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      Tace held a dagger to the human's throat, the silver tip of the blade glinting in the pale moonlight. "Say your final words, priest."

      The old man sat calmly on his stool. Unlike her other victims, his breath held steady, and his eyes remained relaxed. It was unusual, but it wouldn't stop her from completing her task. She had been told to kill him, make it look like a suicide, and she would do it. Every death brought her closer to the salvation she so desperately needed.

      "You are a very unusual shade of blue for an orc." The man reached up, resting a wrinkled hand on Tace's cheek, his thumb near the tusk on the right side of her mouth.

      She startled, surprised the human spoke the orc language so well. A quick shake of her head and she remembered why she was there. Kill the human priest. The color of her skin was irrelevant. "Sit up. Wrap this around your throat."

      The man took the rope from Tace, winding it about his throat. “The continent of Doros is spilt between the orcs to the north and the humans to the south. It should not be so. We must learn to work together.”

      "Tighter," she whispered in his ear, ignoring his ramblings.

      The priest grabbed the ends of the rope, yanking until it was so tight around his neck his nostrils flared.

      "I know why you do this.” Fear should have laced his words. Instead, curiosity punctuated the guttural orcish words, further muddled by his lack of air and his human tongue.

      "Our king has been more than kind to you. He has tried to teach you the truth, that death is our salvation. You have been given every chance to convert. Instead, you continue to preach your lies to orcs in Agitar, upsetting the balance we strive so hard to keep." Tace paused for a moment. “At least that is my assumption. I am told who to kill, not why.”

      "Did you ever stop to consider King Rafe might be wrong?" The old man stood, his knobby knees steady as he climbed atop the stool.

      Tace hadn't had to tell him what to do. He knew what was coming, and he knew better than to fight.

      Tace threw back her head, laughter tumbling from between her lips. "It's not I who is in the wrong. Don’t tell me seven cities filled with orcs could be wrong, especially not here in the capital." She grabbed the long end of the rope, looping it around the wooden beam, tying it in a secure knot.

      She stood back, admiring her handiwork. The knot was tight enough to support the human's body, but sloppy enough to look as if he'd done it himself. Granted, hanging wasn't the neatest way to set up a suicide, but it worked best for the situation. Sometimes poison served her well. Other times, a well-placed dagger to the heart, with the dagger left clutched in the victim's hands. No matter the situation, the outcome would be same. The body would be discovered. The death would be ruled suicide.

      Getting the assignment was an honor. Completing it would elevate her within the assassins guild and prove she was as skilled as any other assassin. Though it hadn't been explicitly said, this was her final test, to prove she belonged among the leaders of their guild as much as anyone else.

      Now she only needed to execute the man, leaving clues to his apparent suicide.

      "Are you prepared to meet Drothu, god of darkness, and atone for your misdeeds?" she asked him, a smile creeping across her face.

      This was her favorite part. Sending the priest to her god, where he would face judgment for his cowardly life. He refused to chase after death, so now death would take him.

      The old man's eyes rested on Tace's. "I forgive you for what you are about to do. There is something about you." He cocked his head to the side. "I think redemption is in your future, but only if you seek it."

      Tace grunted. "I am about to kill you in the name of Drothu, the only true god, the one who asks us to come to him in glory. You will meet him as a coward, and I will be the one to deliver you."

      Suddenly, the door across the room was flung open. A human dressed in a yellow cape strode in. "What's happening here?" he asked.

      Tace cursed under her breath. She glanced at the door; the lock sat on the table next to it. She'd meant to move quickly after killing the man, locking the door from the inside before she slunk out the window. The apartment had been vacant. How had she missed the sound of someone approaching?

      The caped man ran to Tace, grabbing her right arm and twisting it behind her back before she could counter. She struggled against his grip, to no avail. They were evenly matched in size.  She was stronger, but he had the advantage of having caught her completely by surprise.

      Tace kicked backward, but he deftly blocked her with his thigh. Tace's black hair fell on her face as she bent over, attempting to break his grasp.

      "You'll be okay, Hugh. I've got her," the caped man said, panting.

      Tace could tell his strength was already waning. He was no warrior. Just an acolyte.

      “I will meet your god, young assassin, but on my terms. I will tell him you were kind enough to send me, and you will live with the guilt of failing at your task. Maybe then you will seek another way of life." The priest’s rheumy eyes settled on the caped man. "And you, Ademar, follow the path I have laid out for you, even if it goes against everything you knew growing up. The two of you must toss aside all you know. The end is coming."

      "What?" Tace and Ademar both yelled.

      The old man uttered a long string of words in orcish, words Tace couldn’t understand, then kicked the stool out from underneath himself. He fell, his neck snapping immediately. Tace had done a good job with the knot. He was dead before Tace could extricate herself from the acolyte.

      Ademar ran to the old man's side. He drew a knife from his belt and cut his master's body down from the heights, cradling it in his arms.

      Tace bolted out the door before he could stop her.

      Her heart pounded in her chest as she ran through the town in the dark night. She pulled the hood of her cape over her dark tresses, hiding her face from a lone orc stumbling down the street outside. At this time of night, it was likely the only passersby would be inebriated. Regardless, she didn’t want to stop and talk.

      She choked back tears. She’d failed her task. She was to kill the priest herself and make it look like a suicide, not give him the chance to take his own life. Her god would know the difference. The method of death made all the difference when it came to judgment in the afterlife. Her role in it would be noted and judged accordingly. She already had enough obstacles in her way to salvation. Tonight’s mishap only made it worse.

      Thunder clapped in the sky, giving way to a downpour. Quickly drenched, Tace skirted the stone buildings, attempting to keep out of the deluge. Drothu already knew of her failure, and he was displeased.

      Tace crept through an alley, avoiding the rats scurrying for their supper among the discards of the inn. She rapped on a wooden wall twice. A panel slid to the side, revealing an opening to a staircase. Tace slipped in before the panel closed. With nervous steps, she descended the rough staircase until she arrived at the bottom, another panel in front of her.

      Tace reached up with shaky fingers, tapping a series of knots on the wall. Her hand slipped on the last, still nervous. She shook out her hands and began again, this time depressing the proper knots in the proper order. The wall groaned as it opened.

      A bright, flickering light greeted Tace as she entered the room. A fire roared in the back of the room. Its chimney connected to the one in the home above, which was inhabited by another of her order. Anyone seeing the smoke from outside would assume it came from the residence, not from their secret lair underground.

      "Is it done?" Hordain asked from a table in the back, his head bent over a ledger. He dipped a quill into the bottle of ink.

      "Yes." Tace attempted to keep her voice steady as she addressed the leader of the assassins guild.

      He looked up, his one eye focused on Tace's. "The priest is dead?"

      Tace nodded once, slightly dipping her chin.

      "And does anyone know yet?" He set the quill down on the table. With a pinch of his fingers, he grabbed sand from a bowl to his right and sprinkled it over the ink in the ledger.

      "Yes. His acolyte came upon him. He believes it was a suicide." Though misleading, Tace's words were technically true.

      Hordain stood, his wide hands resting on his belly as he gave a raucous laugh. "You did it. Do you know you are the fifth to be sent on this task? The old man managed to out-maneuver our best assassins. They did not die in the attempts, but they have been reprimanded and sent away to the other orc cities."

      Tace bit her lip. She had thought she was one of the guild's best assassins. To find out she was only the sixth best stung.

      "I did as I was asked," Tace finally said. "It is my duty to the dark lord. I find comfort in knowing I will rest securely in Drothu's arms one day."

      Hordain walked closer, resting a hand on Tace's cheek. "Indeed you will. You could die tonight and achieve the type of salvation so many dream of." His fingers traced her jawbone, then snaked around her throat.

      Tace swallowed hard. If she had succeeded tonight, she should welcome her own death. Perhaps Hordain thought snapping her neck would send her to her final rest at the most opportune time.

      Except she knew the truth: if she died now, she would never reach the arms of Drothu. She would suffer for eternity. Her parents had left her a debt to pay to Drothu, that Tace couldn't begin to fulfill on her own. The assassins guild was her only path to eternal life.

      At least until the events of tonight. It would take many more deaths to repent for her failure. No matter what she did, Tace never seemed to get ahead on her debt.

      She could not die this night.

      But nor could she fight Hordain, because then he would know she had failed.

      Tace closed her eyes, waiting for judgment to befall her. She could die and lose everything, or live and make reparations.

      "Hordain," she whispered. "I would gladly take death. Except I am quite sure I am now your greatest assassin. I succeeded where others failed. Let me live to bring more lives to our lord. I will suffer this life for them."

      His lips parted in a smile, his tusks protruding from inside his bushy black beard. "You sacrifice much for your people, Tace." Hordain dropped his hand to his side.

      She swallowed once more, keeping her composure. "It is the least I can do for them. I am only here to serve." And to save my own arse from eternal damnation, she added silently.

      "I'm proud of you, girl. Take tomorrow off. Rest. You deserve it." Hordain grabbed a small leather pouch of coins, tossing it toward her.

      Tace reached out, snatching the bag from midair. "Thank you. I will." Bowing, she took her leave from the guild's lair, making her way back up the stairs.

      Only once she had returned to the street, and the panel slid closed behind her, did Tace allow one tear to burn a trail down her cheek.
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      Ademar held Hugh to his chest, cradling the old man in his arms. Hugh's head lolled to the side, his neck broken, his lips slack. His vacant eyes stared into the distance.

      Ademar had watched the female orc climb out the window and disappear into the darkness. He hadn't given a thought to chasing her. Hugh needed him now. The priest had taken his own life, exactly the thing he preached against. How could Ademar explain that to anyone?

      The door burst open. Boots stormed into the room. "Ademar! Hugh! What happened?"

      Ademar glanced up at Matthew, the guard who'd accompanied them to the orc capital of Agitar from their homeland of Soleth. "He's gone."

      "Gone?" Matthew knelt next to them, running his hands over Hugh's limp neck. "I don't understand."

      He looked up at the ceiling, finally seeing the rope Ademar had sawed through to get Hugh down. "The assassins guild. They finally got to him. Those bastards." Matthew stood, drawing his sword from his hip.

      "No!" Ademar said. "That's not what Hugh would have wanted. He abhorred violence. Sheath your weapon, now."

      Matthew slowly slid his blade into its leather sheath, his chest puffed and his cheeks red. "They will pay for this."

      Ademar feared if his lips moved he would spill the truth: although the assassin tried, she failed, and his master took matters into his own hands. If others knew Hugh had taken his own life, their order would fall into chaos. Everything they had been taught about their religion would be questioned. It was bad enough the orcs' god glorified death. If the Order of the Sun fell apart, there was no hope for any of the humans.

      Though lying, too, was a sin, Ademar made the only choice he could.

      "An assassin must have finally succeeded. We all know Master Hugh would never take his own life." Ademar laid Hugh carefully on the floor, resting his head on a pillow from a nearby chair. He stood, placing a hand on Matthew's shoulder. "You must go home to Soleth. Tell them what has happened. Take Hugh's body with you."

      Matthew bowed. "I will inform the others what happened here this night. We will steal Hugh's body away into our own catacombs before the orcs can desecrate his legacy further.

      Ademar nodded, and Matthew left the room as swiftly as he had arrived. Ademar settled on the floor next to Hugh's body. "Did you do it, old man? Did you meet Drothu and question him? Or did you find our god, Sornal, and bask in his light?" Ademar passed his hand over Hugh's eyes, closing the lids with a gentle sweep.

      Ademar stood again just as the door was flung open.

      Hilthe crept in, her eyes sweeping the room until she found Hugh. "So it's true. Matthew ran by, mumbling as if he didn't see me. Perhaps he didn't." She waved a hand in the air as she made her way to Hugh. "Hung. Someone from the assassins guild?"

      Ostensibly, the old woman had seen to Hugh's domestic needs, doing the cooking and cleaning. The truth was she was more clever than all of the men put together. Hugh kept her on, not for her abilities around the house, which were lacking on a good day, but for her counsel. The others wouldn't take kindly to a woman dispensing advice on the Order of the Sun. Still, Ademar knew she was the one to listen to.

      "The assassins guild could never lay a hand on Hugh unless he let them." Hilthe gazed up at Ademar, her right eye squinting as always and her wiry gray hair standing on end. "Tell me what really happened here."

      Ademar wrung his hands, stalling.

      "Don't search for the right words, boy. At nineteen, you’re old enough to tell me the unvarnished truth." Hilthe reached up, taking hold of his ear, pulling Ademar down to look her in the eye.

      He bent, his back hurting as much as his ear thanks to the awkward angle. "He did it to himself."

      Hilthe let go of Ademar's ear. He straightened, rubbing it, and glanced to make sure the door was closed before continuing. He listened for the sound of movement in the corridor but heard nothing except his and Hilthe's breathing.

      "There was an assassin here. She was taken off guard when I entered. That's when Hugh took his own life. I didn't have a chance to stop him."

      "So he took away her kill. Now she has to choose to tell her guild master she failed or keep her silence, though her dark lord knows she failed. What a quandary." Hilthe chuckled, her hands on her stomach.

      "How can you laugh at a time like this?" Ademar asked. "He also put me in a difficult spot. I, too, have a secret to keep. I can tell our order what he did, or I can pretend he's a martyr."

      "Hugh would have wanted you to keep up the pretense." Hilthe sat in a chair, resting her hands on her knees. "Hugh never did anything by accident. There may be more we do not yet know."

      Ademar pressed his lips together. Preaching against the cult of death when his master had taken death into his own hands.  It made little sense.

      "Why don't you lead our order?" Ademar asked Hilthe.

      She laughed again, her hair dancing as her shoulders shook. "A woman? Lead the Order of the Sun? It's unheard of. Who would listen to me, other than you?"

      "If they would only hear what you have to say—”

      "They would hear me, but they would never listen. Most men think a woman should be silent." Hilthe grabbed a pipe from Hugh's stash. The bowl was already stuffed, and she lit it using the candle on the side table.

      Ademar thought of the female assassin who had tried to kill Hugh. Clearly someone, somewhere, thought she was worthy of such an important task. Still, Ademar knew Hilthe was right. Her words would go ignored by the Order, no matter how wise she was.

      "Well, if you choose to stay, I would appreciate your counsel." Ademar knelt on the floor at Hilthe's feet. "I know so little. Our master taught me everything he could, including the value of your ideas, but I don't feel ready for what's coming."

      Hilthe patted Ademar's sandy hair. "Of course, my dear. But don't expect me to service you the way I serviced Hugh. He wasn't just my employer. He was also my lover, and a damned good one."

      It was Ademar's turn to laugh. "I swear I will never ask you to be my lover."

      "You're young enough to be my grandson. It would be scandalous. Still..." Hilthe let her eyes roam over Ademar's body. "If you ever need an introduction to pleasuring women, I wouldn't turn you away."

      Ademar swallowed hard. He had pledged to remain a virgin in dedication to the Order of the Sun. As had Hugh, he thought. There was much he didn't know. "I appreciate your offer."

      Hilthe cackled. "It was only a jape, young boy. You couldn't handle me anyway." Hilthe winked and stood. She glanced down at Hugh's body once more. "I loved you, old man, though I am not surprised at your end. You used your last moments to spread the gospel of the Order of the Sun. You will be missed. But I think we are in good hands."

      Hilthe extinguished her pipe.

      "Hilthe, I want you to leave for Soleth with Matthew. I will stay here to wrap up Hugh's business." The priest had immersed himself in orc society as no other human had done, even becoming friends with many of them. Ademar had accompanied Hugh as he walked among the orcs, but always sat in silence in the background, awed by the orcs and their lives, so different from his. "I don't know if I'm worthy, though."

      She turned to him, squinting her right eye harder. "You are, Ademar. You just don't know it yet."

      Ademar wandered to the window after she left, resting his hands on the sill. He looked out at the dark night, punctuated by an uncountable number of stars. One shone brighter than the others. It was the star his order looked to guide them. Instead of twinkling like the others, it maintained its light, telling them perhaps there was more to life than seeking death. It gave them the strength to spread their word, to teach others of goodness. To preach the sanctity of life.

      Ademar sighed, his shoulders drooping. It would be a long road without Hugh's leadership. Still, he would persevere. He believed in the teachings of the Order of the Sun as deeply as Hugh had. At least he thought Hugh had believed. Ademar couldn't reconcile Hugh's suicide with their teachings, though Hilthe seemed to understand. Perhaps in time, with meditation and prayer, he would understand, too.

      A scream ripped through the still night. Ademar leaned out the window, looking for someone in distress. Seeing nothing, he backed away.

      In spite of his grief over Hugh, Ademar hoped it wasn't the assassin who cried out in pain. She had only been doing her job, as Hugh and Ademar had been doing theirs. The orc lifestyle, though very different from the one Ademar grew up with, had its own intricacies. Hugh had taught him to see the light in every living being, no matter how much darkness surrounded them. Ademar couldn't help but wonder if the assassin had light in her heart, too.
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      Nemia crouched in a dark corner of the throne room, her black hair falling over the right side of her face. She took in long, labored breaths, her chest aching with each inhalation. Another young orc girl sat on a smaller throne next to Nemia’s parents. Raven curls cascading over her shoulders. Tusks decorated with precious jewels. Her bright brown eyes were attentive to the line of commoners stretching from the throne to the outer door.

      They had brought chickens, grains, jewels, and slaves. All tributes to Nemia's father: King Rafe, Lord of Agitar, Keeper of the Night.

      "Princess, you are stunning today, as always." A peasant dropped to his knees in front of the girl on the throne, proffering an emerald in his pale hand.

      The girl leaned forward, her eyes quizzical. "You are so pale. Are you from Agitar or a neighboring village?" She snatched the emerald from him.

      "My dear." Queen Agamede put a hand on the girl's shoulder. "Children should be seen, but not heard. Particularly when they ask inappropriate questions." The queen whispered the last sentence, then turned her gaze to the orc who was still bowed over. "We accept tribute from anyone who is loyal to the Lord of Agitar."

      He stood, a mop of light brown hair flopping over his eyes. His tusks were cracked and splintered. The sign of an orc who'd had a hard life of labor. "Thank you, my lady."

      The girl tossed the emerald from one hand to the other, clearly bored.

      Nemia held back a sniff. She would never make such a ridiculous remark to the common orcs. They should be treated with as much respect as possible. A princess should be a shining beacon of the Lord of Agitar, not a nattering imbecile. If Nemia were allowed to sit on the throne where she belonged, she would make her parents proud.

      Instead, they’d chosen a slave girl to be the princess because their own daughter was too hideous for the public.

      Nemia crept out of the throne room through a cleverly hidden hole in the wall. The scene made her sick. Lowly Sabniss, the slave girl, pretending to be Princess Nemia, First of Her Name, Future Bride of Agitar. It was nauseating.

      Would the orcs really revolt if Nemia took her true place on the throne? Her mother used to snuggle Nemia on her lap, whispering the truth in her ear.

      I love you so, so much, but the orcs must love you, too, not fear you.

      It was the same mantra every night before bed. For years, Nemia believed it. She thought doing her duty to the crown meant hiding from the other orcs. Allowing Sabniss to play her role in public.

      The night Nemia turned eight she realized the charade meant never living in the light. She'd never rule. She wouldn't marry. Sabniss would. Sabniss would have her entire life, the life Nemia was born to.

      When Nemia confronted her mother, the woman she'd loved so dearly had tilted her head to the side, her expression one of confusion. “Oh, you poor thing. You aren't the princess. You are the servant Sabniss. Have you forgotten again?" Then she called for the nurses to take Nemia away.

      Grasping Nemia's arms with gnarled fingers, they had dragged her down the hall, her heels digging into the stone floors. By the time they'd taken her to the infirmary and forced her to swallow a pill that made her care much less, Nemia's feet were shredded and bloody.

      It was a week before she could hobble. Two before they released her to Sabniss's parents, living in the underground servant quarters.

      When she questioned Sabniss's mother, the woman averted her eyes, neither confirming nor denying Nemia's claim she was the true princess and their daughter had been stolen from them. Instead, she remained quiet, lips pursed as she went about straightening their tiny abode.

      It was no more than a cell carved deep into the walls of an abandoned mine. Logs stacked in rows, alternating direction with each layer, held up their entryway. A wool blanket hung from the ceiling, landing only a whisper above the dirt floor.

      Sabniss's father only came home at night, to eat and sleep. He worked deep below in the mines. Nemia quickly learned he was deaf. The cacophony of axes against hard rock had destroyed his hearing. Sabniss's mother spoke to him with gestures, and occasionally he would hold her face in his palms while she mouthed words to him. It was sweet. Nemia's parents never treated each other with softness. Her father and mother ignored each other when they weren't in public. Her mother once told her it was the duty of the queen to provide heirs, and no more. Few royals were lucky to find love in their marriages.

      Sabniss would be one of those wives someday. She would serve a king as Nemia's mother served her father. Except Sabniss was stupid. Uncultured. She could never learn how to carry herself as a queen. Her small outburst today was proof.

      Nemia rolled her eyes as she headed down the hallway. She ran her fingers along the damp walls, shivering at the dampness. It was uncomfortable. Nemia liked being uncomfortable. It gave her a strange pleasure.

      She strode past her abode, continuing down the hall, her eyes focused sharply on the entrance to the mines. Instead of turning right into the active part of the mine, she turned to the left, plunging herself into darkness. Her fingers still on the wall, she counted steps, turning left after twenty steps and turning right after thirty. Three more steps and she sidestepped between two rock walls that, even with a torch, to the unprepared eye would appear to be one solid wall.

      "Azlinar?" she whispered.

      "Come closer. Let me see you."

      Nemia took four more steps, then stopped. She dropped her arms to her sides as two hands rested on her head. Fingers entwined in her hair. Thumbs rested on her cheeks. Then her hair was pulled back from her face.

      Nemia held her breath, refusing to flinch. The first time, Azlinar had slapped her for not trusting him. Now she knew better.

      His fingertips found her right cheek. He traced the lines of her curse, the thing that had kept her from her duty as princess. Traveling over the bumps and valleys, Azlinar's touch sent shivers down her spine.

      Her whole life she'd been ashamed of her hideousness, of the raised red birthmark swirling on her cheek like a tornado. Others would see it as a bad omen. Azlinar was the only orc who had ever stared at her in awe. He had cajoled her until she followed him into the abandoned cavern. He had promised her things she would never get elsewhere.

      Power.

      Respect.

      Love.

      "You are beautiful." His hands dropped.

      Nemia tried to calm the rapid beating of her heart. No one ever said she was beautiful before Azlinar. He saw past her curse and into her soul.

      "Thank you." It came out only as a whisper. It was all she could manage. At twelve, and the height of self-consciousness, Nemia knew how to properly receive his compliment, but she didn't believe it. She was ugly, no matter what he said.

      "A well of magic has opened." His voice echoed in the dark.

      "What?" That was the last thing she'd expected to hear from him. When she'd received his message, imploring her to meet him in the cavern, she'd expected something quite different. In the past, they had mainly spoken of their god, Drothu, and their devotion to him.

      "You can wield it. The princess, the true princess. You must use the new magic and save us all."

      Nemia balled her hands into fists, her fingernails cutting into her flesh. She could never be the true princess. Her parents wouldn't allow it. As for magic? Yes, some had it, but not her. Never her.

      "Yes, yes. More of that. I can feel your magic rising." Azlinar's hands returned to her face, caressing the cursed birthmark.

      Nemia leaned in toward Azlinar. "The only magic I have comes from you. You make me feel strong." He was the only orc who treated her as whole, not damaged.

      "No. You are powerful in your own right. Tonight you will learn to access magic. Dark magic. But only if you are prepared..."

      Nemia shied away from him. She liked Azlinar because he had never feared her. He spoke to her plainly. He let Nemia be Nemia. But this... speaking of power and magic? She had been born to royalty, but other than her birthmark, there was nothing exceptional about her. Magic was for those chosen by Drothu.

      Azlinar grabbed Nemia's shaking hand. "I can feel it coursing within you. Your power is unparalleled. Consider me your humble servant. Allow me to teach you. To bring you to your full potential."

      "I'm afraid."

      "Open yourself to the power of Drothu. Close your eyes. Breathe."

      Nemia did as he asked, despite the fear growing inside her. She'd touched darkness in her anger, anger usually kept locked up by fear. But Azlinar wanted her to peek at it again, to bathe in the feelings that scared her so.

      A dark wave crashed over Nemia as she gave in to her deepest, darkest thoughts. Rage exploded inside at how her parents had treated her.

      "It is beginning." Azlinar reached up, resting his fingertips on her cheek once more. "Yes. It has grown."

      "What? The birthmark? It's larger?" Her frantic fingers reached up to her cheek.

      It was as he said. Her birthmark had once only covered her cheek. Now it swirled under her chin and over her nose, nearly extending to the left side of her face.

      Her heart pounded. "No! I can't cover it with my hair now. I will have to drape fabric over my face. I won't be allowed out in public any longer. More than just a curiosity, I will be feared. Attacked. Stoned."

      "You will never have to fear again." Azlinar took Nemia's hands in his. He opened her palm. A faint light glowed upon her skin, projecting onto the ceiling of the cavern. "Think of your parents. Think of how they discarded you as if you were garbage."

      Azlinar reached up, pushing sideways on her lip until it was pierced by one of her tusks. "Drink of the blood."

      Nemia sucked on her lip, swallowing the blood as if it were a draught of water. Her body felt as if it were lit on fire. Flashes of warmth crawled up her neck.

      "Delve deep," Azlinar said. “Feel all of it.”

      Tears streamed down Nemia's cheeks as she recalled all of the hurt she'd never allowed herself to feel until that moment. She'd loved her parents. They'd hated her. Feared her. Discarded her. The deformity wasn't her fault. She'd done nothing to deserve the way they treated her.

      Nemia thought of her mother, the person who, above anyone, should have loved her and protected her. She imagined her mother's neck. Such a beautiful hue of green. So smooth. Nemia's hands trembled as she brought her fingertips together. Then she squeezed, imagining them around her mother's neck. Squeezing until there was no life left.

      She choked, dropping her hands into her lap, feeling guilty. She would never kill her mother. It was a momentary fantasy brought on by intense feelings.

      "I will teach you. Serve you. Together, we will save Agitar."

      Nemia's head fell into her hands as tears poured down her cheeks. She hated the darkness lurking in her soul.
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      Damor rested in the palanquin, his head weary against the feather pillow. "Take me outside."

      The palanquin remained in place. His lazy bearers were probably sleeping again.

      Damor coughed, phlegm rattling in his throat.

      Still no response.

      He reached with one bony, pale hand, his fingers waggling outside the light linen. "Take me outside," he demanded again.

      "Huh?" The stupid orc on the left mumbled.

      "Outside!" Damor screamed. "Now!"

      "Wake up, Gashta. The mage needs to go out!" The palanquin shook as Nishta kicked her twin sister.

      Damor rested his head in his hands. He'd asked the queen for new bearers to replace the incompetent idiots he'd had before. These weren't any better. He'd specifically asked for orcs because they were strong. They had been captured on the border of the Barrier Mountains. Apparently, these two had traded their brains for brawn.

      The palanquin teetered to the right as they lifted. Damor clutched the linen, his long fingernails catching in the fine fabric, pulling the threads out. The linen would need to be replaced... again. Damor hated disorder. It distracted him from the deep concentration he needed to maintain his magic.

      Most who wielded magic could rely on their bodies to support them when their magic was low. Without his magic, Damor's body would give in to death. He'd already died multiple times and only come back to life on the strength of his magic. He accredited it to the power of Sornal, the life-giving god of humans.

      The two orcs finally found their rhythm, carrying the palanquin at an even clip without threatening to dump Damor from his throne of pillows.

      "Where do you want to go?" Nishta asked.

      "To the queen. I must speak with her immediately." Damor had been jarred from his nap by a vision. A nightmare of the future. Fire. Death. Destruction.

      Queen Lissa respected his visions. She believed them, and Sornal had rewarded them both for their faith. The visions came true. Damor's worth had been established, and the queen had elevated him to the royal seer, displacing all the others who had won their favor through trickery. Damor's visions were true, straight from Sornal.

      Today's vision was a dire warning.

      "Hurry," Damor said, his breath catching in his throat.

      When he became excited, his blood pumped harder and his heart struggled to keep up. He could feel the veins throbbing on the left side of his chest. Damor forced himself to breath more slowly. In through his nose. Out through his mouth. His eyes closed, blocking out all the extraneous noise from the world outside the tent.

      The pumping slowed. His breathing regulated. His chest rose and fell softly under the pink gossamer robe he wore. Every other fabric was too rough for his delicate skin. Others laughed, saying the robe feminized him. But Damor knew he could crush any of them in an instant with his magic. If all they cared about was the size of their penis, so be it. Damor had power far beyond what their muscles provided them. Besides, he had the queen's ear, something no man, save her father, had ever been able to attain.

      The orcs crossed through Damor’s chambers in the palace, winding to the entry and out into the courtyard. They set the palanquin down on a large stone table in front of the queen's throne. Normally it was reserved for religious purposes, but it also served as Damor's place when he spoke to the queen.

      "My queen," Damor began.

      "Stop," she said abruptly. "Show me your face first."

      Damor sighed. Queen Lissa preferred to hold court outside in full light of the sun. Damor's eyes were sensitive. He could only see in the darkness. The light blinded him and often served him migraine headaches. He reached out with one shaky hand, parting the linen.

      The queen gazed upon him, her long, silky blond hair, sweeping above the ground. Her pert nose turned up ever so slightly toward the sun they worshiped. Her rosy cheeks were round and her pink lips full. Light shone around her body. Likely the sheen of the sun, but sometimes Damor wondered if she glowed from the inside.

      Something stirred deep inside Damor, as it did every time he laid eyes on her. But that part of him was long gone. It died the first time his body expired. Now he was only a shell of the man who once desired women.

      Not that it would have mattered one bit. Lissa preferred the company of females. The only male who graced her bed was the husband she nabbed through an arranged marriage. She used him to breed the brood that would eventually take over the crown. Four daughters. Three sons. All as stunning as the queen.

      "So it is you, Damor," Lissa said, her voice as smooth as honey.

      "It is, I, my queen." Damor squinted, adjusting to the light. "I had a vision. A frightening one."

      "Do tell," Lissa replied.

      "Something has happened in the North, beyond the Barrier Mountains. Something that will impact the world as we know it." Damor took a deep breath, then slowly released it. He'd often given her true visions, but this one... if he was wrong... she would burn him at the stake. "Your father. He's dead."

