avoiding Eltar troops.”

 “I think I'm up to it.”

 “Good. Taryn wants to see you,” Lachlan said, glancing over at the Eltar. Taryn stood up and began walking towards them. “I told him to get some rest, but he wouldn't leave your side until I made him.” He paused. “Remember what I said, Arianne.” He stood up and winked at her. Besides, for an Eltar he's isn't half-bad.

 Arianne snorted, choking back laughter. 


 Taryn glanced at Lachlan as he left. “What’s that about?”


 “Nothing,” she smiled. “Just a joke.”


 Taryn paused for a moment. “Are you all right?” 


 “I think so,” she said. “A little tired, that's all.”


 “Arianne, I…”


 Arianne smiled and shook her head. “Taryn, I already know -- Lachlan told me.”


 Taryn's gaze wandered to Lachlan. “Do you love him?”


 “Taryn -- I am bound to Lachlan through the Sword,” she said carefully. “Lachlan was right that I didn't understand what I asked for when I asked for Hagalaz as my third condition. I understand now, and he is now my king and my liegelord. But there is no attraction.”

 “I see,” Taryn said, his tone neutral. “But?”

 Arianne lowered her eyes. “Taryn, I need some time, that's all.” She looked up at him and to Taryn's surprise there were tears in her eyes. She blinked and turned away. “Damn it, Taryn, I've never had anyone care about me before.”

 Taryn wrapped his arms around her and held her gently. He kissed her neck, his rough fingers caressing her short hair. “I know,” he whispered. “That'll change.”

 



 ###

 



 It was late morning when the four set off eastward. Lachlan chose to lead them cross-country to avoid possible entanglements with Eltar soldiers. Now that Arianne was linked to the Swords, Lachlan no longer required Arianne's guidance. The windswept hills gave way to flat coastal plains, dotted with deciduous trees. The coastal valley below them was green from the early spring runoff and the rains. Overhead, the sky continued to darken, and the riders saw an occasional flash of lightning and heard the distant roar of thunder.

 Arianne gazed at the land. “It is hard to believe that all this may someday be mine.” She smiled at Taryn.


 “It is a beautiful land,” Lachlan admitted. “In many ways, Allarun’s lands were better than my own holdings.”


 “How far are we from Kalena?” Taryn asked. 


 “She’s in a keep along the northeast coast,” Lachlan said. “About forty miles from here. We’ll be riding well into the night. The keep was called Caer Saeweard, if I remember correctly.”

 Haellsil glanced at Lachlan. “Caer Saeweard? That keep was ancient a millenium ago. Are you sure it still stands?”

 Lachlan nodded. “It stands.”

 “’Saeweard’ isn’t an Eleion word,” Arianne observed. “It’s Ansgar.” 

 Lachlan nodded. “Indeed, these lands came to the Eltar after the Ansgar traveled north.” He turned his horse to face the other three. “We must be careful now in what we do or say. Vaurgar will be watching us now. He knows we are already here.” He reined his horse and led them forward.

 



 ###

 



 Vaurgar sat on the dark throne in Sehduk's Keep, filled with fury. His fingers tightened around the Runestone as he stared ahead. His eyes were glazed over as he looked into another world. 

 “How in Areyn's name!” he snarled. “Lachlan, what are you doing?”

 Vaurgar stared at the Runestone, trying desperately to invoke its powers. Yet, no vision came to him. “Who is the third Swordwielder?” he growled. “You must show me that!”

 Still, nothing. Enraged, he was about to hurl the Runestone against the wall, when the throne room doors opened. Kyr walked in, his face grim. “You sent for me, my lord?”

 Vaurgar's dark eyes snapped into focus. “Yes, I did! Where are our troops?”

 “Half are stationed in the Northlands outside Sehduk's Keep; others are poised to strike Caer Lachlanel from Darkling…” His voice trailed off. “Where’s Lachlan?”

 “Forty miles outside of Caer Saeweard.”


 “Not Sehduk's Keep?” Kyr asked.


 “No.” Vaurgar stood up. “How, by Areyn's blood, was he able to locate her? I've successfully blocked his mind-link.”


 “Maybe you should kill the Lochvaur bitch now.”

 “And lose all possibility of snaring Lachlan?” Vaurgar mused. “No, Kyr, I will do no such thing. If the rabbit eludes the trap -- we move the trap.”

 “I have no men in the area -- the closest are in the Northlands. Even if I could send some fast enough, they'd still have the Silren to deal with.” 

 “I thought the Silren had joined forces with the Redel against Elsonre.”

 “That is why I am here. Romarin -- or Elsonre -- slew Seilan. The Redel now know of our little trick. Their new king, Rhynar, has sworn fealty to Elsonre and Lachlan.” He paused. “The Silren have stopped aggression as well. I don't know why.”

 Vaurgar said nothing, but began to pace. “How many troops do they have?”

 “Combined? Forty thousand. More once the other kindreds join. The Redel were the lynch pin. Now that the Redel have joined Lachlan and Elsonre, the Lochel and Elesil will no longer remain neutral and will join the High King's army,” Kyr said. “We don't have enough Eltar to match the entire force of the full Eleion army. How are you at summoning demons?”

 Vaurgar smiled wanly. “I hate relying on demons and undead, because Lachlan and Elsonre can counter them so effectively. How many can we muster without the supernatural creatures?”

 “Without the Braesan, forty thousand,” Kyr said. “And we'll be easy targets if Elsonre calls the dragons.”

 “I have taken care of the dragons,” Vaurgar replied. He fingered the Runestone thoughtfully. “But there are other creatures far more deadly.”

 Kyr watched Vaurgar as he gazed into the Runestone. “What of Lachlan? I felt two tremors -- one last night and one at dawn.”

 “Yes, I felt them too,” Vaurgar said. “Lachlan has found a third Swordwielder.” 
“How?” Kyr asked.

 “It doesn't matter,” snapped Vaurgar. “And it should be none of your concern.” He paused. “I will send the troops you need.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Four
 

 



 Kalena slept cautiously throughout the day, half expecting Vaurgar to appear once more. Once at dawn, she awoke to feel the earth tremble again, and she knew it was Lachlan. Kalena knew that whatever he was doing would cause Vaurgar great consternation. She smiled at the very thought.

 Kalena was somewhat disappointed when Vaurgar failed to appear around dinnertime and as it began to grow late. She shed her tunic and breeches, opting for one of the flowing gowns that she found in the wardrobe. It was gossamer thin and nearly translucent, she noted with distaste. Kalena folded her armor and clothing in a bundle, easily accessible. If she guessed right, she would not have much time to gather it up.

 Around midnight, the candles began to dim. Kalena sat by the window, gazing at the stars and silently praying to Rhyn’athel for strength when she felt Vaurgar's presence nearby. 

 “I am sorry, I was…” Vaurgar paused as his gaze fell on her form. 


 “Detained?” Kalena finished his sentence.


 “Yes,” he said, and a wolfish grin spread across his face. 


 “Better?” she asked.


 “Much,” Vaurgar said, taking her in his arms. “I thought you might have second thoughts after we were interrupted.”


 Kalena fought the revulsion. “You thought I’d regret this?”


 “Perhaps,” he said, his lips crushing hers.


 “Do you have any metheglyn?” she asked as his lips traveled down her neck to her breasts.


 “Mead?” he asked, looking up.


 “Yes.”


 “That is a warrior’s drink.”


 “I am Chi’lan.”

 Vaurgar chuckled and waved his hand. A jug of mead appeared on the table along with two flagons. Kalena pulled herself away and filled each flagon with the honey-wine. She handed a flagon to Vaurgar.

 “I hope it isn’t watered down,” she said, taking a draught. “Mmm, no, it’s not.” 

 Vaurgar grinned and drank his down. Kalena poured him another flagon as he watched appreciatively. “You’re right – it is good.” He quaffed the second flagon and pulled her close, not noticing that she had left hers nearly untouched. He kissed her again, but Kalena could feel his grip relaxing.

 “I’ve heard that demons and first-bloods can’t handle alcohol well,” she said. “Especially mead.”

 “Where did you hear that?” Vaurgar demanded, obviously affronted. He released her, poured another flagon, and downed it. His eyes glazed as he approached her. 

 Kalena grinned. She knew she had him now – the amount Vaurgar consumed was enough to make a hardened Chi’lan warrior drunk. She embraced him and slid her hand into his pocket. Her fingers clenched around the smooth stone.

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan halted, staring into the night's sky. 

 “What is it?” Arianne asked.