      The queen took in a sharp breath. Her hand reached for the linen curtain, ripping it off all the way.

      Damor threw an arm over his eyes, blocking the blinding sun. "My queen!"

      "Is this vision true?" she asked, her voice desperate and shaking. "How can you be sure it was not a dream?"

      Damor knew she'd hate the next part more. "Because your father came to me. He told me."

      "My father? But he is in the North. How could he tell you such a thing? He is a holy man, but he is not capable of entering one's dreams." Queen Lissa’s lips quivered. She knew, as Damor did, exactly what it meant.

      "Your father has expired." Damor didn't wish to cause her pain, but the look on her face told him he'd done just that. Still, he couldn't explain the dream without telling her the whole truth.

      Queen Lissa's hand rested on her chest. Tears sprang at the corners of her eyes. "No. It cannot be true."

      "It is."

      "I won't believe it. Not until I see his body." Queen Lissa pointed at the bright afternoon sky. "Do you see? Is that the sky of death? No! That is the sky of a god who loves us. Sornal will not let my father die. Not now."

      Damor followed her finger, still sheltering his eyes from the brunt of the sunlight. "It appears so, my queen, but I assure you, this vision is true."

      Queen Lissa turned her fury on Damor, her green eyes blazing with anger. "You will go back to your chambers. You will think on this more. You will choose your words more carefully next time we meet. You will also learn to tell the difference between a nightmare and a vision."

      Damor dipped his chin and eyes in silent acquiescence. He was used to her outbursts. This was a true vision. The queen would come to understand eventually.

      "Take him away," she ordered.

      Gashta and Nishta lifted the palanquin, knocking Damor to the side as they steadied it between them. Damor grasped the front supports, his veiny fingers wrapping around the skinny posts.

      "Faster! Move!" the queen yelled.

      The orcs ran, jostling Damor on his pillows. He hung on tighter, not relaxing until the palanquin suddenly settled. They must be away from the queen, around a corner or in a grove where she couldn't see them.

      "Oh no," Nishta said, fear trembling in the back of her throat.

      "What is it now?" Damor asked, annoyed and ready to return to his chambers where he could continue to contemplate the grave news. The queen's doubt was niggling at him. He knew what he saw. It was real. And yet... she'd never been so reluctant to believe him.

      "They're circling."

      The palanquin dropped to the ground, landing with a jarring thud on the grass. Damor jerked forward, clutching the posts once more. "What is wrong with you? Pick me up now!"

      Damor waited.

      Nothing happened.

      He shielded his eyes and tugged the fabric to the side, looking at the sky.

      Craytors. Hundreds of them, their feathery, humanoid bodies flying in circles over the palace.

      “Back to the queen! Now!” he yelled. The palanquin jostled violently as the orcs finally obeyed his command.

      Damor held the curtains open, braving the bright sunlight.

      One craytor broke away, diving toward the queen.

      “Put it down!” The orcs dropped the palanquin. Damor pulled himself out. He was too weak to walk, but he stabbed the ground with his long fingernails, forcing his body back toward the woman he cherished above all things.

      Queen Lissa stood, her hand on the sword she carried at her hip. Drawing it, the blade's tip twinkling in the sun, she yelled, "Back off, craytor, or blood will be shed this day."

      "Blood has already been shed," the craytor screeched.

      Damor fought the urge to cover his ears. Instead, he continued forward, doing his best to reach his queen. To protect her in any way he could.

      "Your father is dead. Hugh no longer draws breath from this world. He has passed on, into The Nether." The craytor hovered in the air, out of Queen Lissa's reach.

      "He cannot be in The Nether. My father was a loyal follower of Sornal. Nothing he could do would ever cause his soul to enter the orc land of death." Lissa's hand trembled, doubt showing on her face.

      Damor strained harder, coming ever closer. His breath caught in the back of his throat, his body failing him. He had tried to warn her. Apparently, he was not the only who knew dire events had befallen them.

      "And yet it is true. Your father traveled to The Nether and conspired with the dark souls. He paid for it with his life." The craytor cackled, flying back up to her flock. The others screeched along with her as they flew away from Soleth.

      Queen Lissa collapsed to the ground, her hair spread around her in a golden fan.

      Damor finally made it to her side, his strength failing as he rested a gnarled hand on hers. "I am sorry, my queen. I will protect you."

      Queen Lissa looked up, glaring at Damor. "Protect me? How will you protect me, you impotent little man? All you do is bring word of death. No one need protect me; I can care for myself. No, what you will do is help me exact revenge on those who took my father's life. We will march on Agitar. We will leave with the dawn." Queen Lissa rested delicate fingers under Damor's chin. "And you will help me crush them."

      Damor's chest filled with pride, despite her cruel taunts. He'd waited so long to be of use to her beyond his visions. The magic he kept deep inside him had been dying to spring forth, but their religion, their dedication to Soleth, held him in check. Now he could use his magic in retaliation. As long as the others struck first, he was justified.

      "We will kill them all," he said, unable to hold back a smile, despite knowing the beautiful queen would see his black, sharpened teeth.

      "Together. You will help me, won't you Damor?" She leaned in close, her lips so close he could smell the sugared candy on her breath.

      "Anything for you, my queen." Damor shuddered, his frail body collapsing with exhaustion on the ground next to her.
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      The cawing of the birds woke Alyna from a deep sleep. She stretched, her arms reaching toward the blue sky as she thanked the goddess for another day of life. A smile curled on her lips as her eyes fluttered open. She sat up on the bed of moss, reveling in the beauty of nature.

      A crow landed on her outstretched arm, its talons carefully wound about her flesh so as not to harm her.

      "What do you have to say, friend?" Alyna asked the bird, cooing at its beady black eyes.

      Alyna listened not with her ears but with her other senses—the ones humans didn't have. Though born to human parents, Alyna was different. It wasn't the horns protruding from her head or her cloven feet. She could understand the animals and the trees. The wind spoke to her. The rain brought her news from other lands. She could draw on the magic of nature. She was human, but she was also a faun.

      Though her parents had tried to hide her differences, it hadn't taken long for the other villagers on the Torrent Peninsula to discover Alyna was not like them. Alyna was shunned, and her mother took her far from the village, leaving her tiny and defenseless in a grove.

      To die.

      She'd known it then, even only as a small child. Her parents couldn't bear to kill her themselves, so they'd left it to nature.

      But they hadn't realized exactly how in tune with nature Alyna was. The wolves came for her, hoisting her on the back of the largest, and spirited her away into the forest.

      Forcing herself to focus on the present, Alyna's jaws clenched at what the crow was telling her. "The old man is dead, then?" Alyna couldn't help but feel a pang of regret. Most humans believed as they were told, never searching for the hidden truths. Their religion built around the god Sornal was one example. Hugh was exceptional. He had traveled to Alyna's grove many times, seeking her wisdom and blessing. He gleaned true knowledge and brought it back to his congregation.

      And yet it was their prerogative to live as they chose. It was the way of nature. Live and let live.

      Just as her parents had let her live, despite the villagers' threats.

      The crow took flight. Alyna stood, reaching toward the sun like a flower might. Her limbs awakened as she ran her hands along her moss-covered body. Dew sprang from her skin, falling on the plants eagerly awaiting a drink at her feet.

      "I am sad for his passing, but it is the natural way of things. We all must live. We all must die. Hugh will be remembered by many for a very long time." Alyna held out a hand to the bird.

      The crow nipped the tip of her finger.

      She closed her eyes, listening to what it had to say next. A frown erased Alyna's smile as it continued.

      "No," she said.

      The crow emphatically nodded its head, feathers flying off in agitation.

      Alyna stumbled backward, coming to rest against a tree. She pressed her fingers into the bark, using its strength to buoy her. The heartwood responded to her distress, soothing Alyna. But it wasn't enough.

      Nothing could stop what had been set in motion.

      "What did Hugh do?" Her words were no louder than a whisper. "He has challenged the god of the humans and the god of the orcs."

      A screech echoed in the sky as a flock of craytors circled.

      "Your relatives have come," Alyna said to the crow.

      Like her, the craytors were part human and part something from nature. In their case, crows. They had existed for as long as anyone could remember, their origins unknown. Alyna was the only of her kind today, as far as she knew. She had taken two years traveling the known world, looking for others. Disguised in a hooded cape and heavy boots, Alyna had encountered many humans and orcs. She listened to their stories. She tried to learn from them. She tried to be like them, taking part in their festivals and their carnal pleasures.

      There was only one who had learned her secret and made her feel as if she weren't an aberration. Vron, a great warrior in Agitar to the north. He had discovered her horns as he ran his hands through her thick red hair. Though they were a feature strange to both human and orc, he hadn't balked. Instead, he insisted she show him everything else that made her unique.

      Alyna shut off that part of her memory before the door could be opened too far. Vron had to stay in the past. Her present was in the forest. Her future would be determined by how long the world as they knew it remained stable.

      Alyna knelt, resting her hand on the grass. For the first time, she felt a shudder underneath the earth. Fear passed through the soil. It knew, just as the crows knew. Just as Alyna now knew.

      "Can they be stopped?" she asked the crow.

      It stared at her, its black eyes unblinking, its thoughts silent.

      "I have to do something, tell someone." In a time like this, Hugh was the first person Alyna would think to tell. But he was gone now, his death heralding the beginning of the chaos. There was only one other Alyna knew would listen.

      Vron.

      "I must head north," she said to the crow.

      It nodded, agreeing with her.

      "Thank you, my sweet one, for bringing the news to me personally." Alyna leaned over, kissing the crow on its black crown of feathers.

      The crow took off, its wings beating furiously as it rejoined the flock. The crows and the craytors flew around each other in a dizzying circle until Alyna's crow broke away, the rest of its flock following it to the north.

      She looked at the moss resting on her skin. "I shall have to clean myself if I am to rejoin the world. No one will take me seriously if I come to them covered in the forest."

      Gently Alyna peeled the moss from her body. Her soft skin glistened in the morning light. Soon she was completely naked. The slightest breeze raised an army of goosebumps on her arms. Alyna returned to the tree, reaching into the hollow and pulling out a gown of green velvet. It was one she had worn while she traveled the world. She'd had no need of it in the forest, where she lived only as her natural self.

      Alyna pulled the gown over her head. It fluttered over her body, covering her from her shoulders past her ankles. Her hooves pressed into the earth one last time before she pulled on the boots she'd kept with the dress.

      She detested the feel of the clothing. Her body was trapped inside it, forced to conform with everyone else who wore clothes out of so-called modesty. The body was to be celebrated, not hidden. Though she loathed the convention, she followed it to blend in. It was the same in the forest. The moss protected her skin while helping her hide should a trespasser come too close to her grove. The difference was Alyna loved the forest. The world outside was dark, dirty, and depressing.

      Alyna plucked her cloak from the ground. It was a verdant weave of leaves and moss. With a flourish, she rested it on her shoulders. She fluffed up her red curls so they would cover the horns protruding from the top of her head.

      She didn't need to glance at her reflection in the nearby pond. She knew how she looked. Fully human. It sickened her to hide her true identity, but it offered her safety.

      Alyna lifted two fingers, resting them on her lips. She blew once, a shrill whistle calling out to the beast who was her long-time companion.

      Four long, sinuous legs pushed through the undergrowth, a well-muscled barrel atop them, with a proud head covered in a long, silky mane. One horn extended from her forehead. Like Alyna, the unicorn was an aberration of nature. That commonality—the commonality of difference—was why they had approached each other after a surprise meeting at the pond many years ago.

      "We must ride, Syra. We must head to the North. I have news that cannot wait. May I climb upon your back?"

      Syra bowed her head, straightening out one leg. Her barrel dipped low enough for Alyna to clamber on her back.

      The horn twinkled once, then disappeared from sight. As Alyna had found ways to hide her true form, so had Syra.

      Syra took off in a canter toward Agitar.
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      Vron's green muscles shimmered with sweat as he hacked at the human body on the ground. Starting with the head, Vron dismembered it limb from limb, careful to make a clean cut. His heated ax head immediately cauterized the wounds, leaving little to no blood on the ground underneath.

      "Impressive," General Dalgron said, his hands behind his back as he paced around Vron's demonstration. "You've made excellent progress."

      "Thank you." Vron stood up straight, the ax handle clutched in his hand. "I think if I can perfect this blade, we won't have to worry about blood spatter. The dead can keep their lifeblood for their journey to The Nether."

      General Dalgron clapped Vron's shoulder. "You're not only my best warrior, but you'd also make a good priest."

      Vron smiled, holding back his annoyance. All of the orcs in Agitar should be both. The best way to serve Drothu was to kill properly. The body was a temple, not something to defile. Not even in battle. Those who died fighting deserved highest honors. He intended to give them their best chance at salvation.

      General Dalgron only seemed to care about destruction. It was a sentiment too common among military orcs. Vron wished more of them thought past their next kill to the afterlife.

      "Get someone in here to bury this filthy human," General Dalgron said.

      Vron lowered his eyes in respect. Even if he didn't always agree with the general, Vron obeyed. Without order, their military would fall to pieces.

      After Dalgron had left him standing alone in the training tent, Vron gathered the pieces of the body, avoiding the charred scabs forming over the wounds. If he accidentally peeled a piece off, the blood would spurt out, ruining his best training uniform.

      "Hey Vron, there's a human here to see you." A page stuck his head in the tent, his eyes wide.

      Vron could almost swear the page's tusks were trembling. Orcs allowed humans access to their city, but there was a great undercurrent of mistrust.

      "Send him in." Vron carefully placed the limbs in a trunk. It wouldn't do to have the visitor see them, though they had belonged to a murderer sentenced to death. Vron had asked to be the one to deliver him to Drothu using his experimental weapon.

      "It's not a him," answered a soft, tender voice Vron had never forgotten, though it had been years since he'd heard it.

      Vron spun around, dropping one of the legs on the ground. Alyna. He took in her disguise. He could still tell she was a faun, not human, at least not a full human, though she'd taken great care to hide the fact.

      His arms hung at his sides, his hands in fists. Vron wasn't sure whether to hug her or shake her. The last time they'd been together, she'd taken off in the middle of the night, leaving him naked in his bed. He hadn't heard from her again. Until now.

      "I have to speak with you about a matter of great import." Her curt tone told him she wasn't here to rekindle their short romance. Alyna swept into the tent, the flap dropping quietly behind her.

      "What is it?" Vron held out a hand.

      She placed her hand in his. "I'm sorry. I traveled all of yesterday and last night and all of this day to reach you. I didn't know where else to go." Alyna rested, weary, in his arms.

      Vron held her tightly to his chest, trying desperately to focus on her words and not the curves of her body. He’d known her casually throughout the years, but the memory of their one night together had never faded.

      "Do you want to come back to my home and rest a bit before telling me?" Vron resisted kissing the top of her red curls.

      Alyna looked up at him, her eyes as green as grass after a lightning storm. "No. I need to tell you now." She straightened up, backing a step away from him. "I assume you know about Hugh's death?"

      "Of course." Agitar had spoken of nothing else in recent days. Many were pleased with his demise. The assassins guild had struck again, disposing of someone who didn't agree with the crown. The human priest's teachings weren't against the law in Agitar, but they also weren't appreciated. Different gods ruled the North. The god of the South wasn’t welcome in Agitar. "Are they upset in the South? Are they coming for us?" Vron's deep belly laugh filled the tent.

      "They are amassing their armies for an invasion. I couldn't let you be taken unawares." Alyna gazed up at him again, those damn green eyes sparkling, even in the diffuse light of the tent. "I hold no loyalty to the North, nor to the South. But I couldn't stomach the thought of an ambush."

      "They can't ambush us," Vron said. "The Barrier Mountains separate us from the South. We have guards at every pass, as you well know. If they sailed around to the west, our guards would see them from the battlements. The South cannot take us unawares, nor can they win if they attack us. Hugh's death will send them into a frenzy, but it's unlikely to affect us in any way. The orcs of Agitar will go about their lives, only a few ever knowing, or caring, that the South rattled their swords at us."

      Vron hated minimizing Alyna's worries. If she'd come all this way to warn him, she truly believed the words she was saying. But he was a hardened warrior. He'd fought along the Barrier Mountains for years. The South posed little threat.

      "As you know, Hugh was the queen's father."

      "He was also a fool," Vron said. "Hugh preached here as if he were going to find converts in this city? We asked him to leave multiple times, respectfully, I might add. But the man stayed. I'm not surprised the assassins guild got him. I'm sure there was a nice prize to permanently silence his mouth."

      Alyna's shoulders dropped as she glared at Vron. "You used to be more willing to listen to a woman's counsel."

      "I will listen to the counsel of any living being—human, orc, or elf. Listening is not the same as agreeing."

      "I also fear Hugh's actions will lead to an unraveling of society like we've never seen before." Alyna crossed her arms over her chest, defiant.

      Their eyes locked. Vron refused to break the silence. He wouldn't give Alyna the satisfaction. Even though she had come so far, sleeping little, just to tell him...

      "Okay, fine," Vron finally said. "I'll talk to the general."

      "Good!" Alyna slinked closer, resting one of her small hands on his leathery cheek. "You won't regret heeding my warning."

      Vron rested his hand on Alyna's. "I never regret anything involving you." He hoped his words conveyed how much he'd missed her. It had only been one night, and he had been with others since, but he'd never forgotten how he'd felt in her arms. Vulnerable. Tender. It was a side of himself he'd never let another female see. Not before, nor since.

      Abruptly, Alyna dropped her hand and backed toward the door. "I need to go."

      "You just got here. Stay." The life of a warrior was unpredictable. He'd stared death in the face, never backing away. He wanted time to gaze at life, and Alyna was the closest he'd ever gotten to pure creation.

      Alyna glanced out the flap, anxiety playing across her face.

      "What is it?" Vron asked.

      "My... horse," Alyna said. "I'm worried she'll get stolen."

      Vron laughed. "No one here will steal a human's steed. They're far too small. Why, if I sat on the back of your horse, I'd crush it."

      "It's not that." Alyna's voice lowered to a whisper. "She's different, like me."

      "Then let me care for both of you. Even if it's only for tonight. You should get a good night's sleep. Decide in the morning if you really want to leave. You’ll be safer here, with me, than on the road." Vron knew he sounded like a desperate fool. He didn't care. The last time Alyna left, he thought he'd never see her again. He would do anything to hang on to her, if only for a couple of hours.

      The corners of Alyna's lips turned downward. "Vron, I can't promise you anything. Just as before."

      "I don't expect anything." Hoping was another matter, though.

      "Good. Then, yes, I will take hospitality from you tonight." Alyna smiled, warming the tent and Vron's heart.

      She was pure energy. Pure life.

      "Syra and I appreciate it. Will there be a place for her to have shelter, food, and water?" Alyna asked as she threaded a delicate arm around Vron's muscular forearm.

      "Yes, of course. She'll get her own stall, away from my studs. I don't want them to hurt her."

      A laugh fell from Alyna's lips. "I wouldn't worry about that. Syra can handle herself quite well against your draft horses."

      Just like her master, Vron thought. Though knowing Alyna, she didn't consider herself Syra's master, but her friend. Alyna was friend to all in nature. It was other races she had trouble relating to.

      Just like Vron. Despite his size, strength, and ferocity on the battlefield, Vron, too, was wary of others. Orcs. Humans. Elves. It didn't matter.

      Except Alyna. She was special.

      Alyna's voice was suddenly quiet. "Is there a separate bed for me, as well?"

      "You may have mine," Vron promised. "I'll sleep on the floor."

      "I'd be happy in the stable with Syra." A comment like that from anyone else would be a pretense, but with Alyna, it was the truth.

      "I know you are. It's your choice." Vron knew the decision he wanted her to make, but as he promised, it was up to her. He'd more than made his preference known. "Be aware, the other orcs' eyes will follow us back to my place. They will talk."

      "Their rumors don't bother me," Alyna said, "but this is your city. Not mine. Should I take a less obvious path to your home?"

      "Absolutely not." Vron patted her hand. "I don't care what they say. I'm proud to walk with you."

      "Then let's make our way through Agitar." Alyna stood on her tiptoes and kissed Vron's cheek.

      Warmth spread through him, like a breeze on the first warm day of spring. She was back in his life, and though Alyna brought ill tidings, Vron didn't care one bit.
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      Queen Lissa stormed out of the war room, leaving Brax free to release a long sigh. He'd known by her expression she came with bad news, and that she'd already made up her mind about what to do. She was in no mood for discussion. Tossing a smooth stone from one hand to the other, Brax considered his options.

      The queen insisted they march on Agitar immediately, taking them by surprise. Though he'd trained the armies of Soleth for more than a decade, Brax knew they weren't battle-ready. The women and men who fought for him were quite capable of tossing a spear at a straw man. Or at each other in war games.

      None of them had truly fought in a battle. Not against an enemy who wanted to kill them. The orcs of Agitar were battle-hardened from repelling anyone who might attempt to invade their territory. In fact, it was due to their vigilance the South had remained quiet for so long.

      Brax would never admit it to the queen, but they owed their safety to the orcs. They kept the continent safe from invaders from other continents. Still, the orcs had gone too far in assassinating the queen's father. Though Hugh had never been a ruler himself, letting his own wife rule until her death and then passing the crown to his daughter, the people of Soleth held Hugh in great regard. He might as well have been their own beloved king.

      Before, the nations had tolerated each other. Hugh's death changed everything. It created a rift between the nations that could not go ignored. If they didn't stand up to Agitar, they might as well swear eternal fealty to their orc overlords.

      He stood, straightening his tunic. The crest emblazoned on his chest shimmered. A sun surrounded by a field of daisies. Strength. Life. It was their way. The darkness in Agitar wouldn't cloud their light.

      Brax marched out of his war room, heading across the courtyard filled with laughing children at play to the home of his second in command. He knocked on the door with two short raps.

      A moment later, the door opened. A grizzled, sleep-tousled head popped out, eyes blinking at the bright sun. "Thought I wasn't on duty until tonight, Captain."

      "You weren't until circumstances changed. I need to speak with you, Jedd. It is of the greatest import." Brax stuck a foot in the door before Jedd could close it. He knew if Jedd had a chance to lie down again, he might not awaken for hours. There was little he liked more than his precious sleep.

      Another reason why their army wasn't prepared to march against the orcs. His command staff couldn't be inspired to live the hard life of a soldier. Then again, before now they had no reason to. They lived on an oasis in the desert with few resources other than a great lake to the west and the small patch of fertile land where they carefully grew all of their crops.

      "Come in. Please," Jedd said with great exasperation.

      Brax stepped through the doorway. His second wandered over to his bed, grabbing the nearest shirt and pulling it over his well-muscled chest. For Jedd, strength had little to do with utility and everything to do with vanity. Brax doubted he would last much longer in battle than an untried boy with arms like sticks.

      "You want to tell me what's so important?" Jedd asked as he shoved his feet in his boots. He bent over to lace them up.

      "The queen is furious over her father's death."

      "Of course she is. Damn orcs. Nasty tempers. But I still don't see why you had to interrupt my sleep for this."

      "She wants us to march on their capital city, Agitar." Brax watched Jedd's face carefully.

      The man gave no reaction. Good. Brax didn't want to know his true feelings. Not yet. He only wanted Jedd to do his duty.

      "Then we prepare for battle." Jedd squared his shoulders as he walked past Brax to the door. "We need to rouse the others. Are you coming?"

      "Right behind you." Brax followed Jedd out the door, glad to see his second was doing exactly as he should.

      It was a good omen.

      The two men walked through town, knocking on the doors of every woman and man who had trained in combat. Many were surprised. All agreed to serve.

      Brax quashed the wave of pride he felt. None of them knew the true cost of war. They saw themselves as holy avengers of Hugh. They were more likely to die in Hugh's name than come home to their families.

      Children peeked around the legs of parents as they were called to war. Brax avoided their wide-eyed gazes as one parent left the family. Only one was required. The other would stay home to care for the children.

      "Momma," one scared little boy called, reaching out to his mother with a shaking hand, as she stuffed clothes in a bag.

      She knelt in front of her son, raising his quivering chin with her index finger. "Be strong. I'll be home before you miss me." She kissed his forehead while her husband looked on, their infant daughter in his arms.

      Without another word, she followed Brax out the door. She didn't pause to kiss her husband goodbye. Brax wondered if she believed the words she told her son, or if she was simply brave. Either way, this was the behavior he needed from his soldiers. No blubbering about how they'd rather stay home.

      No one wanted to go to war. There was strength in doing it together.

      After Brax and Jedd had gathered nearly one thousand of their best soldiers, they gathered in a nearby field. "We leave at daybreak," Brax said. "Your job now is to go to the barracks. Sharpen your swords. Test your armor. Be prepared to march at the first light of dawn."

      "Sornal will bless our fight," Jedd said. "He will bring us victory over the orcs who killed Hugh. We need not kill anyone who stands aside. We are only after those who took the life of our beloved queen's father. Once that has been accomplished, we will come home to our families."

      Relief spread through the army. Brax felt it, too. No one wanted a long campaign. It would be quick and easy, and soon they would be home.

      "No!" A voice called out from the back.

      Brax looked over the army to see who would be so bold as to refute their orders. His stomach dropped to his feet when he spied a woman with golden hair pushing through the soldiers.

      "My queen." Brax dropped to his knee.

      She stood next to Brax, nudging him to the side with her hip. He barely caught himself from falling.

      "My soldiers," Queen Lissa said, raising her arms in the air. "We will march north, and we will destroy every orc in our path."

      "My queen," Jedd said as he knelt.

      She ignored him, too, as she continued. "We are the greatest army to ever live. We will show the North no mercy. For too long, we have allowed them to run about like wild animals. It is time they learned to live like a civilized nation. Like us. They will pay for what they've done to my father. We will destroy their way of life. They rejected his teachings, and now we will force them to see the light."

      Murmurs rippled through the army. Brax tried to understand, but he only caught a word or two. Nothing told him how they truly felt about her announcement.

      Then a single voice cried, "For Sornal! For Soleth!"

      "For Sornal! For Soleth!" It loosed a flood, repeated over and over again until it felt as if the entire city was chanting in unison.

      Brax glanced over at Jedd. This time he could read the face of his second, and Brax was sure it echoed the fear in his own heart. Their army was no match for the orcs. They would all die in combat. His words about coming home were now empty promises.

      The queen patted Brax and Jedd on their heads as if they were nothing more than puppies nipping at her ankles. She left as quickly as she had come, waltzing through the crowd back to her castle.

      Brax stood. The army was now in chaos, women and men speaking ever louder to be understood over the din. "My soldiers!" He raised his arms in the air, but his words were ignored.

      "I think we need to herd them to the barracks," Jedd said.

      "We're sending them to their deaths," Brax retorted.

      "It's what the queen wants. Do we have a choice?"

      Brax kept quiet. The answer was obvious to them both. He crooked a finger and headed toward the barracks. Jedd called for the soldiers to follow.

      Brax kept his eyes forward, refusing to look at the ragged mass of soldiers trailing behind him, incapable of walking in a straight line, much less marching in step.

      One by one, they entered the barracks. When all was settled, he told Jedd he needed to gather one forgotten item from his house.

      Brax strode through the city, his head down, as fast as his feet could carry him. He'd indeed left one thing at home, though it hadn't been forgotten as he'd told Jedd. It was something he couldn't bring out into the open. Certainly not in the light of day. Someone would see. They would know.

      Slipping into the house, Brax closed the door behind him and locked it. His house was empty, for Brax had never taken a wife or had children. He couldn't. Had his secret been discovered, he would have been banished from the city.

      He knelt, pulling back the rug from the wooden floor. With a careful hand, he unlocked the secret hatch. Below, Ghrol cowered in the dirt, his eyes bloodshot and his ragged, dirty nails reaching up to Brax.

      "Shh, it's okay," Brax said as he lowered himself next to him. "I have to leave, and you're coming with me. But you'll need to stay hidden in the shadows, just as you do now. I will visit you every night. Is that okay?"

      Ghrol nodded, spittle dripping from the sides of his mouth. He uttered only one word, the same word he always said. The only word Brax thought he knew.

      "Bder."

      Brax knew what it meant. Brother.
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      Through the strands of hair hanging over her face, Nemia couldn't stop staring at her mother. Faint bruises sat on her neck where Nemia had imagined squeezing only days ago. While cleaning the floor, she overheard someone ask her mother where the injury had come from. The queen had shrugged. It was a mystery to her.

      Guilt plagued Nemia. She knew she'd caused the bruises during her meeting with Azlinar. He'd encouraged her to use her newfound power, and, caught up in the moment, she had.

      Nemia opened her hands, gazing at her fingertips. The power he'd talked about was real. The connection to the well of magic was true.

      She wielded magic.

      Unreal.

      Nemia returned to scrubbing the floor but kept her eyes on her parents. Her father sat on his throne, back ramrod straight, his chin slightly elevated. Her mother's hand rested lightly atop his. Her other hand played with Sabniss's curly hair.

      Nemia's stomach turned. The slave girl would get everything that was Nemia's birthright. The crown. A prince. Offspring who would one day rule Agitar. And Nemia would watch from the side, an invisible servant.

      Her hands steeled into fists at her sides.

      The door to the throne room swung open, and a page strode in, his eyes respectfully lowered as he approached the throne. "Barragorn of Rutan is here."

      "Good, send him in. I've been expecting him." A slight smile played at King Rafe's lips. He was happy. It was a look Nemia knew well from her childhood. Long ago, her father would play with her, as if he genuinely loved her.

      Of course, all of that had ended as the birthmark grew darker with each passing year. She repulsed him now. Hurt churned in her belly.

      Barragorn entered, tall and proud, his broad shoulders pulled back so his chest seemed to lead the way. His two tusks were filed into points, and his warrior's sash was decorated with the bones of those he had slain.

      He was a fine specimen of an orc. Nemia wouldn't have refused him if he'd been her intended, one more opportunity that had been taken from her.

      Her body crackled with magic, despite her best efforts to ignore the power growing inside. Nemia glanced around, but no one seemed to take notice of her. They were all focused on Barragorn, whose eyes were locked solidly on Sabniss.

      Her ankles were crossed modestly as her slippered feet hovered above the stone floor. Sabniss's eyelashes fluttered as she looked up at her suitor.

      Nemia wanted to punch the girl. That was no way for a proud orc woman to behave. She should be strong, forcing her potential mate to see her worth. Agitar had tolerated the influence of humans for too long. Sabniss was behaving as if the male held all the power, instead of presenting herself as an equal. Barragorn looked Sabniss up and down as if she would become his property. Nemia recoiled.