 Lachlan broke into a grin and laughed -- the first time he had done so since Kalena's kidnapping. “It's Kalena! The mind-link's been reestablished. She's stolen the Runestone.”

 Haellsil grinned. “She's a Chi'lan.” 

 “Kalena's with Vaurgar.” He paused, assessing the scene. “Beloved, you've taken an terrible risk.”

 “Kalena won't have much time,” Arianne said. “Can she use the Runestone to transport here?”

 “She doesn't have that kind of power,” Haellsil said, and then fell silent noting that Lachlan’s eyes were glazed over as he spoke to her through mindspeak. 

 Lachlan turned to them. “Let’s ride, now!” he said, leaping on his horse. 

 



 ###

 



 Kalena smiled as Lachlan gave her instructions. Are you sure this will work? She asked, glancing at Vaurgar.


As sure as I can be, beloved, Lachlan’s voice echoed in her mind. 

 Kalena grinned. “You know something, Vaurgar?”


 “What?” Vaurgar paused long enough between kisses to meet her gaze.


 “You’re not half the man Lachlan is,” she replied and brought her knee right into his groin.


 Vaurgar bellowed and collapsed. Kalena leapt aside and grasped her armor and clothes. She held the crystal Runestone up to the window and focused on its rune. Thurisaz – Gateway. She focused on the land below.

 Suddenly, she was standing cold and shivering in the ocean’s night breeze. The sand was warm under her feet as she ran towards the caves Lachlan recommended she try for. They were dark and craggy caverns, worn from years of the ocean’s surf pounding them at high tide. Once inside the sea cave, she donned her clothes, armor, and boots. She sat for a moment on the sand after she pulled her boots on and laughed. The feeling of joy and relief overwhelmed her. Kalena pulled the Runestone out and stared at it. It was a powerful thing – she could feel its magic, but she knew she could not wield it. Not properly. It would take someone like Lachlan or Vaurgar to unlock its powers.

 The rune, Thurisaz, was etched on the face. Turning it over, Kalena gazed at the runic writing. She recognized the letters, but the language was in one she was not familiar with. The words seemed similar to the ancient Eleion tongue – Lachlan had taught her some of that language – but she was certain it was not the same. 


What is it? she asked.


It’s Athel’cen – the language of the gods, Lachlan replied. Don’t tarry, beloved. It won’t take Vaurgar long to find you.

 Kalena slid the Runestone into an inner pocket inside her tunic and stood up. She turned and went deeper into the caverns.

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan led the four riders at a gallop across the coastal plains, his silver eyes fixed on the tower in the distance. The night wind swept over the four as they made their way through the marshlands along the coast. Arianne rode beside the High King amazed at the marked difference in his appearance. Under the stars and the two moons, Lachlan looked younger now. Arianne realized for the first time that he could easily be under a hundred years of age or even fifty -- young, by Eleion standards. 

 As they approached the tower, Lachlan reined his horse to the right towards the dark, craggy rocks. 


 “What are you doing?” Arianne demanded.


 “Kalena is this way,” he said. 


 Arianne drew Hagalaz. “But Vaurgar is this way. I'm going to the tower,” she said. “I have something I must do.”

 Lachlan met her gaze. “No,” he said. “First, we find Kalena. Vaurgar will wait. We stay together.”

 Arianne hesitated. She could feel each word resonate with power. “Yes, dread king,” she whispered, sheathing Hagalaz. 

 “You'll have your chance,” Lachlan replied. “I have no intention of leaving Vaurgar alive.”




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Five
 

 



 Kalena ran deeper into the caverns. Her Eleion sight was sharp in the dark, but the caverns were more maze-like than she expected. She wondered if she could find another passage out. If there were not any and she was caught at high tide, she feared she would be drowned.

 The caverns became darker and began to descend into the depths. Kalena paused as she came to a fork in the tunnels. The left-hand path turned upward. Kalena listened to see if she could hear differences between the two paths. The roar of the sea sounded the same here. “I'll probably regret this,” she murmured, selecting the left-hand passage. 

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan and the other three warriors approached the caves. At one point, it became too rocky to ride their horses, so they tied the reins to a gnarled tree that stood close by. Lachlan paused and stared at the caverns. The ocean had carved out several channels over the millennia. Lachlan paced for a second before stopping before one.

 “It's a labyrinth,” Lachlan said, turning to them. “I can sense both Kalena and Vaurgar here.”

 Arianne stared. “I can understand Kalena, but how can you sense Vaurgar?” 

 Lachlan smiled ruefully. “Vaurgar has the same feel as his sire, Allarun. One does not stay linked through the Swords with one's enemy over a millenium without recognizing his presence – even a Wyrd-blood. Let's go -- Kalena is this way.” He drew Uruz. The other warriors drew their swords, and Lachlan led them into the cavern. Arianne followed them, but could not shake an uneasy feeling. She halted and searched with her mind until she touched something very familiar.

 Vaurgar.

 Arianne glanced down the tunnel. Lachlan knew Kalena was ahead, but Arianne knew Vaurgar had taken the cavern just to the right. She strode forward, focusing on Hagalaz. She felt the power wash over her.

 Lachlan's power. 

 Arianne halted, grasping its implications. She failed to recognize his power the first time she had grasped the Sword of Destiny. She had been so focused on vengeance that she did not see where Hagalaz's power came from. It came from Lachlan, himself. Little wonder he had been reluctant to give her Hagalaz. Every time she drew it, she felt his strength flow through it.


How had it felt when Allarun betrayed him? she wondered. It had to be like having a part of him torn away. Every moment must have been agony. Arianne smiled grimly. They did have something in common. This time, Allarun's heir would set it right.

 A strong hand grasped her arm and Arianne whirled around, swinging Hagalaz. She stopped inches away from her intended target when she saw it was Taryn. The Eltar king winced as though he expected a deathblow. 

 “Taryn,” she gasped. “What are you doing?”


 “Trying to stop you,” he said.


 “More likely trying to get yourself killed,” she said wryly.


 “Arianne, I can't let you do this,” Taryn said. 


 “Do what?”


 “Don't play coy with me,” he said. “I know you intend to confront Vaurgar. Wait for Lachlan.”


 “I’ll kill Vaurgar myself,” she said and turned to leave. He did not release her. “Do I have to cut you off me?” she said, bringing Hagalaz dangerously close to his wrist.

 “You wouldn't do it,” Taryn replied, meeting her gaze steadily. “You're being foolish, Arianne. Vaurgar is more powerful than you -- he may be more powerful than Lachlan now, with or without the Runestone.”

 “Leave me alone. I know what I'm doing.”

 “Do you?” Taryn countered. “You’ll kill yourself, and Vaurgar will still live. Let’s turn around and find the others.”

 “I can’t. Taryn, I have to confront Vaurgar. He is pure evil. I know this, but perhaps I can set this right. I’m of Allarun’s line, Taryn, and the blood of demons and the death god flow in my veins. But I’m also Northmen, and as a Northman, I must take full responsibility for setting this right. I owe this to the Eleion, to Lachlan, himself, and to you and the Eltar.”

 Taryn shook his head. “I don’t want to lose you, Arianne. Before Lachlan, I rode as one of Vaurgar’s elite guard. For fifty long years I saw what he truly was. If anyone knows his heart, it is those who rode with him. Vaurgar doesn’t care about you – if anything he might find your existence amusing.”

 “Amusing?” Arianne repeated, her countenance darkening.

 “Listen to me,” Taryn said. “He doesn’t care about you, but I do.” He took her hands and gazed into her eyes. “Arianne, you don’t have to do this.”

 “I do,” she said with a grim smile.

 “Then, if I can’t persuade you to stop this foolishness, I’ll stand beside you.” Taryn drew his sword. Even though I am certain it will be my death, he thought darkly.

 Arianne laughed and kissed him. Taryn pulled her close and kissed her fervently, crushing her lips against his. Arianne gasped in delight. He released her and stepped back, his dark eyes wild and filled with passion. “That is a taste, my lady, of what I have in store for you if we both live through this.”

 Arianne grinned. “I would like that very much,” she said. “Let’s find Vaurgar.”

 



 ###

 



 Kalena stopped. The tunnel was a dead end. She frowned and gazed at the wave-smoothed walls. The maze was becoming infuriating. She turned around to retrace her steps when she heard footfalls. Kalena flattened herself against the walls of the cavern.

 She had no weapons, but she might have the element of surprise. She wondered if she might be able to take on Vaurgar in hand-to-hand combat. She crouched down and waited until the footfalls drew close.