      "In this time of uncertainty, I would like to make an offer for your daughter." Barragorn's deep bass resonated in the hall. "For her hand, I offer you the army of Rutan and my loyalty. My orcs will fight with yours."

      The king's eyes widened. "I accept your offer," the king said, without a glance at Sabniss. Though Nemia almost thought, for a moment, that he glanced at her, hiding in the corner of the throne room, pretending to clean the floor.

      Nemia waited for her mother to speak up. To insist Sabniss take Barragorn's measure and deem him worthy of her acceptance or not. Instead, she remained silent. Sabniss, however, looked up at Barragorn and giggled.

      Nemia threw up a little in her mouth.

      Sabniss was a disgrace. If Nemia had been in her rightful place, she would have challenged Barragorn. She would have stood, circling him, and decided if he was worthy of her.

      Though her father needed the military might, this wasn't how it was done. Not at all.

      Nemia glared at Sabniss, who ignored her as if she were nothing other than the servant she was forced to play. Nemia's jaw locked as the magic rose inside her, unbidden. The tips of her fingers tingled as she pressed them together.

      Sabniss reached for the goblet at her side, taking a long drink. She licked her lips.

      Then her hands flew to her throat. She gasped for air, her body jerking as she let out a guttural wail.

      Nemia continued to press her fingers together, imagining Sabniss's throat between them. The tiny bones in her throat cracking.

      "She's choking!" the queen yelled. "Someone save my daughter!"

      Her daughter? Nemia pressed harder, anger pushing her to end it quickly, before anyone could discover the true source of Sabniss's distress.

      Sabniss folded in half, falling out of her chair to the floor.

      The queen wept as she slid next to the false princess. Nemia raged at the tears spilling down her mother's face. Tears of love for a cheap imposter, tears she'd never shed for her own daughter.

      Barragorn looked around awkwardly, unsure what to do. The king lifted Sabniss into his arms, tipping her head back to open her throat.

      "Breathe, my daughter," he cooed to her.

      He had once cooed at Nemia like that.

      She pressed harder, imaging the bones in Sabniss's neck breaking.

      A snap punctuated the chaos in the room. Sabniss's head dangled to the side at an unnatural angle. Her lips were slack. Her chest was still.

      The king turned his back on Barragorn, forgetting the orc’s existence as he glared at Nemia. Instead of cowering as she had in the past, Nemia flung her shoulders back, standing tall. Returning her father's angry look, Nemia then glanced at her mother, who had once loved her.

      No longer.

      "I withdraw my offer," Barragorn said, "unless you have another daughter."

      The king's eyes snapped away from Nemia, resting on Barragorn. "We have no other children. She was our only child. There will be no others. Tell the seven orc cities the throne is now empty. Whoever can conquer it all will rule Agitar. I abdicate."

      The king turned on his heel, carrying Sabniss in his arms. His wife quickly followed, leaving Barragorn standing alone in the throne room with Nemia.

      He turned to her, his eyes grave. "If I were you, I would flee this place, servant. Agitar will soon run with the blood of orcs fighting for the throne."

      Nemia walked up to him, resting a hand on his cheek. She pricked her thumb on his pointy tusk. She pulled her hand back, sucking the blood from her thumb.

      "It is you who should be afraid, Barragorn." Nemia's hands burned with magic. "A deserving orc shall take the throne, but it will not be you."

      A cackle escaped her throat as Barragorn backed away from her, uncertainty in his eyes.

      "Tell the other cities Agitar will fall. Whether to the South, or to another, I know not, but the end is coming for all orckind. Drothu is returning, and he will take us all with him to The Nether." Nemia gathered her cloak in her hands, fleeing the throne room and heading for the tunnels, wondering where the evil words had come from.
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      This orc in the market would be an easy kill. It would take only a slit of the throat. No more than a few breaths and it would be over. One more step on the path to redemption. Tace would take every commission from the assassins guild until her debt to Drothu had been paid.

      She'd barely slept the last few nights as the controversy over Hugh's death had grown. Everyone believed it was the work of an assassin, a great assassin if the rumors were to be believed.

      Only Hordain knew it was Tace's work.

      And only Tace knew the awful truth.

      There were rumblings the humans of Soleth would attack in retaliation, but the orcs took the rumor in stride. The South had grumbled at them for centuries, threatening war. They hadn't ever followed through.

      The orcs' religion, their culture of death, would be safe from those who sought to focus on this life alone.

      "Fools," Tace said under her breath as she crept through the city. She shook her head, kicking out all thoughts of the Soleth and the priest Hugh. All that mattered was regaining Drothu's esteem after failing him so miserably.

      Creeping out from the alley, Tace wandered the stalls as if she were simply browsing. Her style of dress, a velvet cape with brocade trim, told the salespeople she had money. None of them eyed her as a possible thief. Instead, they offered their wares to her, begging her to visit their stall, hoping she'd share her wealth with them.

      Tace shook her head, offering a smile in return as she continued down the narrow path between the stalls. She stopped at a textiles stall, her free hand running over the damask fabric sitting on the table. She looked up, her eyes locking with the green eyes of her target.

      The female orc’s face was open, trusting. Hopeful, even. Tace didn't know the woman's name, but she knew she'd fallen on hard times. Unable to pay her rent, she begged her landlords for leniency. They'd given it far too often. Now she had to pay the ultimate price. With her death, the landlords would receive their money in her debt settlements after her wares were liquidated. And she would go to The Nether, her soul clean as long as she died with honor and dignity.

      That part was up to her, not Tace.

      Once the woman felt the dagger slide across her throat, she would accept the inevitable, speeding her path to the arms of Drothu. Resisting death, turning away from it, would only damn her in the next life, just as she had been damned in this one.

      "How much for this bolt?" Tace asked, the woad-dyed fabric sliding between her fingertips. Tace closed her eyes for a moment, relishing the luxurious softness. At her home, she only had rough wool blankets for the cold nights. Only the wealthy could afford such fabric. Even the cloak Tace wore today had been borrowed from the assassins guild.

      "Twelve gold, milady," her target answered. Her smile held steady. Too steady. Something wasn't right.

      Tace's heart pounded, telling her to run.

      "I'll have to think it over. Thank you." Tace dropped the fabric, briskly making her way through the rows of stalls, her cloak flapping at her ankles.

      Footsteps pounded behind her. Tace quickened her pace, turning another corner. She debated darting underneath a seller's table, but she'd be found quickly. No one in the market would care enough to lie for her if someone came looking for a woman in a brocade cape.

      Shedding all caution, Tace broke into a run.

      The assassins guild was very protective of its members as long as they obeyed the rules: secrecy, honesty, and honor.

      Tace had broken them, but no one could have known, except Hugh’s acolyte. No orc would listen to a human.

      She chanced a glance over her shoulder. Sure enough, two Agitar guards were trailing behind her, their clubs swinging from their hips and leather straps bound over their bare green chests, glimmering with the medals indicating their rank.

      Muttering curses, Tace took off with a burst of speed she knew wouldn't last. They'd catch up with her eventually, particularly if some well-meaning merchant decided to help them by blocking her path.

      If she could get to the maze of alleys in the buildings surrounding the market, she might have a chance. As an assassin, she knew the city far better than most. The dark corners were her hiding places. If she could find one alcove, the guards might run right past her and lose her trail completely.

      Tace exited the market, gaining more confidence and another burst of speed. Rounding a corner, she spied a darkened alcove. She slipped inside, but not before an old female orc rounded the corner, her eyes on Tace's. Cowering in the shadows, Tace didn't break gaze with her, pleading in her mind for the orc to keep her presence secret.

      The orc looked away, then crumpled to the ground. She rested a hand on her forehead as the guards' thumping boots came up behind her.

      "Get her," the old orc croaked out. "She went that way."

      Pointing with one shaky hand, the orc directed the guards in the other direction, sending them straight past the alcove where Tace hid.

      The woman looked over at her and winked.
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      A splashing sound woke Ademar. He scrambled to the other side of his apartment, finding the scrying bowl churning. Magic allowed him to speak through the bowl with the others in his order, though they were three days’ hard ride south.

      The priests of Sornal had only a little magic. Most learned only the basic spells and incantations. Few learned how to wield the most powerful of magic.

      Ademar knew none himself. Hugh had never taught him, and though Ademar often wondered when he would learn magic, he never asked. Perhaps he should have. Even the scrying bowl was a tool powered by magic, one Hugh had given Ademar permission to use. How it worked was still a mystery to Ademar.

      "Why have you waited so long to contact us?" a gravelly voice said. A face shimmered in the water. Eldir. Ademar's least favorite priest. Of course, he had to be the one manning the scrying bowl.

      "I—”

      "No matter, boy. We already know about Hugh's death. Word was brought to us days ago. The whole continent knows." Eldir sighed. "Tell me how he died."

      It was the question Ademar had dreaded, and the reason he'd waited so long to contact them. Hugh had killed himself. There was no mistaking what had happened. But Ademar couldn't tell the other priests the truth. Hugh was their leader, and he'd committed the ultimate blasphemy at the moment of his death. The others wouldn't understand. Ademar wasn't sure he did either. Even the orc assassin had seemed confused.

      The truth would cause a rift in their order. It was better for Ademar to keep the secret. "There was an assassin—”

      "I know, you simple boy. How did he die?" Eldir asked.

      "Broken neck." At least that was the truth.

      "Are you safe?"

      "I am. For now. The orcs aren't as concerned about Hugh's death as you might think. They have their own problems to deal with." Ademar thought of the princess Sabniss, the delicate orc flower who sat next to her mother in the throne room. Ademar had seen her once when he'd attended to Hugh during a meeting with the king. "Everything changed yesterday afternoon. The princess is dead, and the king has declared the throne open to whoever can take it."

      "Now this is an interesting development." Eldir stroked his gray goatee with spindly fingers. "Our armies are already preparing to invade Agitar to avenge Hugh's death."

      "No," Ademar said. "You shouldn't come here. Not now. There's too much chaos. It would be dangerous. Besides, Hugh wouldn’t want you to promote violence."

      "This is why you are a lowly acolyte and not a full priest." Eldir laughed, the water in the scrying bowl shaking with him. "We must avenge our leader. Agitar cannot get away with this. It is time we teach the orcs what life is really about. We will destroy their cult of death and bring them to the light."

      Ademar held back an angry retort. It wouldn't do to disrespect someone who outranked him, which meant basically everyone in the Order of the Sun. But he'd been in Agitar with Hugh for a year now, and he'd learned more about the orcs in that short time than he had in all of his formal studies.

      The orcs would never give up their religion, nor would they tolerate an invasion by the humans. From what Ademar could see, the orcs were far superior fighters to the humans. The present chaos wouldn't change that.

      "When we send our people, we expect you to meet with them. They will need your inside information on Agitar," Eldir said. "I will contact you every morning at sunrise. I expect you to be waiting by the scrying bowl, in prayer, of course."

      "Of course," Ademar said, though he and Hugh had stopped observing morning prayers long ago. Ademar had come to accept Hugh's unconventionality when it came to religion, though he'd never dreamed his mentor would stray so far as to commit suicide. It still didn't make any sense.

      The water calmed again as Eldir ended their meeting. Ademar stepped away from the scrying bowl, tempted to knock it over. He couldn't, though. It would only work if the water was blessed, and Ademar didn't know how the words to bless it.

      Grabbing his cloak and flinging it around his shoulders, Ademar stepped out into the cold morning, heading for the nearest inn. He wanted a warm breakfast and there was little left in the small apartment above the apothecary. Hugh had shunned more luxurious living quarters for something basic in the market district. It was where most of the orcs gathered on a daily basis, a place Hugh felt was ripe with sympathetic ears.

      Ademar strode down the street, attempting to appear confident. Without Hugh at his side, he felt like an interloper. The orcs eyed him suspiciously, instead of shouting out their usual greetings. His presence was making them as nervous as it was making him. Perhaps breaking his fast at the inn was a bad idea.

      Just as he was about to turn on his heel and head back to his apartment, a faint call for help caught his ear. Ademar spied a shape on the ground in a dark alley. Not one to turn away someone in need, Ademar jogged over to the figure. He knelt, finding an old orc woman huddled under a cloak.

      "Oh, thank you." She looked up at him, her eyes a clear blue, her tiny tusks broken at the sides of her mouth. “I tripped and fell. If you could help me to my home, I would be grateful. It's not far."

      "Of course," Ademar said as best as he could in the orc tongue. He looped an arm around her waist, helping her to her unsteady feet. "Careful, now."

      "Yes, of course." She chuckled and pointed to the right. "Inside that small alcove is the door to my home. We're so very close. I was weak and needed a bump in the right direction. It was so kind of you to stop."

      Ademar let her lean on him, surprised at how small she was for an orc. Though he was tall for a human, most of the male orcs towered far over him, and many of the females were his height. But this orc's head only came to his shoulders. She was small, but her personality made up for the lack of height. As they moved slowly down the dark alley, she kept up a steady chatter about the food she would make him as thanks for helping out a weak old orc.

      Ademar couldn't imagine allowing her to slave over a meal for him. His foremost concern was getting her to her home safely.

      It wasn't long before they arrived at her front door. "Come in," she said, waving him ahead.

      "No, I can't possibly impose on you. I think you had best relax and have someone in your family take care of you. You do have a family, right?" Ademar knew how important family was to the orcs. They often lived together in large homes, taking care of generation after generation.

      "I have only one here to help me, and I have a feeling she would like you to stay, too. Come in. Please." The old lady toddled into her home, a spring in her step.

      Ademar followed, curious. But when his eyes adjusted to the low light of the small apartment, he was startled to find Hugh's would-be assassin sitting at the old woman's table, drinking from a mug.
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      The palanquin jostled over the uneven ground. Damor had long ago given up on trying to find a comfortable position. No matter what he yelled at those two stupid orcs, they continued to shake the palanquin like children with a toy rattle. He'd be lucky if he made it to Agitar alive.

      Damor shifted as the palanquin came to a halt. He rolled to the side, nearly falling out.

      "The army has called for a break on its march," Gashta called. Or maybe it was Nishta. Didn't matter. They were both getting sent back to the slavers as soon as he could secure new attendants.

      Their incompetence only bolstered his confidence as he thought about the journey ahead. Soleth would take Agitar, and it would be done by his magic. Pride puffed in his chest as the curtain was suddenly flung to the side.

      Damor cowered under one arm, his eyes sensitive to the light.

      "I need to talk to you, old man." Eldir, the new head priest of the Order of the Sun, stood outside, his bulk doing little to block the blinding sunlight.

      Damor detested the man, so full of his ridiculous religion. His view of magic was so narrow. Eldir could never begin to understand what Damor knew about the world, much less manipulate it as Damor could.

      "If you want to speak to me, do so with respect. I am the queen's closest advisor." Damor sneered.

      "And I am the head priest now the queen's father is dead. I have the queen's ear. My influence is unmatched," Eldir said.

      "No one is above me. I serve out of choice, not out of obligation." Damor crossed his arms over his chest, wishing he was strong enough to stand. This man took far too much pleasure in his new station.

      "It appears neither of us is willing to budge." Eldir's smirk turned into a genuine smile. "Good. Then let us speak plainly. I have information that may help in the campaign against Agitar."

      Damor couldn't help but perk up. Though he lacked physical strength, he had found superior knowledge gave him the upper hand in any confrontation. "Tell me."

      Eldir waggled a finger in the air. "Ah, now let's not get ahead of ourselves. You and I need to come to an understanding first."

      Damor held his annoyance behind pursed lips. He'd had a terrible relationship with Hugh. But Hugh had spent most of his life away from home. Damor had used that time to get close to the queen. He had her ear. Since her father's death, Lissa had been more withdrawn than normal, not taking counsel from Damor. She seemed to prefer the words of the head of the army instead.

      Still, Damor would prove himself useful. Irreplaceable, even. He had to pretend to like this new head priest. It would be revolting, but not the worst alliance he'd ever suffered.

      "Go on," he said.

      "If I share this information with you, I expect you to aid us in the upcoming battle," Eldir said.

      "Of course," Damor said impatiently. If he'd expected otherwise, he would have kept his nose out of it to start.

      "But you have to follow my orders. I don't want you causing any trouble with your magic."

      "And, tell me," Damor said, "who is leading this battle? Your band of weakling priests or the army? Because if anyone should be coming to me with this information, it would be Commander Brax."

      Eldir's nostrils flared. "I work in conjunction with the commander."

      "Since when?" Damor couldn't help himself. He had to needle the man.

      "Since now." Eldir crossed his arms over his chest.

      "Then go back to him, and tell him to see me himself." Damor pulled the curtain closed. Eldir had irritated him, and he was tired.

      Damor settled into his pillows, preparing to nap. The march with the army had been hard, and if he were to perform magic for the queen, he would need his strength. He blinked a couple times, allowing his eyes to adjust to the soothing darkness once again.

      “Why, you little prick." Two hands reached in, grabbing Damor's collar and pulling his head out into the open again.

      Damor struggled against the fabric. He coughed, his body wracked with spasms as he fought for more air.

      "Listen to me, you little pissant." Eldir leaned in, his lips on Damor's ears. "I'm not Hugh. I travel on my own path to enlightenment. Peace is all well and good, but I'd rather get the job done. There's a reason I'm now head priest, and it's not because I spend more time in prayer. We have a war to fight. You will cooperate, or you'll die. Choose."

      Damor's eyes bugged out as he fought, uselessly, against the man's strong grip. As his vision began to go black, Eldir released him. Damor flopped against the pillows, gasping for each breath.

      Inwardly, he cursed the priest. He also cursed his own affliction, which rendered him no stronger than a baby. It angered him, feeding the black hole deep in his soul.

      He hated this priest. He would kill him.

      Damor sat up, taking deep gulps of air. He reached out with one hand, his fingers bent. Focusing all of his magic in his mind, Damor squeezed.

      Eldir coughed, his hands reaching up toward his neck to stop the attack. But he could not.

      "You may think you can control me by brute force, but I can just as easily do the same to you. And worse. Much, much worse. I will work with you, but only for the benefit of the queen." Damor squeezed harder. Eldir fell to his knees.

      The two female orcs stood nearby, watching them with curiosity. Idiot orcs. They would be easy to defeat once the Soleth army reached the North.

      "Do you understand?" Damor asked Eldir, who nodded empathically in response.

      Damor relaxed his hands and rested them in his lap.

      Eldir stood, rubbing his neck. "So we are evenly matched."

      "Believe that if it brings you comfort," Damor said. "I want the information you say you have. Give it to me now, and I will decide what, if anything, I want to do about it."

      “Fine," Eldir said grudgingly. "This morning I spoke with Hugh's former assistant, Ademar. He is in the North still."

      "He's not on his way home?" Damor asked. "Isn't he worried about retaliation?"

      "He's under orders to stay there," Eldir said. "He'll pass information to us about the orcs while we journey north. He's told me the orc princess died yesterday."

      "One less ugly orc in this land. Doesn't sound like a tragedy to me." Damor's eyes flickered over to Nishta and Gashta. If they'd heard, they showed no emotion.

      "The king declared himself impotent," Eldir said.

      Damor's eyebrows rose.

      "He's opened the throne up to any orc faction who can capture it."

      “Now, that's interesting," Damor said. "The orcs are fighting amongst themselves for the throne. Sounds like a perfect time for our army to descend on them."

      "That was our thought, as well," Eldir said. "Brax thinks if we can surprise them while they're in chaos, we may have a chance at defeating all of them, perhaps even taking Agitar for our own. But we must work together—all of us. Brute force, magic, and prayer alike."

      Damor considered Eldir's words. The priest might be right, but Damor would never tell him so. Of course, they'd succeed in their campaign now. Damor had no doubt. "I will assist the army in their quest. But from now on, I want them to send one of their own to me. No more errand boys."

      Eldir's eyes narrowed, but he let the insult pass. "Have it your way. I will tell Brax," Eldir said over his shoulder as he walked away.

      Damor sank back into his pillows. He'd put up a good front, but he was exhausted. He needed to recover his strength. He'd win this war for the queen, with the army behind him. She'd have to recognize his worth then. She would officially declare him her advisor. The last mage advisor had died many years ago.

      Damor would never forget that day. He had only been four years old when he'd killed the man.
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      Brax wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve as he sweltered in the hot tent. Life on the road was as dirty as it was hot. He'd lose more men to dysentery than battle.

      While Queen Lissa was the strongest woman Brax had ever known, she didn't understand the intricacies of war. Striking right away might have seemed like the right thing to do, but Brax knew they would have been much better off had they waited and planned.

      Instead, he had to strategize on the road.

      Brax examined his map, concentrating on the Barrier Mountains. For centuries, the mountains had kept humans and orcs apart. It had forced them to live in a begrudging peace.

      Now that peace had been torn asunder by the death of one man.

      A breeze flitted through the tent as Jedd strode in, and the map threatened to flutter off the table. Brax reached for it, smoothing its curled corners. Jedd pulled four small rocks from his pocket, juggled them, then tossed them, one at a time, onto the corners of the map.

      Jedd would have a made a wonderful circus performer. Whether he'd be any good commanding their soldiers in the battle ahead was another question altogether.

      Brax often wished he really was a simple farmer as he drifted off to sleep at night. He imagined sowing hardy crops. He imagined a wife in his bed and children in his heart. Sadly, none of those could be his. Not while Ghrol lived.

      Brax's brother had killed their mother. Not because the childbirth was difficult as Brax's father had told the neighbors and townsfolk, but because when she'd taken him to suckle at her breast, Ghrol ripped out her throat instead with sharp teeth. Blood spurted from her neck, and their father couldn't save her. Brax was only nine at the time.

      His father had taken his grief, packed up their home, and moved himself and his boys into the forest, where he could raise them away from prying eyes.

      Years later, their father succumbed to a disease of the lungs. On his deathbed, he begged Brax to leave his brother to the wild. But Brax refused. Despite everything, he loved his brother.

      Brax brought Ghrol with him to the city, letting him out of his underground prison only at night. In the meantime, Brax worked his way up through the ranks of the army until he was their commander.

      It also attracted women to his side. He was an eligible bachelor. He'd only indulged a female once, taking her to his bed, forgetting about his brother in the heat of passion. It was only as he was making love to her that he heard his brother grunting, becoming agitated underneath them. He raised his voice to drown out his brother's and finished as quickly as he could. Then he'd pulled her dress back up and ushered her out onto the street, doing his best to ignore the tears in her eyes.

      Both men and women had tried to seduce him since, but the thought of his brother always kept the strings of his breeches knotted.

      Now the army was on the move, and Brax kept Ghrol hidden in the forest. It was the best he could do on short notice.

      "Commander?" Jedd's voice startled Brax.

      "Sorry, I was thinking about the battle ahead of us." Brax rubbed his temples, forcing his eyes to focus on the map.

      "What should our first move be? We can't march up to the mountains and demand their surrender."

      Brax let out a sad chuckle. "We certainly could try, but you're right, it wouldn't make a difference. We need a strategy. Something to get us through the pass, which is heavily guarded. Right now the orcs have the advantage."

      "It depends on how many of them leave their posts to fight in their civil war," Jedd said. "We also have the element of surprise."

      Brax shook his head. "I wouldn't count on that. If we know what's going on in their realm, it's likely they know we're on the move, as well."

      "You don't think that young acolyte told them, do you?" Jedd asked. "Eldir told him we were coming."

      "No, I don't. He's barely a young man of nineteen, probably scared out of his wits now that his master's gone and left him alone with all those orcs. But don't be so cocky. We must plan as if the orcs know as much as we do."

      "Perhaps you should speak to the mage." Jedd's face lost all joviality. His lips stretched thin and pressed together. 'Eldir said he would like to speak with you."

      "I like mages about as much as I like priests." Brax had no patience for either. Both flaunted their magic, claiming they used it only for good. Brax only trusted the weapons in his hand and the strategies of war. Magic was too volatile.

      "It might serve us to have the man on our side. He serves the queen well enough. Why wouldn't he help us?"

      Jedd's questions exposed his naïveté. The mage would help because he wanted to show the queen how strong he was. Brax had stayed as far as possible from him for years, not interested in his magic.

      But maybe Jedd was right. Perhaps the time had come to speak to the mage. After all, this was a time of war. They needed all the help they could get.  Not to mention the queen had brought the old man along, though as lapdog or sorcerer Brax couldn't say.

      He stood, resting his hands on the table. "Fine. I'll go to him now." He would have preferred to have the mage brought to him, but the man couldn't walk, and his palanquin wouldn't fit inside Brax's tent. Clenching his fists at his sides, Brax stalked out of the tent and into the bright daylight. He took the sun shining on them as a good omen. Though humans didn't worship the sun itself, it was their earthly representation of Solnar. If the sun smiled on them, so did good fortune. Brax didn't want to think about the North, where the sun barely showed itself. They would have to fight their battle on the grounds of the orcs' god of death.

      Walking through the groups of soldiers, Brax returned the greetings of warriors as they prepared to leave for the long part of their daily trek. After the midday meal, they walked the prairie until nightfall. Quick dinners were prepared and eaten. Then they slept only to start again the next day.

      Brax spied the red fabric of the mage's palanquin, standing out amongst the cream tents of the warriors. The two giant green orcs milling around also made his location obvious. They were the only two orcs in the group of thousands, and no matter where they were, the twins stood out.

      Brax eyed the curtains. Knocking wasn't appropriate since there wasn't a hard surface to be found. He didn't want to call out to the mage. He couldn't even remember the mage's name.

      The curtains parted before Brax could make a decision. A small veiny hand shook as it held the curtains back. "Do you seek me out, Commander?"

      The mage drew out his words, sounding every inch like a snake. It sent a shiver down Brax's spine.

      Brax held his ground. "Yes. I have come to speak with you about the upcoming battle."

      "I spoke earlier to Eldir, the priest. He also sought my counsel."

      Brax bristled. He wasn't here for counsel, bending on his knee, begging for help. He wanted to know how they could work together. Partners.

      He said stiffly, "It's true we may need your assistance. I am curious, what sort of magic can you do to help our army through the pass? Once we are on the other side, we should be able to fight the orcs as Sornal intended, with our weapons and our righteousness." Brax hated invoking the god, but he knew most of his warriors worshiped. As did the queen, and maybe even her mage.

      A snigger fell from the mage's thin lips. "I can create a diversion, if that is all you need."

      "What sort of diversion?" Brax asked, irritated. He needed specifics if he were to strategize effectively.

      A loud rumble in the distance tore Brax's attention from the mage. He looked over his shoulder, surprised to see a mighty wall of clouds blocking the sun. Lightning streaked from the sky, setting the trees outside the camp on fire.

      Warriors yelled as they packed faster, panic quickly overtaking the camp.

      Then a heavy rain poured forth from the clouds, dousing the fires before they could spread. The rain stopped as quickly as it had started, leaving the soldiers soaked.

      Brax turned back toward the palanquin as the mage chortled.

      "Do you have any other questions?" the mage asked.

      Brax backed away slowly. He had never witnessed such a thing. Most magic, to him, seemed no more than a parlor trick. This mage controlled nature. "What is your name?" It was all he could think to ask.

      "Damor. Never forget it. Now run before I let loose my magic again."

      Brax sprinted back to his tent, which Jedd was frantically dismantling.

      "Did you see that freak storm?" Jedd asked as he collapsed the center pole of the tent.

      Brax looked back toward the palanquin once again. The twin orcs lifted it expertly between them, carrying Damor toward the North.

      "Commander?" Jedd rested a hand on Brax's shoulder.

      He started, then shook it off. "You go with the others." Brax still had to check on his brother hiding in the forest. He hoped Ghrol been far away when the lightning struck. His brother didn't like storms. Ghrol would wail in terror and become very agitated. Brax had no idea how he would react to lightning striking so close. He'd told Ghrol to follow the army closely, but not so close that anyone would see him. Ghrol seemed to understand, nodding with his fiery eyes, and so far, he'd done as Brax had bidden.

      Brax ran into the tree cover. If anyone stopped him, he'd say he had to take a big dump before starting off. No one would question him, and it would likely drive them away faster. Knocking branches out of his way as he ran, Brax finally found the tree hollow he'd asked Ghrol to hide in. The tree was now split in two, charred at the edges, and Ghrol was nowhere to be seen.
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      Alyna awoke anxious. Her sleep had been anything but relaxing. She'd dreamt of destruction and death. It wasn't just the orcs, but also the humans. The beasts died, as well. Even the plants. Nothing appeared to survive the massacre. Alyna couldn't understand the visions yet. There was something important missing.

      Washing her hands in the basin in Vron's cottage, she kept her eyes from wandering. She didn't want Vron to think she'd come back for him. Well, she had, but not in the way he wanted. At least he was respectful enough to leave her alone. Others she'd bedded had not been as kind.

      They'd chased after her, begging her to stay. One had followed her into the forest. He had been so aggressive, so demanding, she had no other choice than to return him to the earth. While she abhorred killing, it was a matter of self-preservation. If Alyna had not protected herself, he would have taken from her what she was unwilling to give.

      She'd willingly given herself to Vron once, and she'd seen how deeply it affected him. He’d whispered things in her ear she’d never been told. They were genuine. Honest and filled with longing. But he was a warrior. The last thing he needed was to be distracted by a beast of the forest. Alyna wouldn't do that to him, so in the middle of the night she left him blanketed by the bliss of their union.

      Maybe she'd felt it for him too.

      But she could never live among the orcs, just as she could never live among the humans.

      She was a creature of the forest, and in the forest she would stay.

      "Are you ready?" Vron asked. He stood on the other side of the cottage, his massive arms folded across his chest. He had dressed for the day already.

      Alyna dried her hands on the towel hanging on a hook by the washbasin. She squinted at the mirror, making sure she appeared human. It wouldn't do to have moss on her fingernails. She patted her hair, ensuring her horns were hidden beneath the red curls.

      "No one here would judge you for your horns," Vron said.

      Alyna cocked her head as she smiled at Vron. "If I am to have your general take my warning seriously, I need to appear human."

      "The orcs respect all living creatures." Vron frowned. "Don't think we will respect you more if we think you're human."

      Alyna sighed. "The intelligence I offer should come from a human, don't you think?"

      Vron's shoulders relaxed. "Fine, but I still think you should be yourself. It is the honorable thing to do."

      The last thing Alyna wanted was to argue with Vron, but she said firmly, "I will handle this my way."

      "And I respect you for that." Vron opened the door, holding out an arm.

      Alyna smiled. She knew Vron was an orc of his word. She swept through the doorway, touching him lightly on the arm as she passed.