Is that how you welcome your husband? Lachlan's voice echoed in her head. 

 Kalena relaxed. “Lachlan!” She leapt from her hiding place to see Lachlan and Haellsil standing before her. 

 Lachlan sheathed Uruz. “Kalena,” he whispered, taking her in his arms and kissing her. “I thought I'd never see you again.”

 “Lachlan, I'm so sorry. Vaurgar…” Kalena began. 


 “Later, beloved,” he whispered. “Vaurgar is still about. Do you have the Runestone?”


 Kalena touched her pocket and nodded. 


 Lachlan looked relieved. “Good,” he said. He pulled out the amulet of Lachlei and held it out to her. The dragon glowed in the dark tunnel. “Take this and wear it.”

 Kalena stared. “What is it?”

 “It's an amulet of Lachlei -- it will protect you,” he said. “She gave it to me before I left to find you. I think she knew I'd need it.” 

 Haellsil glanced behind. “Where's Arianne and Taryn?”


 Lachlan paused. His features became grim. “Arianne's gone to confront Vaurgar. Taryn has gone with her.”


 “Who's Arianne?” Kalena asked.


 “Vaurgar's daughter,” Lachlan said. “It's a long story, beloved. She was the only one who could see beyond the power of the Runestone.”

 “The third Swordwielder,” she murmured. “Then the tremor we felt…”

 “Was Arianne binding to Hagalaz,” Lachlan replied. “Damn! I knew Arianne wouldn't listen. Haellsil, you stay with Kalena…”

 “No chance of that,” Kalena interrupted him. “Give me a sword. You're not leaving me behind. I'm a Chi'lan warrior.”

 Haellsil grinned and unbuckled Arianne's old sword belt from his waist and offered her the sword. “She's a better fighter than I.”

 Kalena drew the sword and smiled, taking a few experimental cuts in the air with it. Lachlan watched appreciatively. “You're getting better at that,” he said. “Are you ready? Let's find Arianne.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Six
 

 



 Vaurgar strode deeper into the caverns. “That damn Chi'lan bitch,” he muttered as he drew his sword. He knew he should not have let his guard down in his overwhelming desire to seduce Kalena, and now he paid for it. How did she know that demons were susceptible to alcohol? And how did she learn about the Runestone? He had been so careful. Except the last time when he felt the tremor, he admonished himself. Vaurgar winced as he remembered he had pulled the Runestone from his pocket then. He had thought he had Kalena sufficiently under his power then. A costly mistake. Well, he would make her pay for her little game once he took the Runestone back. He would enjoy making her pay for it, too. By the end, she would beg for death.

 This tunnel circled around where he knew Kalena had gone. The tunnel she was in was a dead end -- he would meet her there and trap her. Vaurgar knew she did not have enough power to use the Runestone to its full capabilities. Only godlings and first-bloods did. Kalena would not be able to use it against him.

 “Halt right there, Vaurgar,” came an unfamiliar voice.

 Vaurgar halted and turned around to see a slender Shara'kai woman in Chi'lan uniform standing before him with Hagalaz drawn, the sword glowing faintly. Beside her stood Taryn, who also had his sword drawn. Vaurgar grinned. “Well, if it isn't the traitor Taryn,” he said. “I see you have a hussy now. Where's Lachlan?”

 “He's coming,” said Arianne, her eyes hardened. “And it is I, Vaurgar, you should face. Not Taryn.”

 Vaurgar's eyes fell on Hagalaz. “Very interesting -- another Shara'kai with a Sword of Destiny. Hagalaz, no less,” he said softly. “Who are you?”

 “I am Arianne of Arristan,” she said, her dark eyes glinting in the sword's light. Vaurgar's lip twisted upward in recognition. “Yes, demon spawn,” she said. “Arristan.”

 Vaurgar laughed. “A daughter,” he smirked. “Well, well, well, I am a bit surprised. I'm usually much more thorough at killing those I rape. Especially Ansgar.”

 “You left Asvora for dead,” she replied evenly. “She lived long enough to bear a daughter.”

 “Pity,” he said, gazing at Hagalaz. “So I did sense a third Swordwielder.”

 “Yes, and I’ve come to set things right.”

 Vaurgar grinned. “So, the bastard wants a game of it,” he said, drawing his sword. 

 Taryn and Arianne circled Vaurgar warily. Arianne feinted, trying to draw Vaurgar in. Vaurgar backed away slightly, his dark eyes on both their movements. Taryn attacked. Vaurgar parried. Arianne swung Hagalaz, the dark sword glowing with a supernatural fire. Vaurgar parried and attacked. His dark adamantine blade chattered against Hagalaz. Taryn leapt from behind.

 Vaurgar was swift. He whirled around, slicing deep into Taryn's breastplate and cutting the forged steel as though it weren't there.

 “Taryn!” Arianne gasped as he crumpled to the floor, the light fading from his eyes. 

 Vaurgar laughed, seeing her horror struck. He took advantage of her surprise, plunged the sword into her gut and, with a sadistic grin, twisted the blade. “It'll be good to send you to Areyn, my daughter,” he said. Arianne collapsed wordlessly, dropping Hagalaz.

 Vaurgar picked up Hagalaz. “Hagalaz,” he said with a smile, feeling the Sword fill him with its dark power.

 



 ###

 



 “Taryn!” Arianne's cry echoed through the labyrinth. Kalena gripped Lachlan's arm, and Lachlan halted, his expression grim and his eyes searching. 

 “What's happened?” Kalena asked.

 “It's Vaurgar -- he has Hagalaz,” Lachlan said. He lowered his head.

 “What of Arianne? And Taryn…” Haellsil's voice trailed off.

 Lachlan shook his head. “Can either of you tell which direction the scream came from?” he asked. “My ears aren't as sharp as either of yours.”

 Haellsil shook his head. “There are too many echoes here -- what about you, Kalena?”

 Kalena concentrated. “I think it's behind us,” she said. 

 Lachlan turned. Vaurgar stood before them, holding Hagalaz. 

 Vaurgar had changed. Within his eyes burned a fire Lachlan could only guess was from the Runestone, itself. It was a cold fire that seemed to consume the demon, but at the same time, gave him terrible power. 


This is what I'm up against, Lachlan thought. By Rhyn'athel's sword, if Vaurgar survives our fight, he'll die from the Runestone's power if he uses it again.

 “Where’s Arianne and Taryn?” Lachlan demanded, bringing Uruz up in a defensive position.

 “They've joined my sire in Areyn's realm,” Vaurgar said. “Or will do so shortly. Where's the Runestone?” His eyes fell on Kalena.

 “In a safe place,” Lachlan replied, stepping forward and putting himself between Vaurgar and Kalena. Haellsil, get Kalena out of here now! 


 Vaurgar charged, and Lachlan parried -- the two Swords of Destiny locked, and their power arced across the blades. 

 “But Lachlan,” began Haellsil. 

 “Get her out now!” Lachlan shouted. Keep the Runestone from Vaurgar, or I am dead.

 Haellsil nodded. “Come on, Kalena,” he said, pulling her back.


 “But Lachlan,” she objected.


 “Now, Kalena,” Haellsil said.


 Vaurgar parried Lachlan's blow and circled. He saw Haellsil pulling Kalena back and his eyes narrowed. “The Runestone.” 


 Lachlan frowned, seeing Vaurgar's gaze drawn away. He charged the Eltar. Vaurgar parried and backed off, spreading his left palm outward, dark fire issued from his hand. 

 “No!” Lachlan shouted, cutting into Vaurgar's shoulder. The fire caught Uruz and hurled Lachlan backwards. Pain seared through him, but Lachlan focused on the Sword of Destiny. The fire enveloped him, but the power of the Sword protected him. In his daze, Lachlan saw Kalena take the full brunt of the flames. Haellsil dropped back, screaming in pain, pulling off his gauntlet that was now on fire. Kalena shrieked as the dark flames licked around her, yet something happened. The fire did not touch her. Instead, Lachlan saw the amulet around her neck glow bright.

 “Lachlei.” He whispered a quick thanks and leapt to his feet, swinging Uruz. Vaurgar parried, but Uruz slid down Hagalaz's blade and cut into the Eltar king's arm. 


Uruz bit deep, and Vaurgar dropped Hagalaz. He stared at Lachlan with a venomous gaze. “Finish it!” he snarled. “Shara'kai.”

 



 ###

 



 “Are you all right?” Haellsil asked, leading Kalena down the hallway. 


 “I think so,” Kalena said. She glanced at his hand. It was blackened with red blisters. “Your hand.”


 “Lachlan will have to take care of it,” Haellsil replied. “It's painful, but I think it'll be ok.”


 They rounded the corner to see two bodies lying on the floor. Kalena gasped. 


 “Arianne and Taryn!” Haellsil sheathed his sword and knelt down. He pressed the fingers of his good hand against her cold neck. “She's alive -- just barely.” He paused. “Can you help me move her off Taryn?”

 Kalena knelt down, gently took Arianne's shoulders and slid her off Taryn. Arianne coughed and blood trickled from her mouth. “Taryn,” she said hoarsely, trying to resist Kalena. Arianne's resistance was barely a struggle, and she looked up at Kalena. “Chi'lan,” she whispered hoarsely. “You must be the queen.”

 Kalena gazed into the woman's dark eyes. “Yes, I'm Kalena. Hang on a little longer. Lachlan will be here.”

 “Taryn -- how's Taryn?”

 Kalena looked into Haellsil's eyes. Haellsil pressed his fingers of his good hand against Taryn's neck. His face was grim, and he shook his head. He's dead, Kalena, Haellsil said in mindspeak.

 “He's fine,” Kalena lied. “Hang on -- Lachlan will be here.” 

 Haellsil unfastened Taryn's cloak and began tearing it. He wrapped his own hand with a strip, and then tore more for a pressure bandage. “Here – let’s see if we can slow the bleeding,” he said, handing strips to Kalena. They both began to bind her wounds. “This isn’t the first time I wished Rhyn’athel had been my sire as well.”

 “Taryn,” Arianne coughed.

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan met Vaurgar's gaze and held Uruz between both hands. Vaurgar gripped the wound as dark blood flowed from his mangled arm. Uruz had cut deep, nearly severing his hand from the bone. For a split second, Lachlan hesitated as his eyes met Vaurgar's. 


Don't be a fool, Shadowhelm's voice spoke in Lachlan's mind. Kill him now!

 Lachlan swung Uruz down, but suddenly, Vaurgar was no longer there.

 “Foolish mortal,” snapped Vaurgar. The Eltar king appeared behind Lachlan; Vaurgar's wounds closed over and Hagalaz flew into his hands. 

 Lachlan barely parried the blow. 

 “Do you think that I need the Runestone to kill you? I am now a god,” Vaurgar said. Again, he slammed Hagalaz into Uruz, sending off a shower of sparks. 

 “A god?” Lachlan goaded. “I see a demon who has been lured into thinking the Runestone can make him into a god. The Runestone will give you power, but only for a short time. Already, it's beginning to consume you -- I can see it in your eyes.”

 “I am a god,” Vaurgar replied. “The Runestone showed me my true nature. As it would show you yours.”

 “The Runestone was never intended for either of us,” Lachlan replied. “If a mortal would have a claim to it, I would, and I would not take it.”

 “That is why Allarun killed you so easily a thousand years ago,” Vaurgar smiled. “And I must end this little game.” His eyes flashed, and burning pain shot through Lachlan's body. Lachlan screamed and fell to the ground, feeling the full force of the demon's power. He dropped Uruz, and he shuddered as the demon stood over him with Hagalaz. “You should have killed me when you had the chance, Lachlan.”


Kalena – the Runestone! Lachlan screamed.




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Seven
 

 



 Kalena stood up and pulled the Runestone from her pocket. She stared at it. “What do you want me to do with it?”


 “That was Lachlan!” Haellsil exclaimed, drawing his sword and standing up.


 “Wait, Haellsil!” Kalena called. “What do I do?” she asked Lachlan.


 



 ###

 



 Lachlan stared at the glowing blade of Hagalaz as Vaurgar held it over him. Focus on it, he said. Now!

 Kalena stared at the stone. A small flicker of light glimmered within it.

 It was enough to break Vaurgar's concentration. Vaurgar's head snapped around. “Thurisaz!” he bellowed.

 Lachlan rolled and grasped Uruz. Leaping to his feet, he struck Vaurgar. Uruz buried deep into the demon's chest.

 Vaurgar dropped Hagalaz, his dark eyes met Lachlan's gaze. The son of Rhyn'athel watched as the fire left the demon's eyes. Vaurgar's body burned into a fiery cloud of ash and dust. 


Lachlan! Come quick! Kalena's voice was urgent in his head. Lachlan picked up Hagalaz and sheathed it in Uruz’s scabbard. He ran through the tunnels until he came on a grim sight. Taryn lay dead beside Arianne, who was just barely hanging on. Kalena stood, cradling the Runestone in her hands. She lay the crystal beside Taryn's body and touched his forehead.

 “Can you do anything for him?” Kalena asked. 

 Lachlan searched for a pulse along Taryn's neck and felt nothing. He shook his head. “I can't bring them back once they've crossed the threshold.” He turned to Arianne. “I can heal you, though.” He knelt beside her.

 Arianne's eyes fluttered opened. “Vaurgar is dead,” she said. “I can feel it. Let me die.”

 “No,” he said. “That's not your choice, nor mine.” He laid Uruz next to the Runestone and drew Hagalaz. “Take the blade, Arianne.”

 She shook her head and began to cough up blood. “No -- Taryn's dead. I heard you say he was.”

 “Haellsil, put her hand on the Sword,” Lachlan said.

 Arianne struggled, but was too weak. Haellsil gripped her hand and laid it against the flat of the blade. A light shone between both of them, and Lachlan closed his eyes. When he opened them, he knew that Arianne was healed. He touched Haellsil's hand; the blisters disappeared, and the skin regrew.

 Arianne sat up and turned to Lachlan. “You should have let me die,” she whispered, gazing at Taryn. 

 Lachlan shook his head. “It might have made my life easier,” he said. “But I've never been known to do that.”

 Arianne cradled Taryn's head in her lap and wept. Lachlan stood up and turned away. He held Kalena gently. “Would that I could've saved him.” At that moment, his eyes fell on the Runestone lying on the ground. 

 “The Runestone?” Kalena asked.

 “I don't dare touch it,” Lachlan said. “Its powers are seductive. Lachlei warned me of it. Look what it did to Vaurgar.” Yet, even as he said it, he continued to stare at the Runestone. Crystal clear with the mark of Thurisaz etched on the front, it glowed with an inner power. As though shaking himself from a trance, Lachlan called on Uruz's power. He drew the Sword of Destiny and swung it overhead and brought the adamantine blade down on the stone.

 The Runestone flashed with a white light, and intense pain shot through him. Lachlan shuddered, collapsing to his knees, and let Uruz drop from his hands. Kalena ran forward, but Haellsil held her back. “Wait,” he whispered.

 The pain cleared, and Lachlan stared at the Runestone. It lay where it was, undamaged. He picked Uruz up and sheathed the blade. “The stone is not of this world. I can't destroy it.”

 Arianne stood up and laid Taryn's head gently on the ground. She held the Third Sword of Destiny.

 “What of Hagalaz?” Arianne asked. “Maybe two of the Swords might be able to destroy it.”

 Lachlan shook his head. “Even if we brought Elsonre with Eihwaz here, we couldn't destroy it. This is the craft of my sire, Rhyn'athel -- you call him Teiwas. This is a Runestone of Teiwas.”

 Arianne stared at the stone. “Certainly, dread king, you could destroy it -- if anyone could.”

 “I doubt anyone could,” came a voice.

 Arianne turned to see Ni'yah in Eleion form and held Hagalaz ready.

 “Sheathe your Sword, Arianne,” Lachlan said. “This is Ni'yah, brother of Rhyn’athel.”

 “We meet again, Arianne,” the wolf-god replied.

 Arianne stared. “You were the one who saved me from the Eltar?”

 The god smiled. “Yes.”


 “Why?”


 “Isn't it obvious?” Ni'yah said, turning to the High King. “Lachlan seems to have figured that out.”


 Lachlan smiled wryly. “I've missed you, my old friend.”


 “It seems you have done well enough without me,” Ni'yah remarked. “I see that Lachlei even spoke to you. It seems I am having an effect on the gods, despite themselves.” 

 “Lachlei didn't tell me why this stone is still here,” he said. “Or why it bestows powers to mortals. The gods don't need the Runestones anymore to travel between the Nine Worlds.”

 “The Runestones were the gods' focal points for power -- back when we were less powerful.” Ni'yah walked over to the Runestone and picked it up. Lachlan saw a marked change in the god's expression as though the terrible inner power that burned inside the god was unmasked for a brief instant. He had seen the look before -- in himself and those who wielded the three Swords of Power.

 “Like the Swords of Destiny?”