      A smile winked at the corner of his lips. Alyna silently cursed herself. She didn't want to lead him on, but there were moments she found him nearly irresistible.

      Alyna walked through Agitar next to Vron, keeping up with his long stride. Living in the forest had forced her to be swift to avoid predators. She regulated her breathing, concentrating on her stride, thinking only of what lay ahead in this city filled with orcs.

      Vron turned several corners until she was thoroughly confused. The forest and its rolling landscape made far more sense to her than this town of wood and iron. Vron told her the last time she'd visited that it was neatly laid out in a grid. Alyna found the flow of nature made far more sense.

      "It's not far now." Vron looked down at her. "Should I slow down?"

      "Of course not," Alyna said between puffs of breath. The air felt dirty. Her lungs strained, wishing for the pure oxygen produced by the trees in her grove. "I'm fine."

      Vron's pace relented.

      "I said I'm fine," Alyna repeated.

      "I know you did. Maybe I'm tired." Vron looked down, his eyes so wide and innocent she couldn't tell if he was fibbing.

      Alyna huffed but slowed her pace, too. Her hips thanked her for it. Riding Syra had been an uncomfortable necessity. Perhaps she was sorer than she realized.

      As they walked, he told her of the princess’ death and the king’s abdication. Alyna was shocked and dismayed by the news. The last thing the orcs needed was a distraction from the humans. After a few more turns past a market and a medical building, taken at a leisurely pace, Vron came to a stop in front of the entrance to the garrison. Wider than five times Vron's girth and rising ten steps, it loomed high over Alyna. Each step rose to Alyna’s knee, which would be awkward to climb with her hooves jammed into the accursed boots.

      Vron leaned over and said, "I won't offer to carry you."

      "I wouldn't ask you to," Alyna responded. "Not ever."

      Vron's laughter rolled over them, dispelling Alyna's anxiety over the staircase. She lifted one hoof, slammed it on the hard stone of the first stair, and pulled herself up. Repeating this nine more times, she stood triumphantly at the top of the staircase.

      Vron climbed the steps in mere moments, then stood next to her, his hand on the heavy iron door. "I'll ask once more—”

      "I'm ready," Alyna said, smiling. And she was. The general of Agitar needed to know what was coming for him from the South. If she averted the war before it began, perhaps her dreams of destruction would cease.

      The door creaked as Vron pushed it wide open. He gestured for Alyna to step inside. She hesitated only for a moment before squaring her shoulders and taking the first step. Vron followed.

      Alyna blinked a few times, adjusting to the low light inside the barracks. Orcs milled about, axes, maces, and all other manner of melee weapons harnessed to their waists. Maps were spread upon tables, held down at the corners with rocks. One orc stood out from them all.

      He was shorter than the rest, only a head taller than Alyna, with skin so dark blue it almost appeared onyx in the dim light. What he lacked in stature he made up for in bulk. He studied a roll of parchment spread out before him.

      Vron rested his fingertips on the small of her back, guiding her toward the impressive orc. "Excuse me, General Dalgron. Someone has arrived in Agitar with information for you.”

      The indigo orc didn't look up at them. Instead, he pushed a small, carved orc on top of the Barrier Mountains on his map. "Yes, the red-headed human woman who spent the night with you. Clearly, her information is very important, if she could put off sharing it until the morning."

      Alyna ignored his barb. "The South is rising against you."

      Dalgron knocked over the wooden orc, glaring at Alyna. "Am I to be surprised by this? Their precious priest, Hugh, died here. Of course, they're coming to avenge him. Unfortunately, we have greater problems on our hands."

      "I know the other orc clans may be coming for Agitar after the political upheaval, but you cannot ignore the threat from the humans either,” Alyna said.

      "And why should I trust a human?" General Dalgron looked her up and down, disdain in his eyes. "Either you betray your own, or you lie to me. I don't like either option. Orcs appreciate honor above all. You have no honor."

      Alyna reached up for her cloak, unfastening the brooch holding it together. The wool fell to the floor. Then she untied the front of her gown, pulling it off until it, too, lay on the floor. Her hair cascaded over her breasts, hiding them from the orcs who were paying attention now. Her lower half was covered with a light down. The entire room had gone silent.

      Alyna reached over, yanking her boots off so she stood solidly on her hooves. She ignored Vron's self-righteous smile. So he'd been right about the disguise. At least she wasn't foolish enough to continue the charade.

      "Will you believe a faun?" Alyna asked.

      "You have a bit of moss on your shoulder," Vron said.

      Alyna reached back, slapping Vron's hand away without taking her eyes from Dalgron's.

      "Who gave you this intelligence?" Dalgron asked.

      "The crows came to me in the forest, whispering what they had seen," Alyna said.

      "How many humans are gathered for war?"

      "Thousands," Alyna said.

      Dalgron slammed a fist on the table. All of the carved pieces clattered on the map. "Damn them. And damn the king for his impotence. And damn the princess for dying. If we weren't at war here, we could easily repel the humans at the Barrier Mountains. But now we have to worry about warring orc factions trying to take our throne." He sank down into the carved chair behind him, his head in his hands.

      "General Dalgron," Alyna said, "I know this news is disturbing, but now you know, you can fight back. You can repel them before they do any damage to Agitar."

      Dalgron slowly looked up at Alyna. "We don't have enough loyal orcs to properly defend the crown and the Barrier Mountains. This is about to get very ugly."
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      Tace sat at the table, her hands wrapped around the warm mug filled with spiced tea. After the old orc had saved her from her assailant, she'd left Tace alone in the dark, windowless dwelling. Tace enjoyed the solitude and quiet. It reminded her of the assassins guild, the only place she ever felt safe.

      Even at home with her mother, Tace was always alert. Danger lurked everywhere. And although she would welcome death when it was her time, Tace knew she had much more value alive than dead. Alive, she could make up the great debt her family had incurred. She could right the wrongs of her parents.

      The door to the hovel opened with a slight click. Tace lifted the mug to her lips, pretending to drink, but ready to throw the warm liquid in case the new arrival was an interloper. The old orc walked in, a smile on her face.

      But Tace couldn't stop staring at the man behind her.

      The priest's acolyte. The only other person who'd witnessed Hugh's suicide. The only other person who knew about Tace's grave disgrace.

      Slowly she lowered the mug to the table.

      "I see you two recognize each other," the old orc said. "Good, good. The older I get, the less accurate my visions are. I am tickled I got it right."

      "And if you hadn't?" the man asked.

      Tace, surprised at his command of the orc language, wanted the answer, too.

      The old orc shrugged. "If I hadn't, I would have passed her off as my niece. I would have offered you a cup of tea as thanks and sent you on your way." She smiled, her tiny tusks barely visible at the corners of her mouth.

      "And now that you have us in the same room, please tell us why." Tace sat back in the chair, her arms folded over her chest.

      "Sit, sit." The old orc motioned the man toward a chair. "I'll explain as soon as we're settled. Can I get you some tea?"

      He nodded.

      Tace held back an eye roll. They were both acting as if this were a pleasant meeting of friends at the local tavern. The anxiety she'd managed to purge after the chase was again creeping up her spine.

      The old orc set a steaming mug in front of the man. He smiled hesitantly at Tace, then took a drink. She waited for the inevitable. He would make a face, attempting to swallow instead of spitting it out. Humans couldn't handle orc tea. It was too strong for their weak palate.

      Instead, he surprised her by swallowing easily and then taking another large gulp.

      Tace tore her eyes from the strange man and settled them on the orc. "Talk."

      The wrinkles on the orc's face deepened as she laughed. "You don't have any patience, do you, Tace?"

      "How do you know my name?" Tace had purposely not exchanged names. It was safer for all of them.

      "I also know his name is Ademar." The orc rested her gaze on the man, whose startled eyes confirmed her statement.

      "Then we must know your name, as well," Tace said.

      "Kindara. Now that we are all acquainted, let's have a serious conversation." Kindara's lips settled into a stony pout. "You are both in danger."

      "Why?" Ademar asked.

      Tace observed his posture. His shoulders were held back firmly, and his feet were flat on the floor. He was ready for the unexpected, just as she was. With every passing moment, this human became more intriguing.

      Kindara took a deep breath, slowly letting it out before continuing. "There are a few who know of the true events of Hugh's death. The Consecrated know Tace failed and they know you, Ademar, witnessed the greatest shame your people could ever face. The Defiants would seek to force you both to speak the truth. The Consecrated will seek to rip out your throats and bury you before you can utter another word."

      "But how?" Tace wiggled uncomfortably in her chair over talk of the Consecrated and the Defiants. "No one was there but the two of us. No one really knows what happened."

      "There are spies everywhere. You may think you are alone, but you never are." Kindara gestured toward a rock marbled with pink and purple veins, resting on a nearby table. "You think that is but a decoration, and yet it is a scrying stone. I can use it to see across great distances, wherever its twin resides. This is only one example of the way magic can be used to spy on others."

      "A rock?" Tace laughed incredulously. "You look at the rock and think you can see something happening in another place?" She bent over, her hands on her gut. "I know magic exists. I have seen it used. But this is ridiculous."

      "So how do you explain the assassin coming after you in the market this morning?" Kindara asked.

      "Considering some of the things I've done in my life, I'm sure there are many orcs interested in my head," Tace said. "But to assume it has something to do with Hugh's... death is quite a jump."

      "There is more to this than either of you realize." Kindara sank into a plush chair, resting her hands on the arms. "I need you to listen and believe me."

      "I'm willing to listen," Ademar said.

      "So am I," Tace said, despite her suspicion.

      "There are forces inside Agitar that have been quiet for many, many years. In fact, very few remember the old stories well enough to fear them." Kindara's voice settled into the quiet lull of a mother telling her children a bedtime story. "Long ago, our lands were ruled by beings that no longer exist. Beings that descended into a realm we now call The Nether."

      "That's where your lord of death, Drothu, rules," Ademar said, his eyes wide.

      Tace held up a hand. "I know these stories. All orc children are told them."

      "I don't know them well," Ademar said. "Please continue."

      Kindara waited for a nod from Tace before continuing. "The Wrus ruled with an iron fist, but disease and war depleted them to almost nothing. The remaining Wrus filled the walls of caves with their teachings. They also left three of their own with dire warnings to those who would come next. Then they descended to The Nether."

      "They died because of famine," Tace said, continuing the story without pageantry. "The orcs came to settle here years later. Our ancestors found the caves, studied the drawings, and set them up as a warning to us not to repeat the mistakes of those who came before us. We worship Drothu, their last leader, as our god."

      "And those mistakes?" Kindara asked Tace.

      "Fighting amongst ourselves," Tace mumbled. That was exactly what was happening now that the princess was dead and the king had left the crown up to whoever could claim it by force. For centuries the orcs had maintained an unsteady peace. It was over now.

      "What does this have to do with the groups you mentioned? The Defiants and the Consecrated?" Ademar asked.

      "They are religious sects," Kindara said. "The Consecrated take religion very seriously. They believe in honorable deaths. The Defiants want to live quietly and peacefully."

      "I don't understand how those two are so different from one another." Ademar looked confused.

      Tace wrung her hands under the table. "You stupid human, of course you wouldn't understand." She fumed with anger, unwilling to explain to him why the two were at odds and what it really meant to the orcs.

      "And what do the ancient teachings say of fighting with others?" Ademar asked, ignoring her outburst. "My people are coming here to destroy Agitar as retribution for Hugh's death."

      Tace turned an angry eye to Ademar. "Maybe you should tell your people the truth—that their beloved priest killed himself. Maybe they wouldn't attack my people."

      "I doubt they would believe me," Ademar admitted. "Now tell me what that would do to you. If I claimed Hugh committed suicide, wouldn't you be in trouble?"

      "Don't worry about me. I can take care of myself." Tace stood, nearly knocking over the table.

      "Sit down!" Kindara yelled. "Listen to me. You are in danger, and if you continue to act as if you have all the answers, you will meet Drothu sooner than you wish."

      Tace fumed, but she sat once more.

      "Hugh's death is only a piece of the tapestry being woven today," Kindara continued. "His death is a catalyst for chaos. It will bring the humans to us at a time when we have turned on each other. These are not coincidences. Destruction is coming."

      "Why are you telling us this?" Ademar asked. "Assuming all of this is true, if Tace and I are caught up in this, there is little we can do. I'm but an apprentice priest. Tace is a failed assassin."

      "Once! I failed once." Tace glared at Ademar. "I've killed more orcs than either of you can imagine."

      Ademar nervously cleared his throat as he turned back to Kindara. "What are you expecting from us?"

      Despite her annoyance with the human, Tace knew Ademar had gotten to the crux of this meeting. Kindara had gone to great lengths to bring them here at the same time. This was no simple story time.

      "I have been waiting for the two of you, but I didn't know who you would be or where you would come to my attention,” said Kindara.

      "Waiting for us to do what?" Ademar asked.

      "To lead the orcs out of the darkness. To make sure we don't meet the same fate as the Wrus before us." Kindara rested her wrinkled hands on the table, palms up, looking at them expectantly. Hopefully. "Take a hand. Let me show you your destiny."

      "You can't believe any of this," Tace said. "She's nuts, and I have better things to do than listen to this. I'm going home." She stood, shaking her head. She stumbled down the dimly lit hall and exited the humble dwelling.

      Ignoring the hubbub of the busy market, Tace pushed her way through the throngs toward her side of town. It wasn't far. On a normal day, she would have taken a leisurely stroll, but all she wanted today was to put as much distance between herself and the assassin as possible.

      As Tace drew closer to her street, the crowds became thicker. Using her elbows, she shoved through the orcs who were no longer shopping, but instead speaking in hushed tones.

      Annoyed she would have to get through yet another obstacle, Tace continued, not caring who she stepped on or elbowed on the way, until the crowd grew so thick she could no longer get through. Tace came to a halt. "What's happening over there?" she asked the male orc next to her.

      "A woman was slaughtered this morning. Rumor is, she was part of the Defiants. Probably the assassins guild got her." He strained on his tiptoes, trying to see over the other orcs gathered. "They're bringing her out now."

      Tace watched, sick to her stomach, as two orcs carried a stretcher between them. One arm had fallen out from under the blanket covering the dead body. Tace noticed the ring wrapped around the finger—a small dragon. The ring her father had crafted for his new bride so many years ago. The dead orc was her mother.

      Holding her grief inside, Tace moved backward, pulling the hood of her cloak over her hair as tears burned at the corners of her eyes. She wouldn't cry here. Not in front of everyone.

      In a blind anger, Tace raced back to the old orc's home hidden deep inside the dark alley. She flung the door open, stepped inside, and closed it firmly behind her. Its inhabitant met her in the hall.

      "It has already been set in motion, my dear," the older orc said, taking Tace's hand and guiding her deeper into the home, back to where Ademar still sat at the table. "You need to get out of Agitar."

      "I don't understand any of this," Ademar said. "I know I'm not one of you, but I have no home to return to. I was adopted into the priesthood after my parents died in an accident. If I can be of service, I will assist you."

      Tace nodded, barely able to think. Her family was gone. Her father and brother so many years ago, and now her mother. She was utterly alone.
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      Ademar pulled the cloak over his head, hiding his shock of sandy hair.

      "No one will know you're not an orc if you keep your head bent." Kindara straightened the hood around his face. "You're tall for a human, but only average for an orc. Not too many will be looking up into your face."

      Tace reached her hands behind his head, hanging a rope necklace around his neck. "And this will keep curious orcs away."

      Ademar wrinkled his nose at the dead, shriveled vole suspended like a medallion. "Tell me again what this is for."

      "It's to signal you are afflicted with the rot. All orcs fear it, and they will give you a wide berth as we pass through the common areas." Kindara patted his shoulder. "We'll hide you in plain sight."

      "And what about me?" Tace asked. "Someone killed my mother. They'll look for me, too."

      "The Consecrated are after you for your failure with Hugh. It’s likely your mother was in the wrong place at the wrong time." Kindara reached into her wardrobe, pulling out a billowing white sheath. "Pull this over your head and body. You will be Ademar's nurse."

      Ademar watched as the white linen covered Tace, hiding her face. He glanced at Kindara from inside his hood, hoping she was right. They both needed to get out of the city as soon as possible.

      Danger wasn't something he'd ever craved, but Ademar also had no love for his homeland. His family was dead. Hugh was gone. There was nothing left for him but his religion, and even that had waned in his daily life. Hugh had been the greatest leader of the Order of the Sun, and yet Ademar had seen him ignore the daily prayers in favor of wandering the streets of Agitar. At first, Ademar had questioned Hugh, but Hugh had urged him to be quiet. To listen to the orcs. To listen to the rhythm of the city. Slowly, Ademar had come to realize there was an entire world outside of his religion, and it was one he wanted to explore.

      Now he should have felt apprehension, fear even. Yet Ademar couldn't hold back the excitement bubbling deep in his chest. He would see more of the world, explore it, and learn about it.

      Kindara snapped two fingers in front of his face. "Wake up, human! It's time to go. We must secure safe passage before nightfall."

      Kindara opened her door, then turned back and whispered. "The two of you head toward the Underbelly. I will meet you there."

      Tace grabbed Kindara's arm. "Wait, you're not going with us?"

      "No. I don't want to attract any more attention than necessary. You do know the way?" Kindara asked.

      "I do, but..." Tace’s words trailed off.

      Though Ademar couldn't see her face, he saw the nervous tremble of her fingers as she let go of Kindara.

      "We'll be fine," Ademar said.

      Tace's head snapped up, and he didn't need to lift her veil to know she was glaring at him. It was clear she wasn’t thrilled with their predicament.

      "If you're ready, we should go," Ademar said.

      "Follow me, human," she growled.

      "Don't call me that again." Ademar drew himself up to full height, forgetting for a moment he was supposed to be sick. He stood at a height equal to Tace's. He'd never been frightened of an orc before. He wouldn't let her push him around. "You'll put us both in danger if anyone thinks I'm not an orc."

      Tace's balled her hands into fists. "Fine. Orc. Follow me." She stomped through Kindara's doorway.

      Ademar glanced back once again at Kindara, who, surprisingly, had a smile on her face.

      Tace pushed ahead quickly. Ademar shuffled, trying to keep up while looking sufficiently weak. The smell of the rotten vole helped. He wanted to lose the contents of his stomach every time he breathed in.

      As they entered the market, orcs stepped away, giving them a wide path through the crowds. Tace had slowed, her pace steady, as she led the way. Ademar kept his head down, focusing on the heels of her boots as they kicked up the linen hem with each step.

      Though he was desperate to know how many orcs surrounded them, he could only guess based on the sounds they made as they walked. A dozen every few steps. How many more were there, moments from discovering his true identity?

      Sweat pooled on Ademar's brow, dripped slowly down his cheek, and dropped onto his shoes. It was hot, yes. He was also more nervous than he'd ever been in his life.

      This was worse than the first day he and Hugh had entered orc land. He'd never seen an orc until they'd arrived at the pass in the Barrier Mountains. There, Hugh had convinced the orcs they meant no harm. He stood with his palms out, empty. He allowed the orcs to search him for weapons. Ademar followed suit.

      Their large hands had roamed over his body, patting him down, as they searched for nonexistent weapons. Matthew, their guard, declared his only sword, and Hilthe, their cook, showed off the produce she'd brought. Once the orcs were satisfied the humans were on a peaceful mission, they stepped aside, allowing them to pass into the orc realm.

      Ademar had been in awe at the time. Now he knew enough about the strength of orcs to be afraid for both Tace and himself. Ademar was in good physical condition. Hugh had insisted they both stay strong and exercise every day. He said the strength of the body was just as important as the strength of the soul.

      Tace arced to the right. Ademar followed her, careful not to lose sight of her boots. If she got too far ahead, he'd have to raise his head to look for her, running the risk of someone seeing his true nature.

      "Hey!" an orc yelled out. "Don't bring the sick through the market. You'll infect us all!"

      Ademar felt a thwack on his shoulder. A head of cabbage dropped to the ground at his feet.

      "Get out of here!" another orc screamed.

      Wetness seeped through the hood as a tomato fell to the ground.

      Tace reached back for Ademar's hand. He grasped the wool robe, being sure to hide his human skin, and let her lead him more quickly through the angry crowd as vegetables pelted his body.

      After a while the shouts subsided, and the assaults grew less frequent. Tace guided him into a dark alley.

      "Let's stop for a moment and catch our breath," she said, her voice slightly muffled through the veil. "You can look up. We're alone."

      Ademar rubbed his stiff neck and looked at the female who had led him through what could have been an unmitigated disaster. "Thank you, Tace."

      "I had to," she said. "Don't act like we're suddenly friends. It's your fault we're stuck doing this."

      "Mine?" Ademar protested. "How is any of this my fault?"

      "Hugh was your friend," she snarled. "If he hadn't done what he did, I wouldn't be in this mess."

      "You think this is any easier for me?" Ademar asked. "If I go home, I have to live a lie. I can't tell anyone what I know."

      "So go home. Live in solitude. Isn't that what you priests are supposed to do anyway?"

      Ademar was about to fling back a retort, but she was right. Many of the priests in Soleth spent their time in quiet prayer. He could go home, take a vow of silence, and never speak to anyone of the events he'd witnessed.

      "Well?" Tace asked, impatient for an answer to what he'd thought was a rhetorical question.

      "I don't want to go back." Ademar couldn't believe he'd said it aloud. "I like it here."

      A strange strangled sound came from under the veil. Then Tace burst into laughter, surprising him. Tace's laughter was smooth and deep, like water bubbling in a roaring river.

      "What's wrong with that?" he asked.

      Tace shook her head, the veil bouncing about her body as she moved. "Humans are a strange race. You're practically powerless here. You'll always be treated as an outsider. You won't ever find an acceptable mate."

      "I've taken a vow of purity," Ademar said.

      Tace leaned in closer. He could imagine her violet eyes burning into his brown ones. "You've never...?"

      "No." He wasn't ashamed. He'd committed to the life Hugh asked of him. Though now he knew Hugh hadn't stuck to that particular vow, if Hilthe could be believed.

      Tace backed away, pulling up to her full height. "Well, then, keep following me. We'll get to the meeting point and see what Kindara wants us to do next."

      Ademar bent his head again, following Tace down the twists and turns of the dark alleys of the Underbelly. He wondered if he'd done the right thing by telling her the truth. Even without the veil, he knew she would be completely unreadable. Still, her opinion about his sex life was irrelevant. Her incredulity shouldn't have bothered him, but it did.

      By the time Tace came to another stop, Ademar's shoulders were aching. He hesitated to raise his head. He could hear orcs speaking not far away.

      "Come, this way." Kindara's crackled old voice called to them.

      Tace grabbed Ademar's hand, without waiting for him to cover it with the hem of his cloak. He ran behind her until they came to the back of a wagon.

      "Quickly. Get under the tarp. We'll hide under here until we reach our destination." Kindara urged them both into the wagon.

      Ademar climbed in behind Tace, his shoulder pushing against hers in the darkness. She struggled as she pulled off the veil.

      "Don’t breathe easy yet, human," she whispered, one of her tusks rubbing against his earlobe as she leaned in close. "We have no idea what’s waiting for us outside of Agitar."
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      Nemia huddled in the dank tunnel, a hood over her head, her fingers pinching the fabric together at her throat. Occasionally an orc would pass her, but none paid her any mind. They couldn't see her birthmark. They couldn't see the pain in her eyes. They couldn't see her tear-stained cheeks.

      After what she'd done, Nemia would be alone. Forever.

      No one would want her ever again. Her parents disowned her at a young age. The other orcs shunned her because of her disfigurement.

      She had nowhere left to go.

      Azlinar had disappeared, leaving her to her own devices. He'd promised to help her master the magic. Perhaps even he was too afraid of her now.

      Not that any of it mattered in the days since she’d done that terrible thing. If her dark visions were true, the world would end soon enough. All she had to do was hide in the tunnels, wait for it to happen, and hope she could survive.

      If anyone could. The visions only showed her the destruction of orcs, and the return of Drothu.

      Nemia closed her eyes, but the ominous images slithered about her thoughts. A giant, pulsating pink beast with eight tentacles, and a head with no eyes or nose, only a giant maw. It swept through the orc army, flattening them with little effort. Heads rolled. Weapons found the wrong target.

      Death ushered the orcs to their god with unrelenting force.

      Nemia sank deeper into her cloak, her trembling hands grasping the fabric at her shoulders. She stood and ran down the tunnel, hoping the pumping adrenaline would erase the visions from her mind.

      Days of dark visions, starting at the moment of Sabniss's death.

      She couldn't stand it anymore. She wanted them out.

      Nemia paused. Reaching down, she grabbed a rock, holding it tight in her shaking fist. She stretched her arm out to the side, prepared to bash her head in until she either passed out or died, the latter being the preferable outcome.

      It was considered a dishonorable death, but Nemia would meet her god either way. Drothu's judgment would wash over her, and he would find her worthy. Surely there was no battle more difficult than the battle with one's own mind.

      Nemia smiled, her tusks drawing blood.

      She closed her eyes. Strength pulsed in her arm as she prepared to die.

      A sudden vision forced her to her knees. The rock rolled out of her limp hand, across the ground, out of reach.

      "No." It came out as a whimper as the vision took over.

      A female orc and a human male stood in front of the beast. The female held a set of daggers, and some sort of scaled beast coiled around her neck, its head snaking down her arm. The man stood firm behind her with abject fear on his face. The orc jumped, slashing at the beast with her daggers.

      Then the vision went black.

      Nemia's knees dug into the gravelly ground. Pushing away the pain, she glanced at the rock she'd released, knowing she no longer needed it. Hope swelled in her chest.

      The orc could save them all.

      Nemia could help. She could redeem herself and help save all the orcs.

      All she had to do was find the unlikely pair.
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      Vron adjusted the ties on his breeches, making sure they were pulled tight. He glanced over his shoulder at Alyna, who was still asleep on the cot on the other side of the tent. She'd elected to join him on the journey down to the Barrier Mountains to stop the humans from crossing into orc land. Dalgron had given him only thirty orcs. Young ones, at that.

      He knew it was on Alyna’s way home, yet a part of him hoped she wanted to spend more time with him.

      Stepping out of the tent as the morning sun peaked over the treetops of the Tingale Forest, Vron made his way to the hearth to quickly break his fast before the other troops awoke. He needed these moments to think about what lay ahead.

      Though he had killed many in his life, he hated killing humans. Their bodies were slim and bones easily broken, unlike orcs, who were a true challenge. When two orcs fought, knowing one would surely die, nothing else mattered in the world except their battle. It was if the mountains clashed, and only one could remain standing while the other crumbled into ruin.

      In that lay honor. Killing a human was like squashing a bug. Pointless. It would do nothing to advance his skills as a warrior.

      The more Vron thought about it, the more annoyed he became at General Dalgron for sending him. Someone else could have taken this assignment.

      "More porridge, sir?" A young orc in clean, unblemished armor offered a full ladle with a shaking hand.

      In keeping with the ridiculousness of this assignment, Vron had been given a small contingent of new recruits. These orcs had only practiced in the courtyards, too young for their first real fight.

      General Dalgron felt they would make an imposing force anyway. He assumed their mere presence would repel the thousands of humans. Few humans had ever seen an orc, much less fought one.

      Vron hoped their bluff would work. Even if it did come to fighting, his troops were likely to mow the humans down before they could cross the mountain pass.

      Still, Vron wished he was back home in Agitar, preparing to fight in a real battle to protect the throne.

      "Sir?" the orc asked again.

      "Sorry. No, thank you." Vron took a final gulp of his breakfast, then cleaned the bowl in the washing basin.

      The boy looked at him with wide eyes. He'd probably never seen a captain clean his own dishes.

      Vron smiled, cuffed the boy's shoulder and stalked back to his tent.

      Alyna stood outside the tent, her full dress replaced by an outfit of riding breeches and top. The boots were nowhere to be seen. After revealing herself to the general, she'd chosen to be seen as a faun, instead of pretending to be a human. Her traveling companion, the majestic unicorn Syra, stood next to her, enjoying a thorough brushing of its mane.

      "Good morning." Alyna smiled at Vron as he approached.

      "Morning. I trust you slept well?" Vron asked.

      Alyna shrugged. "As well as can be expected. I prefer to sleep under the stars, not in a tent, but I know if I'm traveling with you, I should do as everyone else does."

      "If you'd prefer to sleep outside, I can set up guards—”

      Alyna held up a hand. "Stop right there. First, I can take care of myself. Second, I don't want to disrupt anyone else's sleep. They have enough to worry about it. It's best they take care of themselves."

      Vron had a feeling she wouldn't consent to extra guards, but it was worth asking anyway. "I understand. I hope sleeping in my tent isn't too uncomfortable for you."

      "No, it's fine. I appreciate the space you have made for me." Alyna looked at her unicorn. "Syra also appreciates space away from the horses. Sometimes they see her and think she might make a good mate. Horses don't always realize touching a unicorn is forbidden."

      "What would happen if one of them were to try?" Vron asked, curious. Alyna's unicorn was the only one he'd ever seen. He'd heard stories about the beasts, and always wondered if they were true.

      Alyna smirked. "One touch from Syra and the horse would die a horrible, painful death."

      Vron stepped back. Alyna had never mentioned the beast was poison to the touch.

      She laughed, her long red hair cascading over her shoulders. Vron had to force himself to look at her eyes instead of following her hair down to the small of her back, a place he longed to touch.

      "Syra could kill a horse with her horn, but only if she chooses to do so. Standing near her won't cause you any harm." Alyna giggled. "It's funny to see someone as large as you frightened of Syra."

      "I'm not afraid." Vron stood up to his full height, pulling his shoulders back. "I believe in understanding any potential foe."

      "Syra is not your enemy." Alyna's eyes darkened as she looked toward the south. "The humans are, and I fear you aren't taking them as seriously as you should."

      "If the general is right—”

      "He's not," Alyna interrupted. "They are coming with forces you cannot contemplate."

      Vron sighed and sat on a downed log. "If the humans have forces capable of destroying an orc army, why haven't our scouts reported on it? Why haven't they attacked before now? Why haven't they taken the Barrier Mountains, forcing us to stay out of their lands, instead of the other way around?"

      "I don't know the answer." Alyna set down the wide brush, patted the unicorn, and sat next to Vron on the log. Her long, down-covered legs stuck out, her hooves resting comfortably on the dirt.

      "We should reach the mountain pass by nightfall," Vron said. "Perhaps we'll know more then. Or perhaps they'll see our army come to meet them and head home, where they belong."