 “Exactly,” Ni'yah said softly. “Mortals such as you and Vaurgar were never meant to wield the Runestones.”


 “What would happen if I did?” Lachlan asked.


 Ni'yah grinned. “Here,” he said, holding out the Runestone.


 Lachlan stared at the wolf-god. “You offer the stone to me?”


 “Take it,” the god said.


 Lachlan reached out and took the stone. All at once, the stone resonated through him not unlike Uruz, only more powerful. He could feel Rhyn’athel’s powers wash over him. But, as it gave him power, Lachlan felt it draw power away from him.


You could be a god with this, a voice within him said. You would be more powerful than even Rhyn'athel, if you chose.



But that is not what I want, Lachlan replied. 


What do you want? 


 Lachlan stared at Taryn's body and then smiled. The Runestone could give him powers beyond his abilities and yet, the sacrifice would be great. Yet, what would happen if he used it in a small way here and now? He glanced at Ni'yah, who stood beside him. What was the god thinking when he gave Lachlan the stone? Lachlan knew now he could have anything his heart desired.


Even Cara.

 The thought was tempting, but his eyes met Kalena's and he smiled. No, what is past is past.


What do you want? 



To bring Taryn back, if Rhyn’athel wills it.

 Suddenly, Lachlan stood in the great mountain hall of the gods. It was a glorious hall with stone that glittered brightly. It made Caer Lachlanel's great hall look like a poor imitation. Carved white dragons adorned the pillars that held the lofty arches above. The roof was the firmament, itself, and the stars shone brightly above him. Warriors stood on each side of the hall in full shining armor. 

 Yet, what was so remarkable was the way he felt. The entire hall and the warriors who stood there felt familiar, as though Lachlan had woken for the first time from a long dream. All his life, he had roamed both as a warrior-king and as a mercenary, feeling empty and dissatisfied. Even Caer Lachlanel could not fill that void. Now, Lachlan knew what did -- and he did not want to leave.

 Lachlan felt a nudge by his side and turned to see Ni'yah standing beside him. “You recognize it, don't you?” Ni'yah remarked. “I told Rhyn'athel you would.”

 “I've been here before, haven't I?” Lachlan said. “Only, I don't remember.”

 Ni'yah nodded. “You've come for Taryn, haven't you? He's over there, waiting -- assuming he's willing to leave.” He nodded to the warriors on the right. He paused. “Assuming you're willing to leave.”

 Lachlan stared at the wolf-god. It would be so easy to stay here, amongst those whom he had known for years. Lachlan's gaze searched the crowd. Chi'lan warriors all -- though many were not of Lochvaur blood and many he did not recognize. Still, many he did and he smiled and nodded in acknowledgement. Yet, he continued to search for one familiar face…

 “Cara is not here,” Ni'yah said. 


 Lachlan hesitated. “Then, she is with Areyn?”


 The wolf-god shook his head. “You won't find her among the dead.”


 “Then, it is as I suspected.”


 “Indeed,” Ni'yah said. “That was my own doing -- if anyone should take the blame, it should be me.” 


 Lachlan paused for a moment as he recognized two of the warriors who stood among them: Laddel and Kelersil. He smiled at his old friends, who bowed their heads in acknowledgment. Taryn stood beside them.

 “Taryn,” Lachlan said, turning to the Eltar king. “I would bring you back if you desire it.”

 Taryn glanced around him. “This is a hard choice, my king,” he said. “Is Arianne coming?”


 Lachlan shook his head. “She is alive.”


 Taryn shook his head. “The Hall of the Gods is but a prison then. I will return with you, if Rhyn’athel allows it.”


 Lachlan turned to Kelersil, who shook his head. “I have been here too long,” Kelersil admitted. “You'd have better go before you too change your mind.”

 Ni'yah nudged him again. “Rhyn'athel awaits you.” The wolf-god glanced at the dais and nodded.

 Lachlan strode forward towards the dais, still holding the Runestone. On the dais were two occupied thrones. Lachlei sat at the right-hand side of the warrior god. She smiled and nodded to Rhyn’athel. 

 The god stood, and Lachlan stared. In an Eleion form, it was as though Lachlan looked in a mirror. The god had red-gold hair and silver eyes.

 “Father?” Lachlan said. The god met his gaze steadily.

 Lachlan turned to Ni’yah, who still stood beside him. With a slight smile, Lachlan nodded and handed the Runestone back to the wolf-god.

 Lachlan found himself back in the chamber, surrounded by Kalena, Haellsil, and Arianne. “What happened?” Haellsil demanded. “You disappeared for an instant.”

 Lachlan grinned. “It is a tempting prize,” he said to Ni’yah. “You meddler! This was a test, wasn’t it?”


 Ni’yah chuckled. “Everything is a test, my friend.”


 “What happened?” Kalena asked.


 “I saw the Great Hall of the Gods,” Lachlan said. He grinned at Kalena. “And much more.” He paused. “Take it away before I am tempted to use it again.”

 Ni’yah grinned and pocketed the stone. With that, the wolf-god vanished.

 “Does he always do that?” Arianne asked.

 “I’m afraid so,” Lachlan said. “But you’ll get used to him – in time.” He turned to Kalena. “Are you all right, my beloved?” he asked, taking her in his arms. 

 Kalena grinned, fingering the amulet. “Thanks to this little trinket.”

 “You can thank Lachlei for that,” he said, kissing her gently.

 A groan interrupted him. They turned to see Taryn sitting up. “Taryn!” Arianne gasped kneeling beside him. “You’re alive!” She held him and kissed him.

 “You can thank Lachlan for that,” Taryn said, taking her in his arms. “I never knew an Eltar could stand in the Hall of the Gods.”

 “The Hall of the Gods – not Tarentor?” Arianne turned to Lachlan. “I thought the dead went to Areyn.”

 “Not Rhyn’athel’s warriors,” Lachlan said, meeting Kalena’s gaze. He turned to the others. “Let’s leave this cursed place. We still have a war to fight.”




 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Eight
 

 



 Elsonre stared over the battle plain before Caer Lachlanel. He, Joreid, Ladsil, Kian, and Rhynar stood on the curtain wall of Caer Lachlanel. It was dark, but in the distance, he could see the lights from a great encampment to the south. There, he knew Vaurgar’s army awaited the dawn. 

 “Forty thousand,” Rhynar said. “If we only had the other kindreds!”

 Suddenly, a tremor shook the fortress. Elsonre stood still and drew Eihwaz. A slow smile crept across his face.

 “What is it?” Joreid asked.

 “Lachlan,” Elsonre said. “Vaurgar is dead!” 

 “But the Silren captured Lachlan,” Kian said.

 “Lachlan escaped,” Elsonre said. “I’ve been in contact with him and Arianne for the past two days.”


 “Then, your link to the Wyrd is…” began Ladsil.


 “Restored,” Elsonre replied. He grinned. 


 “What about Kalena?” Joreid asked.


 “She’s alive and with him,” Elsonre said. “And the Alliance of Swords is complete.”


 “The Alliance of Swords?” Joreid asked. “There is another Swordwielder? How?”


 “Her name is Arianne of Arristan.”


 



 ###

 



 “Come on, we haven't much time!” Lachlan said, leading them forward. “The tide is coming in.”


 “How do you know?” Arianne asked, running to catch up with him. 


 Lachlan grinned. “I know.”


 “The Sight?” Haellsil asked.


 Lachlan nodded. “I've never felt so blind in all my life, not even as Shadowhelm. Vaurgar focused all his power on Elsonre and me, but mostly on me. I guess I was quite a handful for the self-proclaimed god, because he couldn’t use the Runestone to its fullest extent.” He paused at the intersection. Seawater was rolling in over his boots with the surf. 

 Lachlan led them through the cavern as the water continued to pour in. Ankle height soon became knee height, and Lachlan began to wonder if they would make the opening before they were flooded out. 

 “Is there another way?” Haellsil asked. “The tide is rising fast.” 

 Now Lachlan paused. He closed his eyes and invoked the Sight. This time, it had to be right. He opened his eyes to see the others awaiting his decision. “The water will fill the cavern up fast. There's another way out.” He turned and headed back the way they came.

 “Are you sure?” Kalena asked, catching up to him.

 “Quite,” Lachlan said. “I have no intention of returning to the Hall of the Gods so soon.” 

 But, much to his dismay, the cavern dropped and they stood at the brink of a deep pool of seawater that would soon fill the rest of the cavern. 

 “Any other way?” Haellsil asked. 