      "It won't be that easy." Alyna rested a hand on Vron's arm, barely covering his bicep.

      "I know it won't." Vron looked at her, weary. As much as he wanted to believe this mission was as simple as Dalgron thought, he'd be fooling himself. Alyna wouldn't ever let him do that. She was too practical, too honest.

      As the camp stirred to life, Vron stood. He plastered a smile on his face for the soldiers waving at him as they made their way to the hearth. The young orc who'd served him was now hurriedly scooping porridge into bowls for the new arrivals.

      Vron waved Alyna to follow him back into the tent. After she had closed the flap, Vron lit the candles on the table that sat between their cots. He unfurled the map, setting rocks on each corner to keep it from rolling back up.

      "This is the pass." Vron pointed with one thick finger. "We're here." He pointed with the other hand.

      "We're not far away. I could have told you that without looking at the map." Alyna indicated with one delicate finger at another point in the mountains. "This is how I came through."

      "What?" Vron's looked at her, his mouth agape. "That's impossible."

      "No, it's not. I rode Syra through the forest and up the foothills. There's another, much smaller, pass here." Alyna tapped the map. "I didn't have to get past any orc guards. Just because I didn't take the road doesn't mean there's not another way through. It's not as if you have a wall built between the two nations."

      "I know that, but the forest is thick. It's impassable."

      "For orcs, maybe. Fauns and humans are much smaller."

      Vron thrust his fist on the map, jostling the rocks off the table. "Why didn't we think of that?" He cursed in orcish.

      "That's why I came to warn you." Alyna's tone was stern. "Orcs are mighty, brave fighters, but you haven't had much experience with a cunning race like the humans."

      "Why did you wait until now to mention this? Why not when we were with Dalgron?" Anger roiled in Vron's chest.

      "Would he have listened?"

      Vron knew the answer as well as Alyna did. Dalgron would have sent Vron out on the same mission with the same inexperienced orcs.

      "What should we do?" he asked.

      "We should be aware, ready to fight at any moment. Even if they do come through the forest as I did, they cannot come in one large group without attracting a great amount of attention. In fact, I think it more likely they will send spies into the forest to watch us and report back." Alyna looked at Vron, her face sad. "I don't like leading anyone to their death, but in this case, I think I should be your counterspy. I will head into the forest, posing as a human, and prove my theory."

      Vron set his hand on hers. He hesitated, knowing he was about to say something he'd regret. "No. It's too dangerous. Let me protect you."

      A storm passed through Alyna's eyes. "I told you I don't need protection. Not from you. Not from anyone. I can take care of myself." She pulled her hand out from underneath his.

      Vron didn't offer any resistance. Alyna would make her own choices, as she always had, but he wasn't too proud to keep his feelings to himself. "I can't lose you again."

      "Then stop trying to force me to be something I'm not. I'll report back to you by nightfall." Alyna grabbed her pack, flung it over her shoulder, and stormed out of the tent.

      Vron sank onto his cot, frustrated. There was something about that faun that brought out the worst in him.
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      Damor lounged in the shade of his palanquin, fanning himself slowly. One day he would have more slaves than Gashta and Nishta. They would fan him, allowing him to apply what little energy he had toward defeating their enemies. Without proper rest and meditation, Damor wasn't at his peak. If he wanted to prove to the queen he was worthy of her, he needed every iota of internal strength he could muster.

      Damor fanned faster, but he couldn't keep up with the beads of sweat forming on his brow.

      "Damn it! I thought it was supposed to get cooler as we traveled north, not warmer!" Damor threw his fan.

      It flew between the curtains, hitting someone outside who muttered, "Oof."

      Nishta parted the curtain, offering the fan to Damor, as she squinted her left eye. When he took the fan, she rubbed her eye, then backed away, letting the curtain fall behind her.

      He had no sympathy for the stupid orc. She was his slave. His property.

      Damor settled back into the embroidered pillows, placing the fan at his side. He had no more time for cooling down. He suspected the effort of fanning was only producing the sweat anyway.

      Closing his eyes, Damor reached out with his mind, checking, as he did five times a day, for other magic users in the vicinity. There were a few in the army who had the potential, but none of them were aware of their powers. Damor wasn't about to tell them. The last thing he needed was competition.

      Ignoring the few souls he regularly located, Damor reached out further, widening his circle with every breath.  It spread slowly across the ether, coming up empty as it always did.

      Damor inhaled once more, satisfied that once again he'd found nothing.

      On his exhalation, he felt a slight tremor in the outer circle of his magical net. Focusing all of his attention on the troubling area, Damor reached out with his mind, only to find an empty place in the ether.

      Something, or someone, had erected a shield to the north.

      He sat up, struggling to support himself. Every day he felt weaker, despite resting as much as he could.

      "Get me a map!" he screamed to the orcs.

      Thundering footsteps retreated from the palanquin. Good. At least one of them had been paying attention.

      "What is it?" Gashta stuck her ugly orc face through the curtains.

      "I require a map, and that is all you need to know." Damor slapped her nose. After she had left, he wiped his hand on one of the bottom blankets. He'd touched an orc. Disgusting. Still, she needed to be taught a lesson. She shouldn't have forced her ugly face into his palanquin without permission.

      Damor waited impatiently for Nishta to return with a map, fighting the urge to seek out the empty space again. Instead, he focused on the symbol printed on a pillow at the far end of the palanquin. He noticed nothing but the triangle with the three squiggly lines breaking its sides. He centered himself, feeling his well of power fill again.

      He would need every mote of magic he could muster to find the other magic user.

      "Sir?" a timid voice called from outside.

      Damor parted the curtains with one long fingernail. "Do you have the map?"

      "Yes, sir."

      Damor peeked out. A child stood before him, sandy hair flopped over its eyes. A boy? A girl? It mattered not.

      "Thank you. Won't you come in?" Damor beckoned, as a diabolical plan took root.

      The child trembled, which didn't surprise or upset Damor. He knew the children of Soleth feared him. They should. The stories their parents told them were all true.

      "Nishta! Help the child into my palanquin!" Damor ordered the orc.

      A moment later, the human child sat in front of him, legs crossed, hands trembling.

      "What's your name?" Damor asked.

      "Sally."

      "Can I have the map, please?" Damor attempted a smile, and the child recoiled with fear at the sight of his mangled, blackened teeth.

      She held the map out toward him, quivering. Damor snatched it away. The child was in his grasp now. He no longer had to make nice.

      Damor unfurled the map. He found the army's current position, then scanned to the north, only finding a forest on both sides of the pass. So, someone with great power was traversing the forest instead of coming directly through the pass. Interesting. It would be someone familiar with the ways of the forest.

      Damor cast his mind out again, quickly snapping back when he located the source of the magic. It had moved south into the Tingale Forest. Closer to the Soleth army. Closer to Damor.

      He couldn't allow it.

      Damor leaned toward Sally. "I need a favor from you."

      "I have to get back to my papa. I promised." Sally's lower lip trembled.

      "Your papa serves Sornal, as do I." Damor reached out, grasping her shoulder. "He would be proud to know you are aiding in our cause and helping our god."

      Sally shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      "Now, now, I'm not going to hurt you. Hold still." Damor inched closer to Sally's face. He stuck out his red, slightly forked tongue, licking the salty tears from her cheeks.

      Sally pushed him away, her tears now a flood.

      Damor cackled as he pulled back. He didn't need the extra tears, just the first few—the ones formed solely from fear.

      "I want to leave," Sally demanded, suddenly becoming brave.

      Perhaps she knew she had the strength to overtake Damor physically now.

      "No," Damor said. The interior of the palanquin darkened as his magic took over. "You serve me now. You will do as I say if you want to live."

      Sally tried to open her mouth but found her lips were sewn together. Her hands scratched at her face, the tears now mingling with blood.

      "As I promised, I won't hurt you. But if you fight, you will hurt yourself."

      Sally's hands shook as they slowly fell into her lap.

      "You will exit the palanquin. You will kill the evil orc who threatens us. I will guide you to them. Can you do that?" Damor asked.

      Sally shook her head.

      "Of course. A sweet child like yourself has never killed before, have you?" Damor stroked her hair with his bony hand.

      Sally shook her head again, her eyes widening with terror.

      "All you need to do is touch the person you see. That's not so hard, is it?"

      Sally's chin trembled. Snot dripped from her nose.

      "I've given you all the power you need, my dear. Just touch the person. That's all you must do. Now go. Run! Find them!" Damor gave Sally a small push toward the curtains.

      Not wasting the chance to escape, Sally scrambled out of the palanquin on all fours. Damor's vision suddenly shifted from his own eyes to the girl's. He’d used his magic to transport her to the North, toward the source of the magic, while he remained safe in his palanquin.

      Limbs slapped her in the face as she ran through the forest, desperate to find her father. Instead, Damor gently guided her toward his prey.

      Sally’s tears flowed through his body, heightening the magic. Her innocence and youth gave a vigor to his magic he hadn't felt in the many years since his physical health had declined. He was more powerful than he'd ever been. But it wouldn't last long. The tears would eventually break down, leaving him with only his own power.

      Damor took control of the girl's limbs, forcing her toward the unnamed source of magic in the forest.

      "Closer, closer," Damor muttered as the little girl ran at full speed in the direction he chose.

      Her eyes focused on a form ahead in the forest. A tall woman in a long dress of velvet, with a mass of red curls and a kind face. Damor didn't recognize her, but he hated her immediately. A human, coming from the orcs to the North, likely betraying her own people. His power would be enough to kill her instantly. No one was stronger in magic than he.

      "Is someone out there?" she called, her melodic voice twinkling through the forest.

      Sally broke through the trees, stopping in front of the woman, who knelt down to Sally's level.

      "Are you lost?" the woman asked.

      Sally stared at her, reaching out with one small finger.

      Damor trembled at the power in Sally's finger. He directed all of his energy toward that tiny, delicate patch of skin. Sally only had to touch the woman in the forest and the threat would be eliminated.

      "Do you need help?"

      Sally nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks again. This time blood poured forth from her eyes as well, as she fought Damor's power.

      No! He redoubled his efforts, forcing her forward.

      With one final thrust, Sally lunged toward the woman, touching her cheek.

      Shock swept across the woman's face as she fell backward. Her dress crumpled up around her feet. Wait, not feet! Hooves! What was she?

      Sally collapsed, and Damor lost all control over the girl. His eyes snapped open. He was still in his palanquin, the child gone, the map lying askew across his legs.

      Damor's hands balled, his nails digging into his skin. Blood, his blood, spurted from the wounds.

      "It's all right. She's dead. One touch triggers the magic and kills them both," he told himself over and over again until he passed into a deep sleep, exhausted from his efforts.
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      Vron sat on a rock outside his tent, focused on the forest just beyond their camp. Alyna had left the day before and never returned, despite saying she’d check in by nightfall. He vacillated between worry and trust. She could take care of herself. He knew that to his core. Still, he worried.

      Alyna had chosen to protect the orcs over the humans, despite being part human herself. Her gifts of magic were theirs to wield, as long as she continued to help them. He knew she'd never double-cross them. Lying was against her nature.

      Still, he wished she were back in camp, safe, with the intelligence she'd insisted on gathering. If she'd been right, and the humans were planning to come through the forest instead of the mountain pass, then perhaps she'd been ambushed. Injured. Killed.

      "Commander," a young orc called.

      Vron pulled himself to his feet. "Yes, Anthea?"

      She stood strong, a club in her right hand. "Are we preparing to advance on the pass today? The other troops are anxious to show their mettle in battle. Few of us have been tried, but we are ready to show the humans what glory looks like!” With her free hand, she beat her chest once, a grin on her face.

      Vron remembered when he was an eager young soldier before he knew the brutality of battle. Anthea was right; the orcs would have no trouble defeating the human army. But there would be no honor in it. Humans were weak, easily broken. He wanted to test out some of his battle theory, but there had been no time to train his soldiers. The order had been given, and the next day they were on the march.

      "We will advance soon," Vron answered. Anthea had stuck out to him on the first day of their journey. Strong, eager, and smart, she would make a fine commander someday. One day she would look back on this assignment and feel embarrassed. Though perhaps, deep down, she would also remember the pride she felt at being chosen. They all had to start somewhere.

      "Thank you, sir. We await your command!" Anthea bowed, then made her way back to the troops breaking their fast.

      Vron glanced out at the forest again. The trees were still in the quiet morning. Not a rustle to be heard. A squirrel chattered at him from a branch, a scrap of food between its paws.

      

      Vron stretched his legs, joining his troops at the fire. Anthea scooted over, making room for him on a downed tree trunk. Another soldier handed him a bowl of porridge.

      "A scout returned not long ago," the soldier said.

      Vron held up a hand. "First, tell me your name. I haven't had time to learn all of them. For this, I apologize. I will do my best." Vron knew it was in his best interests to get to know his troops.

      "Reggin, sir."

      "Please continue, Reggin."

      The young orc, his tusks small and dull like a child’s, continued. "Our scout has returned from the pass. With a spyglass, the guards can see the humans in the distance. They've camped on both sides of the road leading to the pass. They appear to be preparing for war, sharpening their swords and crafting new arrows. It appears they plan to attack first with a volley of arrows."

      The ground shook with the orcs' laughter.

      "Arrows will do them no good on the pass. If they wish to get through, they will need to engage us. But they are too afraid!" Anthea raised her club, pretending to bonk a human over the head with it. "We will wait here until they piss their pants and run back to the South crying."

      Vron smiled, but it was mostly for show. He worried more with every passing moment. Something was wrong, something even more than Alyna's long absence, but he couldn't put a finger on what it was.

      A rustling from the forest grabbed his attention. Before anyone else could stand, Vron bolted for the edge of the forest, expecting to see Alyna's red hair. Instead, a small human child cowered behind a bush. Tears streamed down its face, its eyes red and lips swollen from crying.

      "A child?!" someone behind him yelled. "They sent a child? I will show humans what we think of cowards who send children in place of adults!"

      Vron whipped out an arm, knocking the orc backward. He kept his eyes locked on the child.

      "Who are you?" he asked.

      The child trembled. Of course. It couldn't understand him. Even if they'd spoken the same language, human speech was so soft, so languid, while the orcs spoke from the depths of their throat. The child would think Vron was threatening it. He'd have to communicate another way.

      Vron knelt, reaching out with an open hand. He cocked his fingers, hoping the child would know it was safe to come to him.

      "What are you doing, commander?" Anthea asked, coming up from behind. "It could be a trap."

      "Stand back. Let me handle this. If something happens to me, you're in charge." Vron didn't need to see Anthea to know her chest puffed up at the honor.

      The child blinked twice, pointing into the forest.

      Vron stood, ready to follow its direction.

      "Sir, I need to object. You cannot do as this human bids," Anthea begged him. She placed a hand on his arm. "Please, reconsider."

      Vron shrugged her off, moving closer to the child.

      It took off in a run into the forest. Vron followed, ignoring the voice in his head urging caution. The child looked over its shoulder, checking for Vron. It nodded, pointing deeper into the forest.

      Vron broke branches as he barreled into the dark, overgrown forest. Though the orcs had cleared the trees for roads, they'd left the rest of the mountain untouched, allowing it to grow as nature intended.

      Vron's heart pounded in his chest as he ran. The child stayed far in front of him, nimbly jumping between fallen branches and around rocks. Vron cursed his bulk. He wasn't made for the forest. Not like Alyna.

      The child slowed down next to something on the ground. Vron slowed, too, then saw what he'd been watching for earlier—the shock of red hair.

      Holding back a roar, Vron fell to his knees, reaching for Alyna with shaking hands. Her pulse beat in her wrist, and Vron let out a long sigh. She was alive. With his other hand, he pushed Alyna's hair from her face.

      "Hi," she said with a small smile.

      Vron wanted to yell at her, to tell her he'd been right, she never should have come into the forest alone. Instead, he said, "Hi."

      "I'm glad Sally found you." Alyna's breaths were sharp. As if each inhalation pained her. "There is a magic user among the humans. A very powerful one. You mustn't let him live."

      "We will kill them all," Vron assured her. The vow was as much to himself as to Alyna. He would kill them, or he would die trying.

      "Do not be arrogant, my love." Alyna smiled again.

      That same smile always tugged at his heart. He tried not to read too much into her words. She wasn’t well, after all. Vron squeezed Alyna's hand. "Do not speak as if you are about to die. I know you would never call me that if you thought you were going to live. And I won't let you die. Do you hear me?"

      "Take care of Sally.” Alyna shuddered as her eyelashes fluttered closed.

      "No." Vron scooped Alyna into his arms. "No. I won't let you die. Not like this."

      "We don't have a choice," Alyna said. "What is done is done."

      "I’m going to find help." Vron held Alyna tight to his chest. He looked back at the child. "Follow me, Sally."

      Alyna translated between the two, her voice weak.

      Vron ran through the forest, trying to keep a good clip without hurting Alyna. He would save her. She couldn't give up so easily. As he burst into camp, a group of orcs met him with their weapons bared.

      "Stop!" Anthea yelled. "Come no further."

      "Alyna is injured," Vron said. "Move out of my way."

      "No. We are here to fight. Not to chase after human children. Not to use our resources to save fauns." Anthea's eyes narrowed. “Besides, what if this is a trap?”

      "We are here only thanks to Alyna. Without her, we wouldn't know about the humans' plans to attack Agitar."

      "The humans are nothing. They will be crushed. We will see to it. If you care more about one life than all of ours, leave our camp. We will not fight beside a coward." Reggin stood next to Anthea, his sword drawn.

      Vron's anger exploded. Alyna’s life meant far more to him than this fool’s errand.

      "Fine. I will take Alyna and the child with me. We will find our own help. Drothu protect your souls." Vron turned his back on his troops.

      "Syra can help me," Alyna said, her voice weaker than before.

      Vron carried Alyna to the unicorn, placing her gently on the beast's back. Syra's horn shimmered into view. Alyna tangled her fingers within the unicorn's mane as Syra took off in a gentle trot to the west.

      He watched her breath became softer with each inhalation. Sally ran alongside Alyna, as if she couldn’t bear to be away from her side.

      Vron took one last look at the orcs standing between him and the camp. They'd turned on him so quickly, the inexperience of youth fooling them into false pride. Feeling confident they could hold off the humans, he turned back toward Agitar on foot.
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      General Dalgron sat alone in the garrison. The sun had barely risen. The other orcs were still sleeping in their homes. He couldn't sleep. Not after listening to what that faun said. The humans were thousands strong. Normally, such a number wouldn't give him pause. Though there were only five hundred orcs in his army, they counted each orc as four humans. With their small bones easily snapped, humans didn't stand a chance against the might of orcs.

      Unfortunately, in abdicating, King Rafe had put Dalgron in a difficult situation. He now had to strategize on how to ensure a smooth transition for the throne. He couldn't afford distractions.

      After the princess' death, the king had slunk away like a kitten. It was embarrassing. Orcs did not behave in such a manner.

      Orcs were strong.

      Orcs were resilient.

      Orcs fought for the land and their kingdom.

      The king should have marked Princess Sabniss’s death with a celebration, inviting the leaders of the strongest clans to honor her passing. Instead, he debased himself and his kind.

      The world was a tangled mess. Dalgron had to find a way to unwind the knots and restore sanity, which meant choosing a path. Either defeat the humans or protect the integrity of the throne.

      His weathered face rested in the palms of his hands, his elbows planted firmly on a table. Dalgron closed his eyes, imagining Agitar without a ruler. It would be chaos. Orcs would die needlessly, as their foes took more delight in the conquering than an honorable death. Their entire way of life would disintegrate without a good leader on the throne.

      With a sigh, Dalgron stood. He didn't want to rule himself, but if it was the only way to preserve their way of life, he would carry the burden. He would bid on the throne, with the full might of the orc army behind him. And if Vron did his job right, it might work.

      Dalgron stalked out of the war tent, trying not to think about his new lover, likely still sleeping off a night of pleasure in Dalgron's home. Dalgron wished he could have lost himself, but the night pressed on him, reminding him morning would soon come, bringing chaos with it.

      He had to do something before their entire civilization exploded.

      Making his way toward the royal palace, Dalgron struggled not to drag his feet. He would take the throne now, before any other challengers could arise. They'd arrive with their armies, only to find the seat occupied.

      Dalgron hoped they'd be satisfied and take their warriors home.

      Perhaps there would be no civil war.

      Dalgron squared his shoulders and strode into the castle. He made his way to the throne room where two guards stood in front of the throne. As he approached, they crossed their lances, barring him from touching the throne.

      "Step aside," Dalgron ordered his orcs. He'd chosen them himself, installing three shifts of elite warriors to guard the throne.

      They stared at him, unblinking.

      "Orcs!" Dalgron yelled again. "Step aside!"

      Still, they refused to move.

      "I am your general. I have given you an order. Obey!" Dalgron waited. Still, not one moved. "What is this mutiny? You will obey my orders!"

      A long, low laugh echoed from a chamber behind the throne.

      Dalgron's stomach tightened. "Who's back there?" His spies would have told him if other clans had arrived already, much less staked a claim.

      A dark shadow loomed across the throne as someone emerged from behind. Dalgron squinted. His was aging, and his vision not as sharp as it used to be, but he was sure this was an orc he didn't know.

      "You may call me My Lord King." The elf's mouth curled up into a cruel grin as he moved into the light.

      An elf? On the orc throne?

      "Your name!" Dalgron demanded.

      "Kazrack. I am your new king." The orc motioned to Dalgron's guards. They parted their lances, allowing him to sit on the orc throne. He casually spread his legs to the side, his feet planted firmly on the inlaid gold dais.

      Dalgron squeezed his hands into fists. How had this happened right under his nose? Who was this elf whose skin was so light it was almost translucent? How had he entered the city undetected and taken the throne? Dalgron would have to flog his spies.

      Dalgron chanced a quick glance at his guards. They avoided eye contact. Not one gave any signal they might still be loyal to Dalgron or orckind.

      "You are my general, yes?" Kazrack asked. "If so, I have an order for you."

      Dalgron nodded, unsure how to proceed. If his best guards had defected, he had no chance of fighting Kazrack. Not alone like this. The elves were known for their magic, and if there was one thing Dalgron didn’t trust, it was magic.

      "Make sure your armies spread the word: the orcs have a new king. Keep my borders safe from all intruders, human or orc. And, most importantly, do not cross me. You will live to regret it."

      Two more of Dalgron's traitorous guards emerged from the antechamber, holding the former king's arms in their tight grasp. Rafe didn't even fight. His feet dragged along the floor as his head hung limp.

      "As you see, your old king has given me his throne. Willingly, I might add." Kazrack made a gesture toward Rafe. The orc nodded his head once, his eyes devoid of emotion.

      Kazrack motioned and two more guards emerged, Queen Agamede walking behind them, her head held high but her eyes filled with tears. "And as you can see, the queen has also consented to my ascendancy. Isn't that right, my dear?"

      Agamede looked sorrowfully at her true husband. Her chin quivered as she tore her gaze away, turning to Kazrack. "Yes, my king." Her words were empty, forced.

      Anger exploded in Dalgron's chest. This was not an honorable conquering. Orcs fought. They didn't compel others to follow their will. It was foul elf magic. A queen might defect to a new orc king, attracted to his power and might, but this takeover was a travesty.

      Dalgron blinked, and at that moment, everything changed. The queen smiled, her tears dried. Kazrack no longer appeared threatening. It was as if Dalgron saw exactly what Kazrack wanted him to see.

      Dalgron blinked again, confused. Orc revelers poured into the throne room. A party commenced before his eyes.

      "As you can see, all is well. Is it not?" Kazrack asked as he held out a hand to Queen Agamede. She rested her hand on his, then took her place on the throne next to him.

      "I see now," Dalgron said, not entirely sure he did see. He blinked furiously, but the scene did not change.

      "Protect us, Dalgron," the queen said as he backed out of the room on his way back to the garrison.

      As the doors shut behind him, Dalgron shook his head, utterly confused. What had just happened? Had he seen a happy queen or a queen compelled by magic? And her request to protect them. Had it been the dismissal of a trusted general, or a call for help?
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      Brax saddled his horse, cinching the strap under its barrel. He gave it one final tug, satisfied it was secure. They would be riding out to the pass soon and attempting to break through the orc's defenses. Queen Lissa wanted it to be that simple. Brax was smart enough to know it would be the most difficult military maneuver he'd ever attempted.

      The human kingdom was nothing more than self-imposed exile. The queen believed other kingdoms left them alone due to their might. Brax worried it was because they were so weak the orcs and elves didn't bother with them.

      Yet here they were, advancing on orc lands. The orcs held every advantage. They were stronger. They were elite warriors. They knew the territory. They held the pass through the Barrier Mountains.

      The only thing that gave Brax a shred of hope was that damned mage Damor. He claimed he could trick the orcs, scare them into letting the humans through the pass. If that was true, perhaps they stood a chance. At least they'd be fighting the orcs in the open rather than at the bottleneck.

      "Sir." Jedd came up behind him, out of breath.

      "Yes?" Brax braced himself for more bad news.

      "It's the mage. He's unwell, and he's asking for you."

      Brax took off in a run after Jedd. Without Damor, they'd probably all die unless the orcs were smart enough, or scared enough, to retreat. Brax's boots pounded as he weaved his way through crowds of soldiers preparing to ride off to war. Armor littered the ground. Weapons were strewn about. They were completely disorganized. Brax swallowed his guilt about all the lives that were going to be lost.

      The two men reached the palanquin. The slave orcs stood outside, lazing around, their legs chained to a thick pole at the base of the mage's palanquin.

      "What happened?" Brax knew their names but couldn't tell them apart. All orcs, male and female, looked the same to him. They ignored him, completely oblivious to his presence.

      Brax pulled the fabric aside, his eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness within. "Damor?"

      A quiet rasping breath was his only answer.

      "You might want to go in there, sir," Jedd suggested, his eyebrows raised.

      The last thing Brax wanted was to go into the mage's creepy den, but he had no choice but to face his fear. Brax stepped on the stool outside the palanquin, heaving himself inside.

      "Close the drapes," Damor ordered, his voice barely audible.

      Brax did as he bid.

      Darkness swallowed them. For a moment, Brax wondered if he was still inside the palanquin, or if he'd been magically transported elsewhere. He shook his head, erasing the ridiculous thought from his mind.

      "I heard you are ill. Is there anything I can do to help?" Brax really wanted to know if the mage was healthy enough to help them fight that day.

      "I need rest. I will recover eventually. But you must know what I've discovered." Damor's voice trembled with the effort to speak.

      Brax leaned closer.

      "The orcs are not alone. They have a powerful magic user with them, though not as powerful as me." Damor's words were punctuated by a laugh, then a cough. "I defeated her, but there may be others."

      Brax rubbed his temples. Great. The one advantage they had might be canceled out by the orcs. "So now what? If you aren't well enough to perform magic, how can we guarantee successful passage through the mountains? The queen will have my head...if I survive."

      "You will survive. I have seen it," Damor whispered. "And we will take the pass. You must march today. Don't let anything stand in your way. I will be well soon enough. Besides, the greatest battle lies ahead. The pass is only a stepping stone. Traverse it."

      Brax wanted to throttle the mage. Instead, his hands balled into fists in his lap. He had no idea how to break through the pass. Brute force wouldn't do it. They were on low ground, the orcs on high. It wouldn't work. With archers alone, the orcs could pick them off one by one. They would have to do something creative to defeat the orcs.

      As if reading his mind, Damor said, "Use your cunning to thwart the orcs. Have confidence." A gnarly hand rested on Brax's thigh, squeezing gently.

      Brax pushed the mage's hand off his leg, his whole body tingling with disgust. He hated working with this man. He hated the whole situation.

      Without another word, Brax climbed out of the palanquin, his eyes burning at the sudden appearance of the sun.

      "Sir?" Jedd asked.

      Brax was never so happy to see the man. He clapped Jedd's shoulder. "We ride today. Make sure the army is prepared for battle."

      "Yes, sir." Jedd took off for the center of the camp.

      Brax glanced at the two orcs. "You do a brave service to the humans."

      "We serve as slaves, not of our own accord," one of the orcs growled.

      The other orc nudged her sister with an elbow. "He might hear you."

      "I don't care. The bastard is sick. Hopefully he's dying." The first orc turned to Brax. "And if he dies, breaking his hold on us, you will be the first human I kill." Her eyes were lit with the fire of hatred.

      Brax didn't blame them. He'd hate his life and everyone around him if he was under Damor's control, too. Death for anyone complicit would seem appropriate retribution. She could easily rip him limb from limb before he'd have a chance to fight back. Just like the orcs waiting in the pass.

      Though he hated Damor with every fiber of his being, Brax wanted to believe the mage's prediction that they would live to fight more battles.

      Making his way back to his horse, Brax smiled confidently at his troops, bolstering their confidence, though he worried this might be his last day.

      Before reaching his camp, he took a detour to the royal tent. It stood taller than all the others, the fabric dyed a deep purple and a pennant with a white horse flying from the topmost point.

      "I'd like to see the queen," Brax said to the guard.

      The guard stepped into the tent; a moment later he returned. "The queen will see you."

      Brax strode into the tent, falling to one knee in front of the queen. "I wanted to speak with you before we head to the pass."

      The queen motioned for him to sit on a pillow. Brax sank into the plush fabric. For the second time this morning he sat at the feet of someone who had ultimate control over his life. The people of Soleth were supposedly free, yet he felt almost as much a slave as Damor's orcs.

      "I can smell victory in the air," Queen Lissa said. Her blond hair streamed around her shoulders and down to her knees. Her skin glowed.

      Brax wondered, not for the first time, how she managed to stay so clean during the journey. None of them had had a proper bath in days.

      "Victory smells of blood. Orc blood. You will make the mountains flow with it." She looked at Brax, her haughty eyes sparkling.

      "My queen, the mage—”

      "He is ill. It happens." Queen Lissa waved a perfectly manicured hand in the air. "I trust you can do your job, Commander. Don't prove me wrong." She snapped her fingers. A young child came running from outside, holding a bowl filled with grapes.

      Brax's mouth watered. He hadn't seen fruit since they'd left Soleth.

      The queen noticed his longing stare. Holding one between two fingers, she popped it between his lips. Brax bit into the taut grape, the cool juice exploding in his mouth.

      "Thank you," he said.

      "Remember the taste. We are fighting for our very way of life today, Brax. We stand to lose everything we hold dear. We cannot let the orcs think they own us. We must teach them a lesson, and we must do so swiftly and with force. I'm counting on you to deliver victory directly into my hands today. Can you do that for me?"

      Brax nodded, dazzled by the queen. Perhaps she had her own magic, used to enchant anyone in her presence.

      "We will ride within the hour," he promised her.

      Back outside, Brax surveyed the army, dread again growing in his stomach. This was it. The day would end either in victory or in death. He had only one idea. It was risky, but Brax feared it was his only choice.
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      "They're coming! The humans are advancing!" Reggin yelled to Anthea.

      The young orc looked up, a smile on her face. Finally. It was time for battle. Vron might have fled, but Anthea would meet the puny humans head on. She would destroy them. Etiquette allowed survivors to retreat, but Anthea felt the bloodlust pumping through her veins.

      Today would be a massacre. Anthea's Massacre. It would go down in orc lore as their bloodiest defeat of humankind ever.

      She smacked her chest with her fist, her adrenaline reaching new heights. Today would be her greatest glory. By this time tomorrow, General Dalgron would be rewarding her with a promotion.

      "Orcs! To the pass!" Anthea grabbed her longsword and took off running toward the lookout tower that guarded the pass. Flinging the door to the tower open, she pounded up the steps while the rest of the orc army swarmed the entrance to the pass. They would be ready on the ground while she surveyed the human army.

      "Where is Captain Vron?" one of the two orcs manning the tower asked.

      "Vron is a deserter." Anthea purposely left off his rank. As far as she was concerned, he'd lost all claim to it when he chose the faun and the human child over his own troops. "You report to me now. Tell me, how close are the humans?"

      "See for yourself." The orc stepped back, allowing Anthea to look out the open windows. Her stomach swam at the heights. Taking a deep breath, Anthea pushed herself toward the ledge. She would not be afraid. Not this day.

      The forest spread on both sides of the pass, quiet. The trees stood still as a gentle breeze shook the leaves. In the pass, which was wide enough to carry three orc supply carts abreast, the human army advanced, less than a quarter size of the original estimates.

      Once again, Anthea smiled. This would be child's play.

      "Thank you, back to your stations," she told the sentries. "You've done a good job. I will make sure you are rewarded after our victory."

      Anthea hurried down the spiral stone staircase, eager to reach the front line and engage the fragile humans in mortal combat.

      "Come! Let us meet them in battle!" Anthea called to her fellow orcs.

      "Wait," a voice rang out in the crowd.

      She scanned the faces, her eyes landing on Brienne, a childhood friend.

      "We should wait for them to come to us," Brienne said.

      "No," Anthea argued. "I am in command here. You will follow my orders. We will head them off before they get close enough to sully our border with their filthy blood."

      Anthea waved her sword and took off running. She grinned as she heard the stomp of orcs following. She knew they would listen to her. They were as excited as she was.

      After all, orcs revered nothing more than sending a soul to their death. War was the ultimate in religious cleansing. Not only would the humans’ souls be freed, but Anthea's would be given greater glory when her time came to meet Drothu.

      Anthea stormed past the border of orc land into the pass. It was neutral territory. The mountain was its own entity, a living organism, which the orcs respected greatly. It sheltered them from the rest of the continent. In return, the orcs would protect it from anyone who dared defile it.

      Screaming, with spittle escaping her lips, Anthea raised her sword. Sunlight glinted off of it, anointing her with the power of battle. Today would be her first victory. The orcs behind caught up, standing next to her. Beating their chests and waving their weapons, they made a frightening display of strength.

      The humans stopped their march.

      They were afraid. Anthea could almost smell the urine soiling their pants.

      She bit her lip until the skin broke. Running her tongue over the blood, she drew it into her mouth, savoring the taste. Though orcs weren't cannibals, they often tasted the blood of their enemies as they died, whether from spatter or a direct bite. It fueled their lust for war.

      "Charge!" Anthea yelled.

      The orcs burst forth in droves, running directly at the humans. A volley of arrows met them, but the tips bounced off the orcs' tough skin, sending the wooden shafts to the ground like fallen branches after a storm.

      The first wave of orcs crashed into the humans' shields, toppling the frontline. Their small bones cracked under the weight of the orcs’ feet as they trampled the shield bearers to get to the armed warriors behind.

      A trumpet sounded from the back. Anthea glanced up, looking at the young child on the horse blowing into the brass instrument. Humans brought their young to war? It was pathetic and desperate. Children should be home, tilting at straw men, learning skills. Not watching their parents die.

      Humans were idiots.

      Anthea hacked down the man in front of her, cleaving through his torso with one stroke. The look of surprise on his face as he split in two almost touched her. He hadn't expected to die so quickly. Poor thing.

      Anthea quickly parried a thrust from another human, running her sword through the female's heart. She pulled it out quickly with a wet, sucking noise.

      Just as she was thinking again how easy this battle was, a human nicked her from behind. Anthea turned, her eyes blazing with anger, as she swung her sword at the human's head. But the man ducked, avoiding her blow.

      Anthea stumbled backward as he took the advantage, swinging at her with a dizzying speed she couldn't hope to match. It would take brute strength to stop his attack. Raising her sword above her head, leaving her chest vulnerable for a moment, Anthea dropped her sword on his head, cleaving his body in two like a piece of firewood, blood spraying in every direction.

      Licking her lips, Anthea tasted the blood of the human she'd killed, sending a blessing with his soul. He'd died honorably. She was almost impressed with his tenacity.

      A moment later, she was back in the thick of the battle, helping her fellow troops remove the human infestation from the side of the mountain. They wouldn't traverse the pass today. Not ever.

      The vast majority of the bodies underfoot were human, though a few orcs had succumbed to their attackers. Their souls would go straight to The Nether, as heroes in battle. Anthea continued her fight, barely noticing her own wounds. She lunged and parried, stabbed and sliced, until every human within reach of her sword had fallen.

      Wiping her brow with the back of her arm, Anthea was surprised how quickly she was tiring. Surveying the melee, she could see they'd disposed of perhaps half of the humans. Most of her orcs still stood. Confidence swelled in her chest. They would win and win easily.

      Until a sound from all around rose in the air. The cries of fresh soldiers as they entered in battle. Humans leaped from the forest, surrounding the orcs on three sides.

      "Pull back!" Anthea yelled to her troops.

      But it was too late. In mere moments, the human invaders swelled to an uncountable number, pulling around the orcs in a circle, forcing them into a tight space where they were forced to fight back-to-back at the humans coming at them from all directions.

      "Fight, orcs! Kill these filthy, treacherous humans!" Anthea screamed.

      Swords sliced through the orc horde, wounding them before they could fight back. Arrows flew through the air, piercing their skin as they pressed against each other, with nowhere to go. They were surrounded by humans on all sides.

      A blade found a new home in Anthea’s chest. Within moments, a pounding headache quickly overtook her as her knees buckled, and she fell to the ground.

      Her eyes wild, she glanced at her fellow orcs, many suffering the same fate. She reached out to Reggin, her fingers fumbling at his arm.

      Anthea's eyelids closed as she whispered, "Today will forever be known as Anthea's Massacre.”
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      Tace stretched her arms overhead, cracking her back in three places.

      "Four days," Ademar said with a grunt as he jumped up and down.

      "Felt like a year." Tace rubbed her biceps, urging the blood to flow.

      They'd spent most of the last week hiding in the back of the cart as it rolled over bumpy country roads. Only at night were they allowed out to eat a full meal. During the day they slept or kept silent under the heavy tarp as the cart barreled ever northward.

      The days were cold and the nights even chillier. Still, Tace bathed every night in whatever pond or spring lay nearby, no matter how cold the water. It refreshed her mind, reducing the dull ache she felt for her murdered mother.

      "The two of you whine too much." The old woman sat in a chair, comfortable and happy, as if she'd been perfectly relaxed the last few days instead of hiding with them. Kindara's hands rested in her lap, fingers intertwined. "We'll lie low in this deserted cottage until someone comes for us."

      "Who is coming?" Tace asked. At first, she'd assumed Kindara was taking them to a military camp on the outskirts of Agitar. Instead, they'd traveled much farther than Tace had ever been. She had no idea what awaited them in this cold place.

      "You'll see." Kindara smiled as she took a sip of her tea.

      Ademar grabbed a blanket off a nearby chest, offering it to Tace. She grimaced, grabbing her own from the pile. She didn't need a male, certainly not of the human persuasion, offering her comfort of any kind.

      Wrapping the blanket over her shoulders, Tace reclined on a chaise, resting her head on a soft, embroidered pillow. Ademar sat stiffly on a couch across from her. His nose wrinkled, his eyes pinched. Clearly, he was still uncomfortable. She reached for her own cup of tea on the side table and took a long sip.

      The woody liquid burned her tongue and the roof of her mouth. It was the first warm thing she'd had since hiding in the cart leaving Agitar. She felt wonderful as goose bumps spread over her skin.

      "Do you regret coming with us, human?" Tace asked Ademar.

      He took a deep breath, his shoulders relaxing as he let it out. "No, I don't. Events as of late have certainly been...unexpected. Still, I can't imagine being anywhere else."

      "You don't long for your home in the South, where the sun shines half the night and the women wear skimpy clothing to stay cool?" Tace couldn't help but tease the man. She found herself intrigued by his virginity.

      "No, I don't. My home never felt like a home to me. My family was heavily involved in the military. I spent my youth training for a place in it until Hugh came to our door, asking for an apprentice. I surprised my parents by jumping at the chance. They couldn't tell Hugh no, so they gave me to him. Every day since then has been an adventure. This is no different." He locked eyes with her, taking a sip of his tea.

      "I'm glad to hear that," Kindara said. "What lies ahead will challenge both of you. If one of you isn't up to the challenge, you will both die."

      Tace sat up. "You act as if you know the future."

      "Perhaps I do," Kindara said. "Perhaps I do not."

      Before Tace could utter a biting retort, a piercing cry sliced through the quiet night. "What was that?"

      "Pay it no mind." Kindara waved a dismissive hand in the air.

      The cry came again, tugging at Tace’s very soul. "It's in pain."

      "I suggest leaving it alone," Kindara said.

      "I may not know what it is, but I know it's suffering." Tace sprang from her chair, letting the blanket drop to the chaise.

      She rushed out of the cottage before Kindara could utter a protest. Without looking back, she knew Ademar was hot on her heels. His boots thundered in rhythm with hers as she ran toward the keening.

      While Tace was an assassin by trade, nothing, and no one, should suffer like this. Death was meant to be swift and painless.

      She broke through a line of trees into a clearing. Torches blazed in a circle. Orcs huddled inside, forming their own ring—around what, Tace couldn't see.

      She elbowed her way through the roaring crowd. Some laughed, others shouted encouragement. An orc strolled through the grove, a money belt around his waist, as he took bets from the orcs watching the spectacle.

      Finally, Tace broke through the front line. On the ground, a small, cobalt lizard was chained to a stake. Around it were three starving cats in various stages of mange. Their teeth sparkled in the firelight as they hissed at the lizard.

      One of the cats leaped toward the lizard, striking it with its paw.

      The lizard cried out as its eyes rolled backward. It was the sound Tace had heard in the cottage.

      "Let it go," she yelled, surprised at the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      "Now, now, my dear," the orc with the money belt said. "It's okay. The lizard is but a pest. We're using it to feed our cats."

      "You're torturing it." Tace pushed the bookie into the crowd. Not caring what anyone thought, she jumped into the center ring, grabbed the lizard's chain, and used her teeth to break it. The cats leaped at her, one's claws making contact with her leg.

      Tace reared back to kick the cat, but before she could send it flying, Ademar jumped in between them. "Get it out of here," he yelled to Tace.

      Without hesitating, she scooped the lizard into her arms and took off running.

      With a horde of orcs screaming at her, Tace used up all of the energy she'd saved over the last few days to spring into the forest before any of them could get her.

      For a moment, she worried about leaving Ademar behind, but he'd told her he liked adventure. This would be his greatest yet, if he could fight his way out. It was his choice to stay behind. Besides, it was imperative he be able to defend himself among orcs if they were to continue traveling together. She couldn't spend every moment watching over him.

      Tace reached the cottage. She rested against the wooden wall, her chest heaving. "You're safe now," she whispered to the lizard.

      It nuzzled her with its hard-scaled jaw.

      Tace let her cheek rest against it for a moment before pulling away. She'd never had an animal companion before. Some families did, but hers wasn't wealthy enough to feed any other mouths. Still, this lizard clearly was no one's pet. She wouldn't rescue it from harm only to chain it up again.

      Tace bent over, placing the lizard on the ground. "Go home now." She tapped it on the head. "Go on."

      The lizard looked up at her, its slitted eyes curious. It blinked once.

      "You're free. Find your family." Tace's voice cracked on the last word.

      The lizard took a step closer to Tace.

      "Not this way." Tace pointed into the forest. "That way."

      The lizard sat back on its hind legs, its front legs waggling in the air. Tace couldn't help but laugh. It looked so silly sitting like a human with its tail sticking out behind it.

      "You're cute, and you know it. I suppose you'd like something to eat?" Tace reached into the pouch she kept tied around her waist, pulling out a crumbly hunk of bread. She held in her palm and offered it to the lizard. "Here you go. It's all I've got right now."

      The lizard's mouth opened, and a forked tongue snatched the bread. The lizard chewed, its eyes contentedly closed.

      "Now get on your way," Tace said.

      The lizard dropped again to all fours. It uttered a strange growl. Then its back separated into two pieces.

      "What the—?” Tace stumbled backward. A rustling in the forest drew her gaze.

      Ademar burst through the trees, his eyes wide. "What in the name of Solnar?"

      Tace glanced back to her lizard, which was now flying—flying!—in front of her. "Lizards can't fly," she said, stunned.

      "That's no lizard," Ademar said.

      "That's a dragon," Tace whispered, stunned.

      "A what?" Ademar asked.

      "It's a powerful being of myth," Tace said. There was much more she could have told him, about what dragons were and what they represented to orcs. She chose not to.

      "Much like..." Ademar's eyes rested on Tace's face.

      She reached up, touching the two small tusks protruding from her mouth. "Like orcs," she finished for him. "To humans who keep themselves isolated in the South, we are strange creatures, aren't we?"

      The dragon's cobalt wings flapped languidly, and it landed gently on Tace's shoulder. Its claws settled into the fabric of her cloak.

      "Well, human," Tace said, "welcome to your fantasy world."
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      Ademar sat at the wooden table, trying not to make eye contact with the dragon coiled around Tace's neck. The first time the dragon had paid him attention, it attempted to burn his eyebrows off with a targeted burst of flame. The damn thing had succeeded, too. At least with one eyebrow.

      Of course, Tace had laughed and scratched the dragon under its chin. She would find that funny. Ademar self-consciously rubbed his temples, trying to avoid the tender skin where the eyebrow had once been.

      "When are we leaving again?" he asked Kindara. They'd been at the cabin for three days now. No one had come or gone. Kindara had been oddly silent the entire time, as if she were waiting for something to happen. The orcs they'd disrupted the other night either had no interest in coming after them or weren't able to find them. Everything had been quiet. Too quiet.

      Silence hung over the cottage.

      "I didn't come all this way to hide in a cottage for the rest of my life." Ademar was frustrated. Since Hugh's death, he didn't know what to do with his life. Going home wasn't an attractive option, but neither was sitting on his arse in the middle of nowhere. He wondered if he'd made a grave mistake in coming here.

      "We are waiting for a sign," Kindara said, her wrinkled hands in her lap.

      Tace slammed her hands on the table. "I can't just sit like this. Get up, human!"

      Ademar stood without a second thought.

      "Good, he can follow orders,” Tace said to Kindara with a wink.

      Ademar fought the urge to sit again out of spite.

      "Come on. Let's go outside." Tace motioned to Ademar. "I want to teach you some basic swordplay. It might be useful for you to learn."

      "I don't have a sword." Ademar held out his empty hands.

      Tace laughed again. The dragon on her shoulder licked her face with its forked tongue. "We'll start out with branches. You would hurt yourself with a real sword." She strode out the door, leaving it open behind her.

      Ademar looked at Kindara.

      "Go, boy. Learn something new. If nothing else, it gives the two of you something to do. Perhaps we'll all be a little less stir crazy." Kindara stood.

      Ademar exited the cottage. He found Tace breaking branches from trees and brandishing them in the air. She had discarded four before she found two branches apparently worthy of mock battle.

      Tace tossed one to Ademar. "Catch!"

      He reached out, startled, but managed to catch the knobby wood in both hands. He changed his grasp to his right hand, ready to spar.

      "Next time, catch it with your sword hand in the first place." Tace sauntered over to him, swishing her stick in the air. The dragon seemed to mock him with its eyes.

      What do I do first?" Ademar shuffled his feet back and forth, imitating the dance of swordsmen at work, kicking up a whirlwind of pine needles around his ankles.

      "Hold still." Tace smacked him on the bicep with her branch. "Did that hurt?"

      It smarted, but Ademar shook it off.

      Tace hit him again, harder. "How about that?"

      Ademar bit the inside of his lip, shaking his head.

      Tace lashed her branch across his arm, this time cutting right through the fabric and drawing blood. "Fight back!" she yelled.

      "But you told me to stay still," Ademar said, ignoring the sharp pain in his arm.

      "Never do as your opponent says. Rule one. Now, fight. Let's see what you've got." Tace ran forward, attacking.

      Ademar crossed his arms in front of his face to ward off her attack, but none came.

      He peeked through his arms as he slowly lowered them. Tace was laughing, and she wasn't trying to hide her amusement.

      "Are all humans so fearful? If so, that explains why they've never advanced beyond the Barrier Mountains." Tace doubled over.

      Anger rose in Ademar's chest. He'd never fought before. What did she expect? How could holding a stupid branch transform him into a warrior? He leaped toward Tace, swinging his stick in the air. Just before it could land on her head, her laughing stopped and she expertly blocked him.

      "Very good, human." Her lips curled into a smile. "You do have the instinct. I needed to draw it out of you." Tace pushed him back, standing with her feet apart.

      Ademar mirrored her stance, his heart pounding. He'd never struck out at anyone before. Aggression wasn't a part of who he was.

      At least he hadn't thought it was.

      Maybe he could learn to fight. Hugh had always encouraged Ademar to be open to learning from those who were different. It appeared Tace could teach him a lot.

      "Let's try again." Tace pointed the tip of her branch at him. "I suspect this time you'll put more effort into fighting back."

      Tace leaped toward Ademar, and he stepped sideways. She landed just past where he'd been. She smiled, her tusks gleaming in the sunlight. This time she didn't need to praise him. Ademar knew he'd reacted properly.

      They fought until the sun crossed over to the other side of the sky, only breaking for water. Sweat poured down Ademar's face, which was another strange sensation. Life as a priest hadn't prepared him for the rigors of training for battle. He was soft, but if he kept this up, his muscles would soon harden.

      She taught him how to block and parry. How to attack and defend. How to watch your opponent's eyes as much as their sword. How to match their footwork in an intricate dance.

      "One last battle." Tace squared her shoulders. Hours ago her dragon had slunk off, tired of the bumpy ride on her shoulders as they fought across the uneven surface of the forest floor. It had followed Kindara back into the cottage as the sun beat on them in the heat of the day. "Are you prepared?"

      Ademar nodded. He wasn't, really. He was exhausted and thirsty. His muscles screamed for respite. Still, if Tace wanted one more fight, he would give it to her.

      Ademar swished his branch in the air, trying to ignore the searing pain in his bicep. His shoulder was close to falling out of its socket, he knew it.

      Tace attacked hard, harder than she had the whole day, coming at Ademar with a fury he'd never witnessed. Her eyes turned red as the bloodlust took over.

      Ademar swallowed his fear, fighting back as valiantly as he could, desperately attempting to remember all she'd taught him. Within moments, all of his training dissolved. He couldn't recall any of the moves. All he could see was the anger in Tace's eyes.

      For a moment he wondered if she'd forgotten he was her ally. If he was about to die.

      Ademar backed away, tripping over his own feet. He fell to the ground with a thud, hitting the back of his head on the ground.

      Tace dropped on her knee next to him, her branch only a hair’s breadth from his throat. Her chest heaved as she took in deep breaths. She bit her upper lip, then closed her eyes. She sank onto the ground next to him.

      "You lost," she whispered.

      "I know," he said. "Did you expect me to win?"

      "No. But I thought you might get one hit in." Tace nudged Ademar with her elbow.

      They lay there together as darkness slowly overtook daylight. Ademar felt his breathing return to normal along with Tace's. He closed his eyes, thinking of the deep metal tub he had in Agitar. Hot water. Salt. It had soothed any pain he experienced, though he'd never been in this much pain before. Maybe it wouldn't have been enough.

      Tace rolled onto her side, propping herself on one elbow. "You tried admirably today, human."

      "Can you call me Ademar?" he asked. "It's better than being called ‘human’ all the time. I don't call you ‘orc.’"

      "Yes, of course, Ademar." Tace smiled.

      He noticed her eyes were back to their normal violet.

      Maybe the two of them could find common ground. Perhaps one day he'd even call her a friend. If he was lucky, she would do the same. For now, it was enough for her to use his name.

      The door to the cottage burst open. Kindara ran out, the dragon hot on her heels. The old orc's arms flailed. "The sign. I have it. The time has come!"

      "Time for what?" Ademar sat up quickly, brushing off the pain in his lower back. He followed Kindara's gaze into the sky and realized he'd asked a very silly question.
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      Tace leaped to her feet. Ademar awkwardly joined her. It was obvious how much his body ached. She almost felt bad for pushing him so hard. She'd done it only to prepare him as best she could. She had no idea when she'd have another chance to teach him. He probably didn't realize she had focused solely on self-defense. Aggressive attack strategies could come after he'd learned to stay alive.

      The old orc's hair whipped around in the growing breeze. The day had been hot and dry, oppressively so. The breeze was a welcome respite from the heat, but as Kindara's eyes searched the darkening sky, Tace became more nervous. "Kindara?"

      She turned to Tace. "It's coming."

      "What's coming?" Ademar asked.

      A storm was just that. It wasn't a sign of anything. Before Tace could question her again, Kindara ran into the forest with speed belying her years.

      "We've come this far," Ademar said with a shrug and a wince as he took off after the old orc.

      Tace motioned to the dragon. It spread its wings and flew to her shoulder, wrapping itself around her neck.

      In only a few days time, Tace had become used to the dragon, despite worrying what its presence meant. The dragon was the symbol of the Defiants—those who stood against the religion of Drothu. Her parents had believed in the cause so fervently that Tace had become an assassin to save all of their souls. The more orcs she killed honorably, the closer her entire family got to entering The Nether upon death. Or that was the idea, before Hugh killed himself. Her heart ached, worrying they may not have made it into the afterlife. It was her fault if they hadn't.

      Her chest burned with every breath as she drew up alongside Ademar. She gave him a curt nod of greeting, which he returned.

      They weren't friends, just companions. In her line of work, she didn't need friends. You never knew whom you’d be called upon to kill next.

      Kindara's dress flapped behind her as she sped through the forest, deftly avoiding low branches and leaping over fallen logs. She didn't look back once to see if Tace and Ademar were behind her. It was almost as if she were possessed.

      "What do you think she's looking for?" Ademar said between breaths.

      "I don't know," Tace answered. "Hopefully we'll find out before our legs give out."

      Ademar smiled at her. Tace was surprised to feel her own lips curl up at the sides. She snapped her head forward, in time to duck under a branch. She pushed ahead of Ademar, not giving him a backward glance. He may want to be friends, but she didn't.

      "Come! We're almost there!" Kindara's voice traveled on the wind through the trees.

      Tace picked up her pace, finally catching up with the old orc.

      "Where are we going?" Tace was losing patience.

      "You'll see!" Kindara cackled, then with another burst of speed left Tace far behind.

      Tace bit her lip, forcing herself to run faster. Clearly, it was her exhaustion from the day's training. Kindara couldn't be faster than she was. It wasn't possible.

      Finally, they broke through the trees into a clearing. In the center was a large rock, standing on end, taller than Tace if she had been standing on Ademar's shoulders.

      The storm raged above them, more violent now that they had lost the protection of the forest canopy. Silver clouds writhed for domination.

      Tace reached out, walking toward the stone as if it were calling to her, demanding she stand before it. Everything else faded away. Kindara. Ademar. Everything except the dragon on her shoulder. Its claws dug into her.

      Tace's fingertips brushed the cool gray stone.

      Her body jerked, and her eyes closed. All she felt was the icy stone and the dragon on her shoulder.

      Her body relaxed.

      Tace sank to the ground.

      There was no more pain. No more sadness.

      "You will join us." A cacophony of voices screamed in her ear. "Come to us. Be one with us."

      Tace tried to respond, but her lips wouldn't move.

      "Find us!" the voices screamed again.

      Tace wanted to ask who they were. Where were they? How could she find them? But they left as quickly as they'd come.

      "Tace?" Ademar yelled in her face. "Tace!"

      She reflexively punched him in the gut.

      He recoiled, then laughed. "Glad you're back with us."

      "Back? Was I gone?" Tace rubbed her forehead. The dragon nuzzled her neck, its wet nose tickling her skin.

      "What did you see?" Kindara's face was in front of Tace, so close their noses almost touched.

      Tace scooted backward, away from the old orc's inquiring eyes.  "I didn't see anything." It was the truth. She'd only heard strange voices. "I must have been struck by lightning." Tace looked up at the sky. The storm was already moving on.

      "You weren't struck by lightning. Besides, the storm ended as quickly as it started," Ademar said. "Something happened when you touched the stone." He reached out, his hand shaking. Then he thrust it forward, his palm landing on the rock where Tace's had been. He shrugged, pulling it back. "Nothing for me. Maybe it was some freak lightning strike."

      Unsure her legs would hold, Tace remained seated, not willing to admit to her companions how shaken she was. The skies were calm, as if the storm never happened.

      Ademar walked around the stone, stopping on the other side. Tace could only see one boot sticking out.

      "This is interesting," Ademar said. "Come over here and take a look."

      Tace rose reluctantly and was surprised to find her legs were steady. "What is it?" she asked as she made her way toward him.

      Ademar pointed at the stone. Five strange runes were carved into it.

      "What do they mean?" Tace asked, looking at Kindara.

      "They are ancient symbols of power. Representations of ancient relics lost to us." Kindara rested a finger on the bottom rune. "This one is the staff of power. See how the staff stands in a mound?"

      Tace traced the curled top around and down into a straight line. It intersected a half moon.

      "And the next?" Ademar asked, his curiosity obviously piqued.

      "The next is the sunrise and sunset, living together in harmony," Kindara said.

      Tace's fingers traced the half moon on the top and the half moon underneath it. A curved line ran between them.

      "The third is familiar to me," Tace said, reaching up toward the next rune.

      A straight line separated a W and its mirror image.

      "This symbolizes the conflict we all feel within ourselves." Hordain had it tattooed on his right bicep. Once, he'd explained its meaning to Tace. All assassins knew ending lives would bring them closer to salvation. Still, there was always a part of them that wondered if it was the right thing to do. He found strength in admitting his shortcomings, for he knew Drothu prized death above all other things.

      "What about the one above it?" Ademar asked. He pointed to the triangle with a circle drawn around its three points, a dot in the center.

      "That represents the soul," Kindara answered, her voice suddenly soft. "And the top rune. Do not attempt to touch it."

      "Why?" Ademar asked, leaning forward to inspect it. It was a triangle with three wavy lines, one bisecting each side.

      "The final rune represents Drothu. It is the most sacred of symbols. It is untouchable." Kindara's voice was little more than a whisper. "It is the sign we have been looking for."

      Tace turned to the old orc, once again convinced the female was losing her mind. "It is an ancient symbol, one our people found in caves buried deep under Agitar. No one knows what it really represents."

      "It is Drothu," Kindara said. "And if you don't believe me, then what spoke to you while you were passed out?"

      Tace pressed her lips together. She hadn't told them she'd heard voices. She hadn't wanted to believe they were real. After all, the sounds were probably just Ademar prancing around while he worried she was dead. Nothing more.

      "Tell us, Tace. Drothu spoke to you in his many-layered voices. He is the voice of all of us, wrapped into one. Tell us what he said," Kindara cajoled.

      Ademar reached out for Tace's hand. "I may be an outsider. I don't understand the orc religion, but as a holy man, I do know one thing. When voices from another realm speak, I listen. If something spoke to you, you must heed its call."

      Tace took a deep breath. "It said I have to find it and join it. Whatever that means."

      "It means, my dear," Kindara said, "that your journey has just begun."
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      Maysant crouched behind a bush, nocking an arrow. She'd tracked the deer most of the day, and she was hungry. Her food supplies had dwindled to nothing in the heat of summer. If she was going to stay in the forest until winter, then she would need to kill this buck, and perhaps one of his friends.

      The old buck was slow, but it knew this part of the Tingale forest better than she. Maysant hoped he would lead her to another male. Perhaps they'd engage in battle, locking antlers. She could then take both.

      But only if the other buck was as old as this one. She wouldn't kill a young buck, nor a doe. Without them, the deer population would fall. Maysant only wished to take those whose lives were close to ending naturally.

      Maysant revered all living beings in the wild—animal and plant alike. Her goddess had populated the planet with food for her people. She gave thanks for each death. Not only for the deer, but also for the roots and tubers. They grew from the earth, nurtured by rain and the sun. They, too, felt pain at the moment of death. One day, her body, too, would feed a living organism. Until then, she would only help animals to their death if they had nothing else left to give.

      A rustle off to the side caught Maysant's attention. Drawing her bow, she took a deep breath, preparing to let the arrow fly. She focused, closing one eye, waiting for the old buck to wander into view.

      Another rustle. Leaves shivered as the deer took a step. Maysant could see one hoof. But that wasn't enough. She would only take the shot when she could see its chest. One arrow. One shot, so the deer wouldn't suffer.

      Maysant had patience beyond her years. At 117, she was barely an adult. Her pointed elven ears twitched under hair so pale blond it almost appeared white. She waited. The deer would appear in front of her soon enough.

      Something burst out of the trees from her left. Maysant lost her balance and tumbled backward, accidentally loosing her arrow.

      Cursing under her breath, she sprang to her feet. Holding her bow solidly in her left hand, Maysant sprinted toward the scuffle. She hadn't seen any bears in this part of the forest, nor any great cats, but whatever had charged her deer was large. She had no interest in killing it, but if she was going to survive in this forest, she had to know what else was out there.

      A crack ripped through the air. She said a little prayer the buck's neck had broken and not a weaker part of the body. Everyone needed to eat, but allowing another animal to suffer was cruel.

      Maysant slipped between two fir trees, finally able to see the creature.