 Lachlan shook his head. “I can buy us some time,” he said. “Follow me.” He led them upward through one of the side shafts. The water seemed to recede here and shafts of moonlight from Mani played along the damp rock.

 “It looks like we're close to the surface,” Taryn remarked. 


 No sooner had he said it than the cavern twisted to a dead end. Arianne stared at the solid rock before them. “Now what?”


 Lachlan shrugged. “We'll transport through.”


 “With what?” Arianne asked. She glanced at the others.


 “With the Swords,” Haellsil said. He turned to Lachlan. “Can you bring Elsonre into the Alliance from here?”


 “I should be able to,” Lachlan replied. 


 “What if you can't?” Kalena asked. “Would two work here?”


 “Uruz should at least bring us to Darkling Plain, but I'd rather bring us to Caer Lachlanel,” Lachlan said. 

 “Well, whatever you're doing, do it fast,” Arianne said, gazing down the tunnel. “The water is rising.”


 “You mean whatever 'we're' doing,” Lachlan replied. 


 Arianne paused. “What do you mean?”


 “You can't be serious -- I failed back there,” Arianne said, waving towards the tunnel as water crept along the ground. “I couldn't take Vaurgar on.”

 “That wasn't failure,” Lachlan said. “I would love to discuss this, but we're pressed on time. You're a Swordwielder, draw Hagalaz.”

 Arianne was about to argue, but the water started lapping about her ankles. She drew Hagalaz and stared at the blade. It had begun to glow.

 “I want you to cross the Swords and concentrate,” Lachlan said. He turned to Kalena and Taryn. “Once Elsonre appears, cross your own swords with ours. You'll feel a pull -- it won't be pleasant.”

 Kalena nodded. “Darkling Plain is better than nothing.”

 He grinned. “We're not going to Darkling Plain, beloved.” He drew Uruz and concentrated. The blade began to glow blue-white. “Now!” he said to Arianne.

 Arianne crossed Hagalaz, and felt a jolt as the power coursed through her. She shut her eyes, waiting for the intense pain she felt when she bound to the blade. Instead, the power washed over her, and she opened her eyes. For a moment, she saw another Eleion standing beside Lachlan. Elsonre. 

 Kalena and Taryn drew their swords and crossed them on the Swords of Destiny.

 Arianne could not speak, but could hear Lachlan's thoughts: Uruz, Eihwaz, Hagalaz. Ala ilne Lachlanel.


Ala ilne Elsonre, Elsonre mindspoke.

 Silence ensued as the two turned to her. Arianne stared. What am I to say? She wondered. Ala ilne Arianne, the words came to her in her mind. 


Alla acru Lochvaur, ella parthna, Lachlan's voice said. Caer Lachlanel.

 All at once, they felt a hard pull. The dark cavern disappeared into spinning blackness. 

 Arianne shuddered and opened her eyes, not realizing she had closed them. She was standing on a hill overlooking a battlefield, dawn filling the eastern sky. Along the plain, legions of Eltar marched toward an army of crimson and gold. Lachlan's army.

 “On your horses!” Lachlan shouted, leaping onto his own warhorse. He leaned over and with one arm grasped Kalena and lifted her into the saddle beside him. 

 Kalena grinned. “Is this how you woo women? Take them to a battle?” 


 Lachlan chuckled. “I've never been good with that -- that's why I married a warrior.” 


 “How?” Arianne asked, confused. “How did he bring the horses?”


 Taryn grinned. “Don't ask -- he's the Lachlan.” He leapt onto his horse.


 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Seventy-Nine
 

 



 Ni'yah stood on one of the blue-green seracs overlooking the Gate. He raised his hand, and the seracs beneath the glacier shifted and crumbled. The gate fractured and collapsed. Ni'yah grinned. “Maybe we'll meet Areyn's legions yet, but not through this gate and not into this world,” he said. He turned to leave and nearly ran into Rhyn'athel, who stood silently behind him, his arms crossed.

 The warrior god's steel gaze was nearly as frigid as the serac they stood on. “You've been interfering again, Ni'yah,” he said, his voice filled with reproach.

 “So has Areyn,” Ni'yah replied brusquely. “Areyn has violated the Truce allowing the Braesan to return.”

 “It has not gone unnoticed,” Rhyn’athel replied.

 “And there is a little matter – that of the Runestone. We both know how Allarun obtained it.”

 “It has not gone unnoticed.”

 “How long are you willing to let it stand?” Ni’yah demanded. 


 “Not as long as you might think.” The god gazed at the ruined gate.


 “You can repair it,” Ni’yah suggested.


 Rhyn’athel smiled wryly. “Do you think I would?”


 



 ###

 



 Kyr bristled as he looked over the battlefield. “Where is that damn Thektar?” he demanded to his second-in-command. “Where are the Braesan from Tarentor?” 

 “I don't know,” spoke Siltar, his second-in-command.

 Kyr slammed his fist into his officer, sending him sprawling. “Damn it! We're equally matched!” He turned to his other officers, who stood ready. “Don't stand there -- find Vaurgar!”

 “No one has seen him,” said Siltar, wiping the blood from his lip. “We have no undead and no demons. It’s as if Vaurgar is dead.” He awaited the blow. It never came.

 Kyr’s eyes narrowed. He stared at the Chi’lan, Redel, Laddel, and Haell warriors before Caer Lachlanel awaiting his troops. Battlehorns rang from the north. Kyr watched as troops crested the ridgeline. 

 



 ###

 



 “Who are they?” Joreid asked as she rode beside Elsonre. She and Elsonre had ridden to their army's front lines. 

 Elsonre grinned. “It's the Elesil and Ansgar,” he said. He paused as his mind touched something very familiar. “Lachlan! Lachlan has returned!”

 Over the crest of the hill rode Lachlan, followed by Haellsil, Taryn, and Arianne. Kalena sat before him on his warhorse, grinning broadly. 

 The Chi'lan warriors took up the cry. “Lachlan! Lachlan!” 

 Lachlan drew Uruz, and the Sword of Power arced with a blue fire. He stood before the four armies. “Vaurgar is dead!”

 A great cheer rose from the army. Elsonre nodded. “I know, my brother, I know.”

 



 ###

 



 Kyr stared. “Can it be true?” He turned to his officers.

 “Parley with them,” Siltar said. “We can't hope to defeat Lachlan without Vaurgar. We're outnumbered and outmatched.”

 “Never!” Kyr snarled, striking at his second-in-command again. This time, Siltar was ready. He caught Kyr's arm and thrust his blade between the plates of Kyr's armor. Kyr shuddered, speechless as the light ebbed from his eyes. Siltar drew his sword back, letting Kyr's lifeless body collapse to the ground. 

 Siltar turned to the others. “We parley – does anyone else object?”

 



 ###

 



 Lachlan rode with Kalena before Elsonre. Behind him followed Arianne, Haellsil, and Taryn. Lachlan grinned broadly. “Victory, my brother.”

 “What of the Eltar?” Joreid asked.

 “It appears there is some dissention among the Eltar as to Kyr's handing of their army,” Elsonre said, staring at the Eltar battle lines. 

 Lachlan gazed at Taryn and Arianne. “Perhaps you would know of someone who might lead them?” 


 Arianne's gaze hardened. “They have caused much suffering,” she said. “They're not much more than animals.”


 “That's because they've been under Allarun's control for so long,” Lachlan replied. “Even so, it will be a challenge.”


 Taryn glanced at Arianne. “I think we're up to it.”


 A few riders broke away from the Eltar and rode towards the Eleion army. As they approached, Lachlan could see one wore the insignia of a second-in-command. 

 “Which one of you is Lachlan?” Siltar spoke. 

 “I am Lachlan,” the High King spoke. 

 Siltar dismounted and laid his sword on the ground before Lachlan's warhorse. “Kyr is dead. As commander, the Eltar surrender to you.”




 



 



 



 



 



 



 Chapter Eighty
 

 



 Lachlan closed the door on his private chambers where Kalena and their son lay asleep. He strode from the doorway, to find Elsonre and Haegl waiting for him. The black dragon had taken his Eleion form. 

 “Haegl, old friend,” Lachlan greeted the dragon. He gripped Haegl's arms and grinned.

 “From what Elsonre tells me, you've been busy,” the dragon remarked. 

 “The walls are almost completed on Caer Lachlanel, and there is a formal alliance with the Eltar -- thanks to Arianne and Taryn,” Lachlan said. “Geiolf is king of the Ansgar, and the Silren have agreed to the truce.”

 “And you have a son,” Haegl remarked. “Have you a name for him yet?”


 “Kalena wants to name him Lochynvaur.” Lachlan shrugged. “It's a good name -- and fitting.”


 “It is a good name,” Haegl said. “And now we come full circle.”


 “Yes, I would suspect he will wield Uruz someday.”

 “That's not what I mean,” Haegl said. “I'm referring to the Runestone and Hagalaz.”

 “Lachlan won't even tell me what happened when he took the Runestone,” said Elsonre. “Haellsil says Lachlan entered the Hall of the Gods, but has spoken naught since.”

 “And there is a third Swordwielder -- Arianne of Arristan,” Haegl said, giving him an appraising look. “There are only two bloodlines that can wield that Sword.”

 “Arianne is Vaurgar's daughter,” Lachlan said. 

 “You know what that means.”

 “Indeed,” he said, “and it may be a foolish mistake on my part, but I don’t think so. Make no mistake; she has her sire's blood.” He paused. “But then, even Allarun was not always evil.”

 “And the Runestone?” Elsonre asked.

 Lachlan paused as he considered his words carefully. “It is a tempting prize. So tempting, I handed it back to Ni'yah when I brought Taryn back from the dead.”

 “Then, you did enter Athelren,” Haegl said.

 “Indeed,” Lachlan said. “And I did see Rhyn'athel.”


 “What did he look like?” Elsonre asked, intrigued.


 “Like I was looking into a mirror,” Lachlan admitted. 


 “I wish I could’ve traded places with you.” 


 “You wouldn't have left. It was tempting to stay.” Lachlan paused. “But still, it leaves more questions than answers. Why? It has been over fifteen hundred years since any god other than Ni’yah has entered this world.”

 “I've told Haegl that we've seen Sowelu, Elisila and Lachlei in this world,” Elsonre said. “I can't believe there isn't a connection somehow.”

 “I believe there is,” Lachlan said. “The Braesan entered this world for a short time.”

 Haegl's countenance darkened. “That explains much.”

 “What?”

 “The gateway to the other worlds lies smashed at the bottom of a glacier,” the dragon remarked. “That is the work of the gods -- not even dragon fire could destroy it.”

 “The gods are taking a more active role,” mused Elsonre. “What would that do to the Truce between Rhyn'athel and Areyn Sehduk?”


 “The Truce is already broken,” Lachlan replied. “Areyn broke it long ago when he gave the Runestone to Allarun.”


 “Areyn gave the Runestone to Allarun?” Elsonre gasped. “Did Ni'yah tell you that?”


 “No, but he didn't need to,” Lachlan said. “Ni'yah convinced Rhyn'athel to leave the Runestones in each world, but safely guarded by a dragon.” He glanced at Haegl. “Am I not correct?”

 Haegl nodded, but said nothing.

 “Nothing save a god could wrest that Runestone from that dragon, and even though Ni'yah might be a meddler, he's not one for causing this kind of trouble. But Areyn is.” He paused. “Areyn took the Runestone to Allarun. But, Allarun, for all his ambition, knew the terrible price the Runestone exacted. So, he talked me into forging the Swords of Destiny.” 

 “Then the Truce is broken,” Elsonre mused. “What will that mean?”

 “I suspect we'll find out soon enough,” Lachlan said, clasping his hands on both men's shoulders. “Let's enjoy the peace we do have for now. I suspect this is just the beginning.”

 



 



 




The End




 



 



 



 



 



 



Runestone of Teiwas Glossary 
 

to People, Places, and Things
 

 




Adamantine – An ore when tempered is stronger than the hardest substance. Has magical properties as well. Scarce in Elren, it exists primarily in Athelren although there are ore deposits in Tarentor.



Allarun – often referred to as “the Dark Lord,” he was the son of Areyn Sehduk, the god of death and destruction. Killed in the Second Battle of Darkling Plain. 



Ansgar – a younger race, less warlike but shorter lived than Eleion


Areyn Sehduk – God of death and destruction. One of the gods of darkness and an Athel’cen, a greater god.



Areyn’s realm—another name for Tarentor. When used in plural, it means all four of the worlds that belong to Areyn Sehduk.



Arianne – daughter of Asvora. A Shara’kai who is half Eltar. From Arristan.


Arristan – A village on the border of the Northmen’s lands and Thalarmor. 



Asvora – Mother of Arianne. 



Athel’cen – Three gods who were born from the Wyrd. Considered the most powerful of the gods.



Athelren – World of the gods


(First) Battle of Darkling Plain – The battle where Lachlan was killed by Allarun.



(Second) Battle of Darkling Plain – The battle where Lachlan defeated Allarun and fulfilled the Prophecy.



Beornolf –
Ansgar warrior.



Braesan—Undead Eleion warriors from Tarentor.



Bryanna – Mother of Joreid.



Caer Lachlanel
– Lachlan’s own city and fortress. Originally named Caer Lochvaren. 



Caer Ladren – Fortress of the Laddel.



Caer Redelren – Fortified city of the Redel.



Caer Sithar – One of the last free city-states that had not been under Allarun’s rule. Allarun had it destroyed while searching for Lachlan.


Cara – Daughter of Silvain. Lachlan’s first wife.



Carellyn – Wife of Redhan, Queen of the Redel.



Chi’lan – Lochvaur warriors (usually, but may be any kindred) dedicated to fighting for Rhyn’athel.



Citadel Heights – See Caer Sithar.


Clothyard shaft – an arrow shaft used with a longbow. These arrows are a yard long and as thick as a man’s finger.



Cuanaic – Chi’lan warrior and archer.



Cuinn – Chi’lan warrior.



Dagaz, Dagalaz
– Ni’yah’s Sword of Power.



Daimhan – Shara’kai healer.



Darham – Eltar soldier.



Darkling Plain – a large plain that stretches from the Lochvaren Mountains in the Northwest to the forests of Thalarmor in the east to the in the Rolling Hills and the Shadow Mountains in the west, to the caves of the Haell and the Laddel forest in the south. Used as a battle plain for more than one war.



Demons – Are more or less twisted creations of Areyn Sehduk designed to carry out his orders. Unlike Eleion and Ansgar, they have no life-force beyond their bodies, but have no concept or fear of death. They can’t be reasoned with nor do they have a free will. They do their master’s bidding and their emotions mirror the dark emotions of Areyn Sehduk. There are many types of demons, but the ones that the Eleion recognize are the Heath-stalkers (lesser demons), Yeth Hounds, life-leeches, and Arch-demons.



Eachan – Shara’kai mercenary.



Eihwaz
– Sword of Defense, Lachlan gave the sword to his twin brother, Elsonre, to wield.



Einar – Foster father of Shadowhelm.



Eleion – a race of people with long lives, but still mortal, who are the descendants of the gods.



Elesil – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with silver hair and silver eyes. Descendants of the goddess Elisila.



Elina – Mother of Shadowhelm.



Elisila – goddess of the heavens


Elren – Land of the Living—world of men.


Elsonre – Twin brother to Lachlan.



Eltar – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with black hair and black eyes. Descendants of Areyn Sehduk and Fala.



Fala – goddess of the earth and darkness, associated with night. The winged goddess. Laeca.



Falar – Redel prince and friend of Elsonre.



Falarel – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with black and silver hair and gold eyes. Descendants of Areyn Sehduk and Fala. 



Fialan – King of the Elesil. Also the name of Haellsil’s
father. 



Firedrake – Another word for dragon.



Firestar – Haell warrior.



Firetree – Laddel warrior.



Fireworms – Creatures that are the predecessors of the dragons. They look like snakes with wings, thin, spindly legs, and can breathe fire.



First-blood – anyone who is descended directly from a god.



Foxfire – Haell warrior. Also known as Kynlas. 



Fyr – The fire of creation and destruction


Fyr-Dragons – creatures who exist within the Fyr


Fyrrin – Eltar warrior.



Galdor—Chi’lan warrior.



Geiolf – Foster brother of Shadowhelm



Haegl – Black Fyr-dragon who aided Lachlan in forging the three Swords of Destiny.



Haell—One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Like the Laddel, they are small and have golden and silver hair and silver or gold eyes. Descendants of the fire god, B’lander.



Haellsil – Half-brother to Lachlan.



Hagalaz
– The Sword of Disruption, Lachlan originally gave the blade to Allarun to wield. 



Harbard – god and guardian of the Wyrd. Guardian of the Gateways


Heath-stalkers – The Heath-stalkers are the lesser and most plentiful demons. Called Heath-stalkers because before the Truce, they would travel the wilderness in search of victims. They feed off the blood and souls of the living. 