      Except it wasn't an animal. It was a human, a very large male. He was mostly naked, other than a ripped pair of pants hanging precariously around his waist. He dragged the buck behind him, its body bumping over every fallen log.

      The buck's eyes met Maysant's. Its mouth dropped open, and a weak baa fell from its lips.

      The poor thing was in pain. Why would any human do this to an elderly buck? Maysant grabbed an arrow, nocked it, and let it fly to the buck's heart. It went limp, its eyes closing.

      The man stopped and turned around. One eye drooped, as well as the side of his mouth. A small, glistening river of drool dripped from his lips.

      Maysant stumbled backward, but it was too late. He had already seen her.

      He let the buck fall to the ground. His massive bulk broke branches as he stalked toward her.

      Maysant trembled with fear. She'd never spoken directly with a human before. Her mother had allowed her to live in the Tingale Forest under one condition: she must stay away from both humans and orcs. So far she'd been successful. Both races seemed to prefer the comfort of their cities. Few traversed the deep forest, and those who did were so clumsy that Maysant had always been able to hide in the trees before they stumbled upon her.

      The man mumbled something Maysant couldn't understand. She spoke both human and orc. This man's speech was incomprehensible.

      Her heart pounded wildly, fear spreading through her body. She could take her bow and shoot him, but he hadn't proven himself a danger to her. She could take no life except for food or in self-defense. Her heart told her to stay her hand while her head screamed at her to defend herself.

      But from what?

      A man who was clearly in distress of some kind? She'd seen humans on her home continent of Gailwyn. Humans who had their wits about them. This man had problems. Until she knew what they were, Maysant wouldn't hurt him.

      She scrambled to a nearby tree, leaping onto the first branch. He shuffled closer, his long legs carrying him farther than her short ones. Maysant climbed up three more branches, sure she was out of his reach.

      The man stopped under the tree and looked up at her with curious eyes.

      "Ghrol."

      Now that he was closer, she could make out the word. Ghrol. He said it over and over again. What did it mean? She searched her memory, trying to think of a human word that came close.

      "Ghrol." The man tapped himself on the chest.

      "Ghrol?" Maysant said in the human tongue. "Is that your name?"

      Ghrol nodded, a smile curling up at the corner of his mouth.

      "Maysant." Her hand fluttered over her chest.

      "Msent," Ghrol said.

      "Yes, Maysant." She wasn't sure what else to say to him. Though he didn't seem aggressive, she still wasn't sure what his intentions were.

      "Ghrol eat." He pointed back toward the dead deer. "Msent eat?"

      Maysant swallowed. She was hungry, and she had been hunting the deer for her dinner. Her mouth watered as she thought of venison cooked over a fire. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to eat with Ghrol if he was willing to share.

      Maysant shimmied down the tree. She smiled up at Ghrol, who stood a head taller than she. Her mother would never know if she ate one meal with a human. What could it hurt? "Thank you, Ghrol."

      Ghrol smiled, motioning her to follow him back to the deer.

      Maysant ran behind him, struggling to keep up with his long strides. She slipped her bow into the sheath on her back as her heartbeat went back to normal. This man didn't mean her any harm. He appeared to be alone, possibly shunned by his own people for his strangeness.

      That was something Maysant understood. She, too, didn't fit in back home in Gailwyn. She was small for an elf. Most were imposingly tall and graceful. Maysant was short and clumsy. It was only when she had a bow in her hands that she seemed to show some measure of grace.

      When they arrived at the clearing where Ghrol had left the deer, Maysant gathered an armful of twigs and set about making a cooking fire.

      Ghrol leaned over and with one crank of his hand ripped a leg clean off the deer's trunk. Blood spurted out in all directions, spraying Maysant's clothes.

      "Oh!" She stood up, her hands flailing. Her first instinct was to wipe it off, but her fingers, too, were covered in sticky blood. "Ghrol, no!"

      Ghrol looked at her, confused, then sank his teeth into the deer's bloody haunch.

      Maysant recoiled. Humans ate their meat cooked. Raw meat wreaked havoc on the bowels. Everyone knew that! "Put that down!" she ordered.

      Ghrol took another bite, chewing with his mouth open.

      Maysant wrapped her arms around her stomach. This was disgusting, not at all what she'd had in mind when she'd agreed to share with him.

      "Msent?" Ghrol held out the mutilated leg to her.

      Maysant shook her head. Her appetite was gone. Utterly destroyed. This was not how you honored a life you had taken. This was desecration.

      Ghrol dropped the leg, his eyes widening, his pupils turning a strange red. Eyebrows furrowed, Ghrol stood and took two steps toward Maysant.

      She trembled. Maysant's mother had warned her never to trust a human. She had thought her old-fashioned and overprotective. It seemed her mother had been right after all.

      Ghrol reached toward her, massive fingers curling as he swiped.

      Maysant jumped to the side, grateful she made such a small target for the brute. Unfortunately, she landed badly, falling gracelessly onto the hard ground.

      Ghrol's lips parted, revealing large square teeth. The drool flowed again, dripping onto his chest.

      Maysant wanted to scream, but her throat was too dry. Instead, the sound echoed in her mind as she closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable. She hoped he killed her quickly, unlike what he'd done to the deer.

      As she held her breath, Maysant felt a strange whoosh of air over her head.

      She opened her eyes again. Ghrol was no longer in front of her. Instead, he was behind her, screaming.

      Maysant scrambled to her feet, grabbing the bow out of its sheath. She nocked an arrow and let it fly toward the large, black panther in Ghrol's hands. The arrow hit true, landing in the panther's heart.

      It took one last stuttering breath, then went limp in Ghrol's grasp.

      He turned toward Maysant, holding the panther toward her. "Msent eat?"

      Her legs shaking, Maysant smiled stupidly. "Yes, Ghrol and Maysant eat."

      She sat on a fallen log, wondering what she'd gotten herself into.
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      Damor smirked as his palanquin crossed the border into orc territory. Brax had kept up his end of the bargain, leading an effective strike on the ground. But if Damor hadn't eliminated the orcs' mage, they might have been decimated. He wondered if they knew how lucky they were to have him. Probably not, the ungrateful wretches.

      "Stop! I need to speak with the mage!" Queen Lissa's voice drifted to Damor. The orcs carefully set the palanquin down. Since the orcs' defeat, his two slaves had been more compliant. Maybe they finally realized there was no escape.

      The curtains to his palanquin fell open as the queen climbed in. She sat facing him, her blond curls cascading over her shoulders and down her body until they rested gently on the pillows underneath her.

      Damor, expecting a smile from his queen, was surprised to see a pout and furrowed brow instead. "What is it, my queen?"

      "I brought you along on this campaign, Damor, because you promised you could help me win against the orcs. Instead, you hid in here like a frightened baby bunny. It's pathetic."

      "But, my queen, we did win."

      "Thanks to Brax!" She folded her arms, propping her ample breasts up on them.

      Damor struggled to keep his eyes on her face. "I was working from the shadow world. I found a mage in the orc's army and destroyed her, making way for our victory today. Didn't Brax tell you?"

      The queen bit her cherry lower lip. "No. So you did do something to help?"

      "Of course. I live only to serve you." Damor bent at the waist, bowing to her. She was the only person he would ever lower himself to.

      "Good. I expect more from you, though. Something flashy. Something people can appreciate. You know”—she leaned in closer, allowing him a peek down her dress—"many of our people distrust you. They think you should be left behind, at best, burned at worst."

      "I will do my best, my queen." Damor closed his eyes, resisting another glance. She was his queen, and he would never have her. Not in that way.

      "Thank you." She sat up again, adjusting the top of her dress as if she'd realized she'd shown him more than she meant to. "Now, have you seen ahead? Do you know what waits for us in the great city of Agitar?"

      Damor dipped his head. "I have spent some time casting a net toward Agitar. The city is in chaos. The king has abdicated his throne. Orcs are gathering to fight, but there is something I know that they do not."

      The queen raised one eyebrow. "And what is that?"

      "Someone has already taken the throne in secret."

      The queen's lips formed another pout. "How dare they? I want to enslave the orcs for what they did to my father."

      "An elf."

      "An elf?" Queen Lissa asked, incredulous. "I thought they spent all of their time avoiding Doros, except to visit the Library of Filamir. They think they're above us."

      "I do not know, but one has taken the throne and the orc queen."

      "No!" The queen punched the pillows. "I wanted to take the orc queen for myself. I've never been with an orc before. I have always wondered what they do with those tusks..."

      "My queen," Damor said, feeling like he was losing his grip on the conversation, "we must act quickly. If we can storm the throne before the orcs retaliate, we may have a chance."

      "And tell me," Lissa said, "is there an elf army coming?"

      Damor hesitated. He had tried to see across the Orianna Sea, but his vision hadn't been strong enough. His magic was still depleted from sending Sally to kill the other mage. He'd regained much of his strength, but not all of it.

      "Damor?" the queen asked, impatient.

      "No. They are not coming. This appears to be the work of one rogue elf." The lie slipped easily off his tongue, though this was the first time he'd ever lied to his beloved queen. He felt strange, almost ashamed. Still, it was best she believed he knew all. If she was disappointed with him, she might send him home in disgrace.

      Damor was more useful to his queen here. Once she took the orc throne, she would need his counsel and protection. The army was her muscle, yes, but he was the shield protecting her from all harm.

      "Good. Then our next step will be to subdue the orc clans, march on Agitar, and teach them a very harsh lesson." Queen Lissa rubbed her hands together with glee. "My father preached tolerance toward the orcs, but look where that got him. I will not be so gullible. I will avenge him."

      Without another word, the queen climbed out of the palanquin, leaving Damor in the darkness again. He rested his eyes, grateful she had taken the light with her. His headaches were frequent lately, and the light triggered them more quickly than anything else. He couldn't cast spells while wracked with pain.

      Damor cast his mind out to the west again, toward the land where the elves lived. He'd met a few in his lifetime. As a young man, he had studied in the Library of Filamir. It was a haven for intellectuals of all sorts, where they could mingle without fear of judgment. Humans, elves, and orcs, among many other lesser races, could speak on matters of the mind. Arms weren't allowed in the library. They were collected at the door and returned upon leaving.

      Damor spent a year at the there as an apprentice mage in residence. There he had attempted arcane spell casting. He had succeeded eventually, though he only informed others of his failures. He had to keep the true scope of his powers hidden from jealous mages. His small size had left him open to teasing from the others. He had vowed one day to show them all exactly how powerful he was.

      That day was coming. He would rule beside his queen as the most powerful mage on the continent of Doros. Everyone would know his name. They would fear him. They would lust after his knowledge.

      The queen's victory would be as much his as hers, though he would never say so in her presence. He knew better than to let her know how high his ambitions soared. She preferred to believe everything was her idea, her success. He would never take that away from her.

      Damor sighed as he let his mind return to the palanquin. Again, he was unable to cross the Orianna Sea to spy on the elves. It was almost as if they had blocked him... but that wasn't possible. It would take an entire army of mages to cover the Orianna with a spell strong enough to stop him.

      No, he needed to wait, to build up his strength again.

      The palanquin jerked as the orcs picked it up and began walking again. Damor chuckled to himself. It would be a thing of beauty to march around Agitar with his two sweet slaves bending to his will in front of their own kind.

      As he laughed, Damor summoned clouds. They rolled over the sun, casting a huge shadow across the army. Damor opened the curtains on his palanquin a bit, enjoying the fresh air. He wasn't at his strongest, but a small spell like that allowed him some time to enjoy the outdoors like everyone else.

      And it was important they all know Damor was just like them. Not a freak they wanted to get rid of, but a trusted ally in the war they all so desperately wanted to win.
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      Brax settled into his saddle, the trot lulling him into the first peaceful moment he'd had since leaving Soleth. Except he couldn't fully relax. Ghrol had been missing for days. His brother had fled during the damned mage's storm. Ghrol had always been afraid of thunder and lightning, ever since he was a little boy.

      On the nights it stormed, Brax would descend into Ghrol's cellar under his cottage and comfort his brother until the storm passed. Now his brother was out there, somewhere, lost and alone. There was nothing Brax could do about it unless he left the army. Even if he managed to find Ghrol, he could never return home. Queen Lissa would have his head for desertion.

      So with a heavy heart, he remained in her service, hoping against all hope his brother would reappear soon.

      Brax scanned the edge of the forest, looking for any sign of his brother's presence. So far, nothing indicated Ghrol was out there. The scouts hadn't reported anything unusual either, though, of course, they were primarily watching for orc reinforcements.

      After the massacre, the orc watchtower had released seven ravens with messages tied to their ankles, all flying in different directions before Brax's troops could dispose of them. Now twenty of Brax’s soldiers controlled the watchtower. Unfortunately, they had lost the advantage of surprise. The orcs would know what happened at the pass, and next time Brax felt the humans wouldn't be so lucky.

      And luck it was. If the orcs hadn't been so overconfident, marching right into their trap, the humans would have been slaughtered. Instead, Brax's plan had worked perfectly.

      No thanks to Damor.

      The mage had promised to show his strength at the battle, but instead he'd hidden in his palanquin behind his orc guards. Brax didn't like the mage at all. In fact, he wondered if Damor's frailty was an act. Maybe the man was working with the damned orcs. If that was true, maybe that's why they'd won so easily at the pass.

      Orcs were notoriously strong fighters, but those they'd faced at the pass fought like untrained children. Either they'd had the wrong impression of orcs all along, or someone was trying to trick them. Perhaps they were marching into a trap themselves.

      Brax's gaze turned back to Damor's palanquin. The orcs carrying it strode next to the queen's guard. Damor was Lissa's beloved pet, trailing her everywhere she went. Brax couldn't understand why she kept the mage around. He promised much and delivered nothing.

      "Sir?" Jedd asked as he pulled his horse alongside Brax's.

      "Yes?" Brax immediately withdrew from his own thoughts.

      "We are approaching an orc town. It's beyond that ridge." Jedd pointed to the west.

      Brax squinted into the sun setting over the grassy plateau. It was hard to believe that just beyond was another set of enemies.

      "We camp here." Brax pulled on the reins. "Send a messenger to the queen."

      "Yes, sir!" Jedd turned his horse around, waving someone to attend him. He spoke to the young girl, who took off, riding like the wind toward the queen.

      Brax dismounted, his feet hitting the ground hard. He'd survived one battle, and already he was exhausted, tired of a war he wasn't sure he believed in. Tomorrow he'd be back at it again, fighting for his queen to take a throne that wasn't hers. Doing exactly the opposite of what her father would have wanted.

      Brax had spoken with Hugh only once. He'd been a deeply spiritual man, loving all living beings—orcs included. Hugh and Brax had seen the same deep-seated anger in their fellow humans. Both strove for a better world. That was why Hugh left to live in Agitar. He believed in learning more about the orcs, hoping to prove to his fellow humans there was nothing to fear.

      Hugh had died for his cause. Now Brax was avenging his death. It made him sick. How could the queen have grown up with such a great man and yet become such a warmonger?

      With the entire army, Brax pitched camp. Jedd reminded him to move inward, letting the other soldiers form a ring around the queen. Brax's own tent stood guard at the edge of the inner circle. It was similar to the formation they'd used while attacking the orcs. Circles seemed to serve them well.

      Cook fires were started, then doused as soon as the day's final meal was prepared. They weren't far from the orc town of Gunder, but still, they didn't need to announce their exact location in the dark. One more night's sleep and they'd be at it again. Back to the fighting. The death.

      Brax swallowed hard. He had little stomach for aggression. Still, he loved his people. No one else was prepared to lead them. Jedd was smart, but he was young. After the war, perhaps he could take over from Brax.

      Assuming anyone survived.

      Brax tucked into his bedroll, but he remained awake long after the others in nearby tents had begun their snoring.

      Once Brax was sure they were all asleep, he slithered out of his bedroll, stepping carefully between the sleeping soldiers and support crew until he arrived on the outskirts of the camp. He stopped, listening for any sound of alert. None came. Even the guards on the front of the camp, between the soldiers and the orc town, didn't notice him. He considered berating them for laziness, but checked himself. They weren't watching their own people. Their eyes and ears were trained on the orcs far away.

      Brax slipped into the forest, feeling like he'd entered an entirely new world. The tree branches created a ceiling so low Brax had to stoop to enter. Bugs sang in the darkness, their song so loud he shivered at the thought of how many surrounded him. He stepped carefully through the undergrowth, looking for any sign of his brother. He had hoped entering the forest would bring Ghrol crashing through the branches.

      But, no. Brax was alone. Ghrol was nowhere to be seen.

      His heart heavy with everything he'd lost, Brax sat on a nearby stump. The trunk of the tree was on the ground next to him, its broken edges sticking out like spikes.

      "Ghrol," he called out weakly, not wanting anyone at the camp to hear.

      It was completely pointless. He knew it, but he couldn't help himself. He had to try. Ghrol was his brother. Despite everything, Brax loved him.

      At the same time, he knew he needed to sleep. If not, he'd be useless on the battlefield the next morning. He couldn't allow any soldiers to die because he was tired.

      Brax stood, taking a few more steps into the forest. An intense buzzing caught his ear. Brax moved closer to the sound, coming upon a deer torn limb from limb and the remains of a dead panther next to it.

      Few animals could have killed both. Perhaps a bear, but as far as Brax knew, there weren't any bears in this part of the forest. A rare beam of moonlight cast through the canopy, illuminating the deadly scene. Brax looked closer, stunned to find a broken arrow through the heart of the deer.

      This wasn't solely the work of a hunter. Orcs were strong, yes, but they were too civilized to rip animals apart in this fashion.

      It had to be Ghrol.

      But who was he with? Who used the arrows?

      Brax hoped it was someone who would care for his brother while they were separated. With his heart a little lighter, Brax crept back into camp and settled into his bedroll again. He fell asleep, dreaming of his brother.
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      Ademar sat on the floor of the cabin, his back against the wooden wall. Tace lay on the bed on the other side of the room, her back to him and the dragon curled up at the small of her back. Its head rested on its forearms, eyes alert.

      Already it loved her and protected her. Ademar still felt uneasy around the creature, mainly because it seemed to eye him as if it didn't quite trust him around Tace. Ademar had seen dogs do the same with their owners, snarling at anyone who came close. As a child, Ademar had learned to be wary of those dogs, and he'd give this dragon the same wide berth.

      Tace sat up, her eyes locked on Kindara. "What do we do now? Wait here for another sign?"

      Kindara opened her mouth, then closed it. She tapped her chin. "I knew to bring you this far. But now..." Her words trailed off. Kindara shrugged, wandering out the door and letting it swing close behind her.

      “That’s helpful,” Tace said, clearly frustrated.

      Ademar wanted to say something to soothe Tace's worries, but he had no idea where to start.

      "I'm sorry," Tace said, her words laced with regret.

      That wasn't what he'd expected from her. His shock left him mute.

      "I know this isn’t what you expected, assuming you expected anything, I guess. We ran from Agitar to save our own skins. I never believed, not for one moment, that I had some grand destiny outside the city. My only goal was to escape with my life." Tace's eyes closed. "I'm a coward. I'm everything I hate."

      Ademar inched closer to Tace, one eye on the dragon. It now seemed more concerned with Tace's distress than with Ademar, so he was able to slide over to the floor next to her bed. "Don't be sorry. And a coward? You are the bravest orc I've ever met."

      A smile tugged at the corner of Tace's mouth. "Your life with Hugh was sheltered. I doubt you've met many orcs to make a proper comparison. The battle orcs, for instance, are far braver than me. They fight their enemies face to face, while I skulk around in the night, killing orcs from behind."

      "You do an unimaginable service to your god," Ademar insisted.

      "What do you know of my god?" Tace asked.

      "What do you think Hugh and I were studying in Agitar?" Ademar shifted into a more comfortable position, realizing he was about to have his first real conversation with Tace. "We came to the North to learn about your religion. We wanted to understand the orcs better, so that perhaps, one day, we could all live in harmony instead of suspicion."

      "Why didn't you go to the Library of Filamir?" Tace sat up. The dragon crawled onto her lap. Her fingers absently stroked its scaly head.

      "It's true, there is a lot of knowledge at the library," Ademar admitted. "But it doesn't compare to actually living among the orcs. Book learning is fine, but it's not the same as observing actions. Hugh's thirst for knowledge went deeper than most."

      "And yours?" Tace asked. "Are you much the same?"

      Ademar thought for a moment. His initial reaction was to say no. After all, Hugh was a living legend to him. Comparing himself to the man felt too lofty. Yet Ademar had often spent as many hours as Hugh poring over texts and observing the orcs as they went about their day, analyzing how they lived their religion.

      The orcs worshiped a god who prized death, while Ademar's people worshiped a god who prized life. Once he'd entered the shadows of the orc religion, he was fascinated by the depth of their beliefs, particularly their views on achieving eternal life. In the dark of the night, while he should have been sleeping, he'd questioned his own beliefs, wondering if perhaps he preferred the orc religion to his own. He'd even spent one sleepless night pondering the orc god, Drothu, and whether he would accept Ademar into his arms after death.

      But Ademar had never spoken of such things to Hugh, much less anyone else.

      "I am a seeker," Ademar finally said. "I hunger for new ideas."

      Tace smiled, fully and without reserve. "Then you must really be enjoying our little journey."

      Ademar laughed so heartily his chest ached. He couldn't remember the last time he'd taken a moment to feel joy since Hugh's death, and he'd found it here in the middle of nowhere, in the company of an orc assassin and a dragon.

      "So, where to next?" Ademar asked. "The voices told you to find them."

      Tace shrugged. "How should I know? I wish they would have been more specific."

      Ademar smiled again. He couldn't stop smiling, though none of this was amusing. Perhaps it was only the stress taking its toll, making him silly.

      A knock at the door wiped smiles from both of their faces.

      "Why would Kindara knock?" Ademar whispered to Tace.

      "She wouldn't." Tace leaped out of bed, drawing her daggers with both hands. The dragon flew up and slinked around her neck.

      Tace nodded to Ademar to open the door while she stood off to the side, in the shadows where the candlelight didn't reach.

      Ademar opened the door slowly until he could see who, or what, stood outside. Then he flung the door open, reaching out just as the young female orc, barely more than a child, collapsed into his arms. Her dark hair cascaded over her face as she slumped into his embrace. He lifted her, carrying her to the bed Tace had vacated.

      Ademar rested a hand on her forehead. It was warm, but not overly so, to his touch. No fever, then. "She appears to be exhausted. Dehydrated."

      Tace sheathed her daggers and poured a cup of water, holding it out to Ademar.

      He took it and gently rested it against the orc's lips. "Drink this."

      She shook her head, pushing his hand away from the tangle of hair falling over her face.

      "It's safe. I promise you. You'll feel better if you do." Ademar dripped a few droplets onto her lips.

      Her tongue darted out. She reached out with shaking hands for the cup, drawing a long gulp, between barely parted hair.

      "Not too fast, or you'll make yourself sick," Ademar cautioned.

      The orc ignored his warnings, drinking quickly until the cup was empty. Through the strands of hair covering her face, she looked at him with wide eyes.

      Ademar blinked. There was something in those eyes, but he didn't know how to name it. All he knew was when he looked at her, he felt strangely calm.

      "What's your name? Why are you here?" Tace barked behind him, the softness she'd shown earlier back under wraps.

      The girl gazed at both of them, her eyes darting back and forth between the two. "I've been looking for you."

      Tace pulled her daggers once more. The dragon hissed from her shoulder, its back arching. "Why?"

      "I'm here to guide you," the girl said.

      "Guide us where?" Ademar asked cautiously. If she was a spy for the Consecrated, guide was a strange word to use.

      "To your destiny." As she sat up straighter, her hair fell to the sides, revealing a large pink mottled birthmark stretching across her entire face.

      “What happened to your face?” Tace asked, blunt as always.

      “Nothing. I was born this way.” The girl squared her shoulders. "If you must know. I am Nemia, the trueborn princess of Agitar. The other orc was an imposter, put on the throne to hide the truth about my disfigurement."

      "The mark gives you a certain dignity," Ademar said.

      The girl stuck her tongue out at him. "I have visions, too. Dark, disturbing visions of the future. I cannot calm them. I cannot send them away. They come unbidden, tormenting me. The only thing that has kept me from taking my own life and ending the pain is a vision I received recently. It led me directly to you." She reached out, taking Tace's hand.

      The door swung open, and Kindara stumbled in, an arrow sticking out of her back and blood streaming from her lips. "Run, now, while you still can! The Consecrated have found us!"
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      Tace reached out, catching Kindara before she fell to the floor. She cradled the old woman, using her cape to wipe the blood from her lips. "What happened?"

      Kindara's eyes settled on Nemia. "She is the one we've been waiting for." She took one more rattling breath, then fell limp in Tace's arms. Tace yanked the arrow out of Kindara’s back, threw it on the floor, and then placed her body on the bed.

      “I can’t believe this,” Tace said. “Why would anyone hurt Kindara?” Though she’d shed tears at her mother’s murder, Tace couldn’t muster them for Kindara. Years as an assassin had hardened her, but something rustled in the pit of her stomach, reminding her she did have feelings for the old orc.

      "I think we should do as she says." Ademar looked at Nemia. "We need to get out of here before whoever killed Kindara comes after us."

      Nemia stumbled as she made for the door. Ademar caught her, hoisting her onto his back. The girl didn't argue. She wrapped her skinny arms around his neck, resting her head on his shoulder.

      Tace grabbed her pack, slinging it over her shoulder, careful not to hit the dragon, who'd taken up residence around her neck. Tace had already grown used to its presence. "Let's go."

      "Where?" Ademar asked. "And how? We have no means of transportation. We don't know where to go."

      "Go north," Nemia said weakly. "I saw it in my visions. We have to keep traveling north."

      "Then we go north," Tace said to Ademar, putting on a confident face. He trusted her decision. Or maybe he, too, felt they had no other choice. Tace didn't have time to puzzle through the human's feelings.

      Tace stormed out the door, glanced at the sun to orient herself, and took off in a run. Ademar kept pace behind her. For a human, he was strong. She hadn't known many humans personally, and none as well as Ademar, but she'd always been under the impression they were physically inferior. Ademar was quickly changing her views.

      A rustling noise behind them grabbed her attention. Tace looked over her shoulder just in time to see a giant orc leap through the trees, wielding a bloody ax. "Ademar!" she yelled.

      With surprising grace, Ademar feinted to the left, then the right, the orc missing him by a hair's breadth. Nemia looked up at the orc, screaming out a string of words Tace couldn't understand. It didn't sound like orcish. The orc dropped in midair, landing on the ground in a solid lump. Dead.

      Nemia collapsed back on Ademar.

      They ran as fast as they could, away from the dead orc, until Tace felt as if her heart would leap out of her throat. Slowing her pace, she waited for Ademar to pull up alongside her. He huffed, his chest straining with every breath. Nemia lay draped on his drooping shoulders. "I'm fine," he said, "keep going. What if there are more of them?"

      "There aren't. They would have caught up to us by now. And you're not fine." Tace took Nemia in her arms, setting the fragile orc on a log. "You," she pointed at Ademar, "sit."

      "I'm fine," he said again.

      Tace crossed her arms over her chest. "We're not moving until you rest. I can't carry both of you, and if you collapse, I'm leaving you behind."

      Ademar stood his ground for a few moments. Soon enough he gave up and sat next to Nemia.

      "Good. I'm going to pull some water from that stream over there. Then we'll get started again. And this time, I'm carrying Nemia." Tace swiped Ademar's waterskin from his hand before he could protest.

      At the stream's edge, Tace crouched. While their waterskins filled with water, she took a moment to breathe. The dragon slithered off her shoulder to the ground, taking a long drink from the stream. Its head snapped up, a fish between its teeth.

      "Good job," Tace said, laughing. She patted it on its head. "I bet you have a name, and I'd like to know it."

      The dragon ate the fish quickly, then sat back on its haunches, staring at her.

      Tace released the second waterskin, letting it float in the stream. The dragon's deep black eyes were mesmerizing.

      Raseri.

      "Raseri?" Tace said aloud. The feminine name had appeared in her head.

      The dragon ducked her head underwater for another fish. She emerged, then tossed the fish to Tace. Twice more, she did the same, leaving the fish at her feet.

      "For us?" Tace asked, a little shocked.

      The dragon climbed back onto her shoulders.

      "Thank you, Raseri." The dragon snuggled into her neck.

      "I can't believe I'm talking to an animal as if it can understand me. Still, Raseri is as good a name as any." Tace scooped up the fish in her arms, carrying the two waterskins between her fingers.

      When she arrived back at the log, Nemia and Ademar were playing a game using hand signals. After three shakes of a fist, they'd make a gesture at each other and dissolve into laughter.

      "I have fish. We can cook them quickly before heading on our way," Tace said. "Raseri caught them for us."

      "Who?" Ademar asked, smiling at Nemia as he made another strange signal with his hand.

      "The dragon," Tace said.

      "You named the dragon? That's great!" Ademar said as he and Nemia played one more round of their strange game. He stood, wiping his hands on his pants. "I'll gather a little firewood."

      Tace sat next to Nemia while Ademar built a fire. Nemia made the hand motions at Tace, but she shook her head. "I'm sorry. I don't know your game."

      "It's easy to learn," Nemia said.

      "Why don't we talk about what happened earlier?" Tace asked Nemia, trying not to recoil at the girl's strange face. A birthmark like that was unheard of, even feared.

      "When I killed the orc?" Nemia asked.

      "Yes."

      "I killed him because he was trying to hurt us. I kill things sometimes." Nemia shrugged as if she'd said she enjoyed eggs for breakfast.

      "Well, thank you for saving us," Tace said. "You won't kill us, right? You can control it?"

      "Sort of."

      It wasn't the answer Tace wanted to hear. "Sort of?"

      "If I want something to die, it dies. I recently learned I could do this. I promise, I don't want either of you dead. I want you both to stay alive, and I'll stop anything in our way to make sure of it." Nemia took a long drink from Ademar's waterskin. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      It was very unlike how a princess should behave. Tace wanted more details about this girl's strange life, exiled from the royal family. Tace might have grown up poor, but at least she knew her parents loved her.

      A knot formed in her stomach as she recalled her mother’s body being carried through the town square. Dead. Her family all gone. No one was there for her now.

      Pushing her feelings into the back of her mind, Tace checked on Ademar's progress. He had cleared the ground and stacked the dry branches. Ademar rested a stick on a rock, spinning it between his hands, trying to start a fire. Before he could get enough friction, Raseri trotted over, blowing flames on the sticks until they caught fire.