Hrolf – Shara’kai Northman and thane.



Iamar – Second moon, also a goddess, Laeca. Name of a Chi’lan warrior.



Isen – name of Lachlan’s former warhound.



Issa – goddess of winter/ seasons, Laeca.


Jarlath – Chi’lan commander


Jera – goddess of the spring/ harvests, Laeca.


Jotnar—see Jotunnren.


Jotunn—also known as Frost Giants, these creatures are ancient enemies of the Eleion. Originally allowed to roam all Nine Worlds, these creatures were forced into Areyn’s realms after the Truce between Rhyn’athel and Areyn Sehduk.



Jotunnren – Land of the Jotunn.


Joreid – Queen of the Haell, wife of Elsonre.



Kalena – Commander of the Chi’lan. Queen of the Lochvaur. Wife of Lachlan Ah’rhyn. 



Kel – Eltar solder.



Kelar—Eltar warrior.



Kelersil – Grandson of Laddel.



Kelsgar – Silren noble.



Kelsvar – Silren noble, brother of Kelsgar.



Kian – Chi’lan warrior.



Kolfinna – foster mother of Shadowhelm



Kyr – Eltar general and close friend and confidant of Vaurgar. 



Lachlan
Ah’rhyn – “Lachlan” means “warlord” or “champion” depending on context. Ah’rhyn means “son of Rhyn’athel.” Can also be used with “the” to distinguish an incarnation. Lachlan was the Lochvaur high king who brought the Eleion clans together only to be killed in his final hour of victory by his close friend, Allarun. Returned in a Shara’kai body, Lachlan Ah’rhyn is High King over the Nine Kingdoms (or Nine Kindreds). He rules the Lochvaur kindred with his brother, Elsonre.



Lachlanel – the lands of the Lochvaur. Renamed for Lachlan around Lachlan’s time. 


Lachlanel Mountains – the mountains north and west of Caer Lachlanel.


Lachlei – mother of Lachlan and consort to Rhyn’athel.


Lachynvaur – see Lochynvaur.



Ladaryn – Son of Ladsil.



Laddel – King of the Laddel, son of Ni’yah.


Laddel – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Noted for silver hair and gold eyes. Shorter and stockier than most, they are descendants of Ni’yah.



Ladren
– Land of the Laddel.



Ladsil – son of Laddel. Later, king of the Laddel. 


Laeca
– Lesser gods and goddesses; not Athel’cen.



Life Leech – a kind of heath-stalker.



Lila – Witch and life leech. A demon.


Lochalan – King of the Lochel.


Lochel – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with golden hair or golden and silver mixed. Descendants of the goddess Iamar.



Lochvaren – Land of the Lochvaur


Lochvaren Mountains – mountains north of the Shadow Mountains. Also called the Lachlanel Mountains.



Lochvaur- One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Noted for their red-gold hair and silver eyes, they are descendants of Rhyn’athel, the god of warriors.



Lochynvaur – father of Elina.



Mani – moon of ominous portents



Mind-link—a bond shared by first-bloods with their mates. It enables them to communicate even over great distances and allow sharing of thoughts and emotions. 



Mindspeak – a form of telepathy that only first-bloods exhibit.



Naios – Chi’lan warrior.



Never Summer Mountains – Mountains in the far north where the dragons live.



Nevfaras – Stepfather of Romarin Nevfaras.



Ni’yah – the wolf god, trickster, Athel’cen.


Nim’he – goddess of the sea, Laeca.


Nine Kindreds – The Eleion split into nine clans or kindreds, named after the founder. They are Lochvaur, Lochel, Redel, Elesil, Silren, Laddel, Haell, Eltar, and Falarel.



Nine Worlds – In this universe, there are nine separate worlds, each connected to each other through the World Tree, which is the source of the Web of Wyrd. The Wyrd runs throughout the Nine Worlds. Originally, there had been just the Web of Wyrd, which created the gods. Rhyn’athel is credited with creating the Nine Worlds and fixing them to both the World Tree and the Wyrd, although there had been previous worlds created by lesser gods and goddesses such as Harbard and Fala. Most of those worlds are only half-worlds, coexisting with the Nine. The main worlds in question are: Tarentor, Isa, Jotnar (or Jotunnen), Elren, and Athelren. The other three worlds of Rhyn’athel aren’t mentioned, but they’re considered lesser aspects of Athelren as Isa and Jotunnren are considered lesser aspects of Tarentor. Of all the worlds, Jotunnren is perhaps the most Elren-like place.



Northern Steppes – a wasteland between the Lochvaren Mountains and the Northern Sea.



Northmen – a large group of Ansgar and Shara’kai who live in clans in the north with no central government and only loose alliances and fealty to a king. Known for their ferocity in battle.



Quickstar – See Kelersil.



Redel – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with golden hair and golden eyes. Descendants of Sowelu.



Redhan – King of the Redel.



Redkellan – Former Redel king; friend of Lachlan.



Rhynar – cousin to Redhan.



Rhyn’athel – god of warriors and creation, Athel’cen


Rolling Hills – Hills to the east of Caer Sithar.



Romarin Nevfaras – Elsonre’s name before his transformation. Romarin was the son of Rhyn’athel. Also called “The Red Wolf.”



Romarin of the Silver Hand – See Romarin Nevfaras.



Ronan – a Shara’kai
Chi’lan captain.



Rooisbos – A red tea.



Runestones – See Runestones of Teiwas.



Runestones of Teiwas—Nine crystal-like stones imbued with Rhyn’athel’s magic.



Sardur –
Eltar soldier.



Sceaduhelm
– Alternate spelling of Shadowhelm.



Sehduk – See Areyn Sehduk.


Sehduk’s Keep – Allarun’s fortress



Shadow Mountains – Mountains around Caer Sithar.



Shadowhelm – Lochvaur Shara’kai warrior and mercenary who was the incarnation of Lachlan. Lachlan’s name before his transformation.



Shara’kai – half blood, usually a mix between Ansgar and Eleion


Seilan – Redel warrior and close confidant to Redhan.


Si’lar
– a type of throwing dagger.



Silren – One of the Nine Kindreds of Eleion. Tall with white hair and blue or silver eyes. Descendants of the goddess Elisila.



Siltar—Kyr’s second-in-command.



Silvain – King of the Silren. Killed in the First Battle of Darkling Plain and brought back to life by Lachlan. 



Sitharel – father of Nevfaras.



Skori – Ansgar Northman and thane.



Soul-Eaters – Another name for Eltar.



Sowelu – god of the sun, Laeca. 


Starflame – Haell warrior.



Strang – name of Lachlan’s warhound.



Swords of Destiny – Three swords forged from adamantine and imbued with Lachlan’s own powers. Their names are Uruz, Hagalaz, and Eihwaz.



Tarentor – Land of the Dead – Areyn’s Realm


Taryn –Eltar King and friend of Lachlan.



Teiwas
– An ancient name for Rhyn’athel.



Teiwaz – The name of Rhyn’athel’s Sword of Power; also the name of a constellation in Elren.



Thalarmor – the kingdom of Allarun and later, Vaurgar.


Thurisaz –one of the Runestones.


The World Tree – The structure or universe which holds the Wyrd, the Fyr, and the Nine Worlds together.



Thorolf – King of the Northmen.



Tomah – First moon, also a Laeca.



Torr – Eltar captain under Vaurgar’s command.



Ulf – father of Einar.



Ulfar – Shara’kai Northman and thane.



Undead – creatures that died long ago, resurrected to fight battles for Allarun.



Urill – Eltar lieutenant under Vaurgar’s command.



Uruz
– The most powerful of the three Swords of Destiny, it was Lachlan’s own sword. It was shattered in the First Battle of Darkling Plain.



Vaurgar – son of Allarun, part demon, part Eleion, and part godling. King of Thalarmor.



Vithblane—A mountain in the northwest where one of The World Tree’s branches touch Elren.



Wolfsong – Laddel warrior.



World Tree – See The World Tree.



Wyrd – A web that predates the gods that controls the past, present, and future. Its strands entwine around the branches of the World Tree.



Wyrd-blood—a term used for the descendants of Areyn Sehduk and Fala. Although born from a union of two gods, these Eleion proved mortal but with special first-blood powers that they passed to their descendants. One special power was the inability to see them clearly in the Wyrd, making it especially difficult to anticipate their actions. Both Allarun and Vaurgar are Wyrd-blood.



Yerth – Eltar warrior.



Yeth Hounds – Demon hounds of Areyn Sehduk.
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