      "Thanks, Raseri." Ademar reached out to pat Raseri on the head as Tace had done so many times, but the dragon would have none of it. She snapped at Ademar, nearly taking off the tip of his finger.

      He laughed. "I guess we aren't close enough for that yet." Ademar winked at Tace.

      Such a strange human. Always laughing about something, whether it was Nemia's game or getting rejected by a dragon.

      "Come on," Ademar said, as he speared his fish on a stick. "That was funny. Even you have to laugh at that, Tace."

      "Good dragon," Tace said to Raseri, goading Ademar. She wasn't laughing, but she did her best to play along. It would be good for her to enjoy a lighter mood. For the moment, they weren't in danger. It was a nice feeling.

      Raseri resumed her place around Tace's neck. Tace and Nemia found sticks for their fish, roasting them over the fire.

      “So, Nemia," Ademar said, "how far north do we need to go?"

      Nemia looked from Ademar to Tace. "To the Frozen Wastelands."

      "No." Tace finished her fish and tossed her stick into the fire. "We can't go there."

      Ademar licked the fish juice from his fingers. "Why can't we go there?"

      "It's the land of the dead," Tace said.

      "I've never heard of this place," Ademar said.

      "Because it's not for human ears. Not even clever ones who live among orcs in Agitar. We don't speak of it." Tace glared at Nemia. "How could you suggest it? You know to go there is death. No one returns."

      "We will return," Nemia said. "I've seen it."

      "What else have you seen?" Tace asked. "What else are you withholding?"

      Nemia looked down at her hands, trembling. "I've seen death and destruction. Horrors beyond your wildest nightmares." She looked up at Tace. "The only bright spot in my visions involves the two of you. If you do as I have seen, there is hope we will avoid the utter destruction of orckind."
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      Smoke swirled around Hacun's head, gauzy tendrils sweeping gently over her face. She breathed in the spicy scent, letting it fill every nook of her spirit until she no longer felt she was of this world.

      She cast out her mind beyond the orc village where she'd lived all her life. Not far in the distance, she found an encampment of humans.

      She counted their numbers, slowly, carefully, floating over them, appearing as no more than the night fog to their untrained eyes. Thousands. More souls than lived in her small village of Gunder. Yet there was something advancing between her village and the humans. Something very peculiar.

      "Well?" The angry voice jerked her out of her travels, snapping her soul back so hard Hacun took a deep, rasping breath as she reclaimed her body.

      "There are a few thousand." Hacun's eyes wrenched open. The huge orc sat in front of her, his impatient fingers tapping on his knees. "Next time, allow me to return on my own. It's painful like that."

      "We don't have time to worry about your comfort." Crotus stood and began pacing around the small meeting hall. Though it could fit up to fifty, only the two of them sat there in the dark of the night.

      Hacun wanted to argue with her husband, but he was right. They didn't have time.

      "What should we do?" Hacun was a scout, a messenger. She had no interest in planning battles or takeovers, and lately, that was all her husband seemed to do. Once it was announced the throne was available for the taking, Crotus insisted he be the one to take it.

      At his age, Hacun found that idea completely ridiculous, but her husband was a grown orc. If he wanted to fight for the throne, she wouldn't stand in his way.

      Now they had the added threat of these humans. Hacun wished she knew how they'd made it past the pass. All they had was a note from the tower, delivered by crows, telling them the humans were on the way. No elaboration.

      Hacun could barely wrap her mind around it.

      She gathered a handful of sand and tossed it onto the fire, dousing the sacred flames that allowed her to travel outside her body.

      "We have two choices." Crotus held up two of his three fingers. He'd lost the pinky finger in battle as a young orc. "One, we fight. Two, we make for Agitar now."

      "And once we arrive at Agitar?" Hacun raised an eyebrow, curious what her husband would answer.

      "We will ask for sanctuary." Crotus balled his left hand into a fist, then slammed it into the wall. He spun around, facing his wife. "I don't know what else to do. We are under attack from humans—HUMANS—at our doorstep. Our village isn’t known for its might. We are an old community. We don't have the numbers to succeed, and I refuse to spill blood for no reason."

      "Drothu would say the reason is clear. We are to die fighting as orcs. Death is not something to fear." Hacun waited for Crotus’s wrath to descend upon her. It was always in his words, never with his fists. He wouldn't dare raise a hand to his wife. Hacun folded her hands in her lap, waiting for his tirade.

      Instead, Crotus’s shoulders dipped. He blinked twice, his eyes sad. "I am too old for this, my wife." Crotus fell at Hacun's feet. "I know I spoke of taking the orc throne. It was the young orc in me, excited for a chance at ruling. But I have had a good life here, in Gunder, with you and our orcs. I cannot want for anything more. I let my pride overtake me."

      Surprised, Hacun reached out, running her hand over Crotus’s gray hair. She hadn't noticed until that moment how much he'd aged in the last few years. Neither of them was young anymore. "Then I think you've made your decision. We head to Agitar. We ask to fight with them."

      "Yes." Crotus lifted his head. "We will fight with them, offer our numbers to bolster their strength. We aren't running from our fate. We are building the greatest army ever to roam the land."

      Hacun smiled at her husband. "Ring the bell. Gather the villagers. Begin your march now. The sun will rise in a few hours."

      "You must pack for the journey," Crotus said as he stood and resumed his pacing.

      "I'm not leaving," Hacun told him.

      Crotus halted. "Of course you are. I won't leave without you."

      "You will leave. You will lead our people to Agitar. I will stay." Hacun kept her voice from trembling. He couldn't know her fear, only her strength.

      "This doesn't make sense," Crotus said. "You are my wife. You will come with me."

      Hacun squared her shoulders. "I am a shaman. I will protect the rest of you while you escape. I will hold the humans back as long as I can."

      Crotus’s mouth dropped, but the words stayed buried in his throat. He knew, as well as Hacun did, that she was the best chance they had at getting a head start.

      "Go, husband. I will wait for you in The Nether." Hacun knew it was a promise. If she stayed, the humans would kill her.

      "I will seek you there." Crotus kissed his wife's hand for the last time and shuffled out of the meeting hall before he could change his mind.

      Hacun let out a sigh of relief. She had feared he would argue and waste precious time. The lives of her orcs were more important. Their village was filled with children who didn't deserve to die yet. She would give them a chance at a life of proud battles and honorable deaths.

      This would be her final battle. Hacun couldn't have asked for a better ending.

      She sat still, listening to the bustle outside as the villagers packed up their essentials. No one came in to say goodbye. It was for the best. They needed the time.

      In the darkest moment of the night, her orcs departed. The last audible footfall faded into the darkness.

      Hacun sat.

      She waited.

      She wondered if the peculiar thing she'd seen while she reached out with her magic was, in fact, real.

      Before the sun rose, she learned the truth.

      The door to the meeting hall flung open. A tall, strapping orc stepped in, holding a limp faun in his arms. A unicorn trailed them, a human child atop its back.

      So her vision was true.

      Hacun rose. "Are you aware there is an army of humans on your heels?"

      "Yes, we are. I'm Vron. This is Alyna." He nodded to the faun in his arms. "Also, Sally and Syra."

      "I am Hacun, and it is my pleasure to meet you, but you should journey on. My husband and our villagers aren't far ahead." Hacun motioned toward the door.

      "No." Vron set Alyna down on the table.

      The faun stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She was a beautiful creature with flowing red hair and green blue eyes. Hacun had never met a faun before. She'd spent the majority of her life sheltered in Gunder.

      "We are staying here and fighting with you. Alyna is nearly healed." Vron motioned for Syra.

      The unicorn trotted over to the faun. It bent at the knee, allowing the child to slip off its back. Then Syra touched its glowing, silver horn to Alyna's heart.

      "What is it doing?" Hacun asked Vron, intrigued.

      "Syra is a healer. She's giving Alyna the strength she needs to fight Damor." The human child skipped around the room as if it were playtime.

      "Damor?" Hacun asked Vron.

      Vron's eyes narrowed and went dark. "Damor is a human mage. He already tried to kill Alyna once. She wants to stop him before he hurts anyone else."

      Hacun cocked her head to the side. "She doesn't appear to be strong enough to fight." The faun's eyes were closed, her breathing shallow.

      "She will be. Give her a moment." Vron took Alyna's hand, holding it firmly within his grasp.

      "Perhaps we can work together, then?" Hacun asked. "I stayed behind to use my magic against the humans. I don't have any illusions as to defeating them, but I can slow them down, giving my orcs a chance to get away."

      Alyna's eyes snapped open. Syra retreated, her horn returning to its normal white. Alyna sat up and looked around frantically. "Where are we?"

      "We're in the orc village, Gunder. We're safe." Vron continued to clutch her hand.

      "How far away is Damor?" Alyna leaped off the table, stomping around the room on her hooves. "I'm going to kill him." She turned around, noticing Hacun for the first time. "I'm sorry. You don't know me, but let me assure you Damor is of the vilest sort of mage."

      "I believe you," Hacun said. "We must work together to stop them. My villagers are headed to Agitar to offer their steel to fight against the humans. We could not have stood against them alone."

      Alyna nodded, her eyes immediately sad. "I feared all of this when I heard the southern army was rallying. We shouldn't be fighting. We should live in harmony."

      Vron laughed. "A faun's greatest dream. Peace and love. Maybe we can convince the humans to join hands with us and sing songs?"

      Alyna glared at Vron. "I would prefer that, but I'm not foolish enough to think it will happen. We must fight back. We must protect our land." She turned to Hacun. "If you'd like, you can catch up with your villagers. We will give the humans enough trouble on our own."

      Hacun recalled Crotus’s declaration that he would take the orc throne. It was the young orc inside speaking, he had said. Hacun smiled, knowing the young orc inside her was excited at whatever was about to come to her. “I think I should like to stay and assist you.”
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      Alyna paced a well-worn path on the floor in the meeting hall. Hacun said it had been her husband's favorite place to walk, too. Alyna couldn't help but feel guilty for letting Hacun stay after all the orcs she loved had gone. But this was Hacun's home, and Alyna respected her insistence in remaining.

      "The humans will march when the sun rises, if not before," Vron said. "I think we should seriously consider leaving and following Hacun's orcs."

      "No. I will stand and fight here. If you want to leave, you are free to do so." Alyna wanted Vron to leave. He'd saved her from the forest, but he didn't fully understand what they were facing in Damor. When Sally touched Alyna, the faun had a glimpse of Damor's power. It was the blackest, more frightening thing Alyna had ever encountered. She wanted Vron to be safe. Sally, too.

      "I won't leave you again, Alyna. Get used to it. I left my own troops to save you. And if the humans made it through the pass, it's likely all of the orcs are dead." Vron stepped in front of Alyna, grabbing her chin, forcing her to look at him. "I don't take that lightly."

      "Neither do I." Alyna jerked her head away from his grasp. "If I had known that would be the outcome..."

      "What?" Vron asked. "You wouldn't have sent Sally to find me? You would have died in the forest?"

      "One life for all of theirs? Maybe it would have been for the best." Guilt gnawed at Alyna's heart. If she'd only known the lengths Vron would take to save her.

      "Then prove to yourself why you're still alive," Vron said. "Fight back today. Show that human mage what he's up against. Don't send me away."

      Alyna tried to hold back her smile, but she couldn't. She reached up, grabbing Vron's face with both hands and pulled his lips down to hers. One of his tusks cut her lip. She didn't care. She kissed him hungrily. Vron returned the kiss with a fervor that almost scared Alyna. His feelings for her had always been stronger than hers for him. But today, he proved with his words that he understood her. She wasn't just a pretty creature to him. He believed in her magic. He believed in the power she had to share with the world.

      Vron was strong. He was capable. Yet he let himself be vulnerable around Alyna.

      Alyna bit his lip, giving him a cut to match the one he'd accidentally given her, then pulled back.

      Vron stood before her, a stupid grin on his face.

      "Now that you two are done, can we make a plan?" Hacun, the old orc, sat in a chair watching the whole spectacle with a smile on her face.

      Alyna took a deep breath. "Yes. Sorry."

      "Don't be sorry, sweetie." Hacun stood, toddling over to Alyna on unsteady feet. "We all need love, even big, scary orcs." Then she winked at Vron.

      Alyna wanted to drop into a hole in the ground from embarrassment. Instead, she forced herself to regain her composure. "Let's talk about Damor for a moment. I think everyone should understand what we're about to face." She motioned for Sally to sit, switching from the orc tongue to the human language. "What can you tell us?"

      Sally grimaced. "He's mean. No one likes him."

      "No one?" Vron asked as Alyna translated for them between the human and orc tongues.

      "We all hate him. Except for the queen. She likes him. My momma says that's why we had to be nice and never say anything bad about him. He made me go into his little tent. He made me hurt Alyna." Tears sprang from Sally's eyes. "I didn't want to."

      Alyna wrapped an arm around the girl's shoulders while she translated for Hacun and Vron.

      The old orc shook her head. "We would never use our children in such a way. It's deplorable." She reached out, resting a gentle hand on Sally's arm. The girl looked up at Hacun, no fear in her eyes.

      Alyna knew Sally was a very brave, rare child.

      "But I don't want you to hurt my momma and poppa." Sally looked Alyna in the eyes. "You won't hurt them, right?"

      Alyna had already thought about this. She had considered sending Sally back as a peace offering before beginning her assault on Damor, but then he would know Alyna was still alive. She would lose her advantage.

      In the end, she opted for a more conservative approach. One that might not slow down the army, but would definitely put a dent in Damor's maleficent magic.

      "We will only target Damor. I'll create a distraction that will slow down the army. I promise I won't hurt your parents." Alyna hugged Sally, then stood. "Now, Hacun, tell me about your magic. I'd like to learn how we can work together."

      Alyna guided Hacun to another corner of the room, leaving Vron to care for Sally. As Hacun was explaining how she harnessed magic, Alyna couldn't help but watch Vron awkwardly attempt to interact with Sally. It was almost cute the way he tossed a ball of yarn with her.

      "Faun?" Hacun said.

      "Yes?" Alyna snapped her attention back to Hacun sheepishly. "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be sorry. There is a time for love, and there is a time for war. Now is the latter. We must focus."

      "I know." Alyna rubbed her eyes. Perhaps she was still recovering from her near-death experience. Syra's healing magic had no equal in power. It overwhelmed Alyna's senses. "I am focused. I promise you. I want nothing more than to destroy Damor."

      "I know you do. I can see that. You must forget about the warrior and the child when it is time to reach out with our magic. I can amplify your reach and power, but I cannot attack another. It is against my beliefs."

      "I understand, and I honor you." Alyna touched the orc's cheek. "Thank you for being honest with me about your abilities. Tell me, how did you plan to slow the humans by yourself?"

      Hacun looked down at the floor. "I don't know. I only wanted to give my husband hope he could escape their army. Crotus is a good orc, but he is old. He is beyond his prime, as am I."

      "You are so brave," Alyna said with a small bow of her head. "Shall we begin?"

      Hacun snapped her fingers and a great pyre burst to life on the floor. Alyna and Hacun sat in front of it, holding hands.

      "Don't come near us," Alyna told Vron. "Whatever happens, protect Sally."

      Vron reached up, touching the spot on his lip where she'd bit him.

      Alyna knew he'd do as she asked. Vron could be trusted in all things.

      "Ready?" Hacun asked.

      Alyna closed her eyes. Together, they reached out with their minds toward the human army, looking for the palanquin Sally had described. They quickly found the red curtains flapping in the breeze next to a large, white tent with a peak. A white horse emblazoned the purple flag perched atop it.

      Hacun led Alyna to Damor's doorstep. The faun shuddered with anger when she saw the two female orcs sleeping on the ground, chained to his palanquin.

      Damor would suffer for what he'd done to her and Sally and these orcs and countless others.

      Alyna called on the magic deep inside herself, a place she rarely touched. Her magic was powerful, but it required the cooperation of nature, a burden she didn't take lightly. She whispered to the wind. Clouds formed in the sky, and a thunderstorm overtook the quiet morning. Rain beat down. Lightning struck the palanquin, setting the fabric on fire. The mage's shrieks flooded the plain as he burned.

      She heard his screams, his cries for help. She watched, boosted by Hacun, as only a few humans ran to his rescue. The orc slaves stood as far back as they could from his palanquin, refusing to aid the mage.

      Alyna gave the area one last look before preparing to pull back. Just then, a malevolent red eye appeared in her vision. It was all she could see.

      "I will kill you."

      Alyna knew the voice. She'd heard it once before.

      Damor.

      He had found her again.

      Alyna and Hacun snapped their eyes open. Alyna scrambled to her feet. "We have to go now. They'll douse the flames, and they'll come for us. We have given ourselves more time. But we must not waste it."

      Sally trembled next to Vron. One of his large hands rested awkwardly on her shoulder.

      Alyna knelt in front of the child. "You are welcome to come with us, Sally, or you can stay here and wait for your parents. It's your choice."

      Sally's eyes darted around the room, resting on Syra. "I want to come with you. I'm afraid to go back."

      "We will keep you safe. I promise on my life." Alyna crossed a finger over her heart. She turned to Hacun. "Do you have any mounts?"

      Hacun rushed out the door, motioning for the others to follow. She led them to a barn. "There is one draft horse. I knew Crotus would leave one for me just in case."

      Hacun looped a harness over the horse's head and neck, holding out the reins to Vron. "You must go, now."

      "We can ride together," Vron said to Hacun.

      "No. I told my husband I was staying, and I am. If you see him, will you tell him I love him?" Hacun kissed her palm, then touched it to Vron's cheek. "Thanks to the four of you, the orcs stand a chance at survival. Go. Don't dally!"

      Vron mounted the large horse, settling comfortably on its back.

      Alyna climbed onto Syra, pulling Sally up behind her. "Thank you, Hacun. Your sacrifices will be sung across the ages. All of orckind will remember your name!"

      Hacun bowed as Alyna and Vron turned their mounts to the west, taking off in a gallop.
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      Damor lay on his back, his breath so shallow he could no longer detect it.

      Neither could the others attending to him.

      "The mage is finally dead, call for the queen."

      He wished he could open his eyes or recognize the voice, but he was doing all he could to hang on, to keep his soul from wandering away from his body forever.

      The fawn had set fire to his palanquin. He had to live to exact revenge. He didn't know how long it had been. Moments? Days?

      The curtains rustled as they closed, shutting him inside, alone. It was a sound he recognized well. One that often gave him comfort. Today he forced himself not to panic. The others would come back. They would bring the queen. She would know in her heart he was not dead. She had to.

      Damor tried to remember what he could about the incident. He'd been asleep, weak human that he was. Despite trying to teach himself to meditate instead of sleep, he'd never been able to fully master the technique. Sleep left him weak and vulnerable.

      They'd struck so fast, he hadn't been able to defend himself. His body, already weakened from years of disuse, hadn't moved fast enough when the flames began. And those wretched orc slaves had done nothing, despite his screams for help.

      After everything he'd done for them, they'd betrayed their master.

      He would survive this, as he had so many other obstacles in his life. An unseen enemy wouldn't vanquish him. Not today. Not ever.

      The curtains fluttered open, followed by a gasp.

      It was Queen Lissa. She would see he still lived. Damor trusted her, the one person who'd treated him as deserved, to know the truth.

      "He is dead?" she asked.

      "It appears so," another voice answered.

      Silence followed.

      Damor imagined the queen, a tear trickling down her delicate, porcelain cheek. He wanted to reach out and lift it with his fingertip. Not to control her as he’d done with Sally, but to soothe her.

      "Bury him as quickly as possible. We need to continue our march without delay. Make it quick. We need every soldier for the coming battle." The queen's tone was cold. "Damor never properly helped us anyway."

      The curtains swished closed, and the palanquin began to move. His heart turned to stone as he realized his fate had been sealed. Unable to communicate with anyone, he would be buried alive. He would suffocate. Would his soul soar after that? Or would it, too, be snuffed out? He was already a prisoner in his own body. Soon he would be a prisoner of the earth. If he could have screamed, he would have.

      The palanquin rocked from side to side. Whoever carried him had no care for his comfort anymore. His body was but a husk, a thing to be discarded. He rolled to one end of the palanquin and back again. Over and over until the pain was only a dull slap.

      They had no respect for the dead. He meant nothing to them. Not when he was alive, nor in his death.

      Damor was nothing more than a nuisance, one the queen was happy to dispose of.

      Hurt at Queen Lissa's betrayal blossomed in Damor's chest, spreading like a weed through his body and ramming through his throat, until in a final moment of desperation his lips parted and air entered his lungs.

      He tried to speak, but couldn't form words yet. Soon, though, soon he could tell them. Perhaps when they stopped. Before they dug his grave. Then he could say the words.

      What would he tell them? What did he want? The thought of going back to the queen was too painful. She didn't want him. She had never loved him as he hoped.

      He had nothing left. Nothing but an ember deep inside pulsing with the heat of revenge.

      Dead grass crunched under the feet of his bearers. Branches brushed against the top of his palanquin like bony fingers trying to tear through the fabric.

      Damor's eyes opened. He glanced around the palanquin. He was coming back to himself. He reached out with one hand, bracing himself.

      His palanquin jostled to the ground. Damor was jarred, but landed on his soft pillows. The pain barely registered.

      "It's going to take a long time to dig a grave," one man said, clearly annoyed with the task he'd been given.

      "I say we leave his body out here. Who's going to know? We're marching out soon. I'd rather leave with them than have to catch up."

      "Agreed."

      The curtain ripped open.

      Damor squeezed his eyes shut.

      Rough hands grabbed his arms and legs. They dragged his limp body out of the palanquin, dropping him face-first onto the grass. Damor lay still, formulating a plan.

      "Let's get out of here," the first man said.

      "Hang on. I need to take a piss." Warm liquid rained on Damor's back.

      He bit his lip, remaining prone on the ground. He would suffer this final humiliation if it meant they wouldn't bury him alive.

      At least he stood a chance of surviving.

      One of the men laughed. "Stupid cripple. I can't believe the queen let him travel with us. She should have left him back in Soleth."

      "She felt sorry for him," the other man said. "She's a good queen, taking care of those less fortunate."

      "Someone told me they once overheard him pleasuring himself behind those curtains of his, calling out her name." He snorted. "Even if the queen liked men, she never would have touched his shriveled body. She likes 'em pretty and buxom."

      "Don't we all!" The second man joined in on the laughter.

      As they walked away, the noise of their footsteps receding, Damor kept himself from shaking. If one of them should look back and see him move, there was no telling what they'd do. Kill him, or take him back to the queen. After what she’d said about his death, neither was a good option.

      He waited until there was nothing but the sounds of the forest. Then he counted to one thousand to be sure.

      Damor was alone.

      He sat up slowly, his muscles aching with the effort. His skin stung, much of it burned from the fire. He would need a salve to keep it from infection. He would need food. Shelter.

      For the last year, Damor had been unable to walk. His orc slaves had carried him everywhere. He’d be stuck here until he died.

      Damor surveyed the trees. Their limbs seemed to shrug. They had nothing to offer him but shelter from the sun. Perhaps the occasional drop of rainwater might fall into his lips.

      Maybe death would have been better. Or going back to the queen and pretending he hadn't heard the hurtful words she'd uttered.

      He would die here, but at least he wouldn't die of suffocation.

      Damor lay back down, accepting his fate.

      His magic was all but depleted. His strength nonexistent.

      It was over, and all he could do was wait for the final exhalation.

      His breaths came in measured beats as his thoughts passed over the final years of his life. Hatred swirled in his chest. The revenge he so coveted would never be his. Everyone around him, for his entire life, detested him. And he, them.

      A snap broke his thoughts. Damor's eyes darted. He stilled his breath, keeping it as shallow as possible.

      Another snap.

      And another.

      Someone, or something, was headed toward him. Not those two idiots who'd brought him here. They wouldn't have come back. It was an animal. One who'd realized easy prey was waiting on the ground. A meal served on a silver platter.

      Damor squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the pounce and the teeth sinking into his flesh, the moment when his body would snap in two and blood would spill from his veins. He waited. And waited.

      "Dead?" The voice was strange. Deep, but childish. The pronunciation almost unintelligible.

      "I don't know, Ghrol. You stay back. I'll check." The second voice was young, sweet, and innocent. A hand rested gently on Damor's shoulder. "I think he's alive!"

      Damor kept his eyes closed as strong arms scooped him from the ground and carried him deeper into the forest. If he survived this, he swore he’d rise from the ashes and exact revenge on everyone who’d ever hurt him.
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      Maysant studied the half-dead man in Ghrol's arms. His head lolled to the side, his eyes unfocused. She'd watched from high atop a tree as two humans dumped his body in the forest. At first, she'd assumed he was dead. Why else would they leave him like that?

      When she climbed down, she saw him move. He was alive.

      She wrested Ghrol from a nap, coaxing him to where the man lay.

      Ghrol placed the man carefully on the ground in the middle of their camp. Maysant looked him over quickly, surprised at the state of his burnt and puckered skin. She scurried around the bushes and trees, gathering berries. Pulling out her mortar and pestle from her pack, she ground their stems into a powder and squeezed the berries until juice dripped out. She mixed the two into a paste.

      "I'm going to spread this on your open wounds," she said to the man. "I promise I'll be gentle."

      Maysant scooped the paste with her fingertips. She took a deep breath to steady herself. Even the lightest touch would hurt, but without the salve, he might not recover. At the least, infection wouldn’t set in.

      With a steady hand, Maysant spread the salve on the man's skin. His eyes remained closed. He didn't flinch.

      Maysant continued until she had covered every visible burn with the salve.

      She washed her hands in a bucket of water Ghrol had brought from the stream that morning. She’d come to the forest very prepared, keeping a small bucket in her inventory for such occasions.

      When she turned back to the human, he was still lying in the same curled-up position.

      "Can you tell me your name?" she asked. As a child, she'd been taught fourteen languages, two of them nearly dead. She disliked the human language the most. Its rough words and harsh consonant sounds challenged her lips and tongue. But Maysant liked a challenge. She had been the best in her class.

      His eyes opened, and he looked at her with sadness.

      "I won't hurt you," she said, holding out her empty hands. "Neither will Ghrol. Don't be afraid of him. I was at first, too, but he is really very gentle."

      The man's eyes darted to the simple giant. Then he looked back at Maysant. "Benin. My name is Benin."

      "I'm Maysant." She sat on the ground next to Benin, smiling. "I can take you back to your people, if you'd like. It's likely they think you're dead." Maysant rested her hands in her lap. Her mother would have a heart attack if she knew what Maysant had offered. She was to stay away from orcs and humans on this trip. She'd promised over and over again. It was the only reason her mother had let her go. She trusted Maysant that much.

      But now that she had met two humans, Maysant couldn't believe all of them were cruel, disgusting beasts. There had to be some good ones out there. She'd been lucky enough to stumble upon two in the forest. She smiled, happy to prove her mother wrong.

      "No. I don't want to go back there." The corners of Benin's mouth fell.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry." Maysant nearly reached out to pat his shoulder, but caught herself in time. She couldn't do that! He was covered in burns!

      "I feigned death so they would leave me behind." Benin's eyes bored into hers.

      Maysant refused to look away. He needed someone to listen to him. It was clear no one had for a very long time.

      "Those people," Benin pointed weakly toward the edge of the forest, "they are a cruel lot. They are here to invade the orcs for no reason other than misplaced revenge."

      Maysant gasped, covering her mouth with a hand. "That's horrible."

      "It is," Benin said. "I was sleeping when my tent caught on fire. They decided to dispose of my body in the woods. It was faster than a proper burial."

      A tear slipped down Maysant's cheek. "I am so, so sorry to hear that."

      "Tell me, why are you alone in this forest? A young thing like yourself with only a simple giant as your bodyguard?" Benin asked. "Where are your parents?"

      "My parents are at home. Probably worried about me." Maysant rolled her eyes. "I can take care of myself. I'm old enough to be on my own."

      Benin laughed quietly. "Not many young girls live in the forest to spite their parents."

      Maysant's eyes grew wide. Yes, many elves took a trip on their own before they entered into adulthood. Very few came to the Doros. Usually, they stayed in a dormitory in the Library of Filamir, studying. Boring.

      "You must be a very special girl." Benin smiled. "Thank you for helping me. I'm afraid I'm so weak, I wouldn't be able to help myself."

      "Me!" the giant yelled from behind.

      "Yes, you too, my gentle friend," Benin said, turning his head toward Ghrol.

      Maysant could see how it pained him. The poor, poor man. Perhaps her mother was right. Some humans were incurably cruel. Not Benin, though. He was one of the good ones.

      "You're welcome to stay with us until you're feeling better." Maysant gestured at their camp. "It's not much, but we have food and drink. The canopy offers us shelter."

      "Thank you so much for your kind hospitality," Benin said. The smile on his face slowly disappeared. "Even when my burns heal, I might not be able to walk. I have an affliction making it difficult. I'm not sure I can anymore."

      "Oh no." Maysant's sympathy for the man continued to grow. "I can help you, if you'd like. I can teach you exercises that might help your muscles to grow strong again."

      "I'd like that very much. Imagine, me walking again!" Benin skipped two fingers along the ground. "I can almost remember how fun it was to move. I've spent such a long time wallowing in my infirmities. Maybe it is time I recover fully."

      Maysant clapped her hands and spun in a circle, her hair floating off her shoulders and into the air, exposing her pointy ears.

      "You're an elf?" Benin growled.

      Maysant stopped spinning, and her hair settled back on her shoulders.

      The man's kind eyes had changed to a dark void.

      "Yes," she said, her voice trembling.

      "You speak the human tongue, and your traveling companion is human. What are you doing on Doros? Especially up here, in orc land?"

      Maysant wasn't sure she wanted to answer his questions. Benin was scaring her now. Only a moment ago he had seemed like a gentle man who needed her help. Now... now she feared her mother had been right all along.

      Humans could be cruel. They tricked others into believing lies. They were hell-bent on killing, her mother had told her that, too.

      "Answer me!" Benin snapped. "Now!"

      Ghrol lumbered over, standing between Benin and Maysant, his back to the young elf. "Msent. Safe."

      "I'm okay, Ghrol." Maysant rested a trembling hand on Ghrol's arm, reaching back for her bow with the other. She almost felt silly, feeling threatened by a crippled, burnt man who could do nothing to harm her.

      "Where did you come from?" Benin screamed.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Maysant said, stumbling over her words. She'd always been able to remain calm in any situation. It was one of her strengths. But this man put her off-balance.

      Benin attempted to stand, but fell to the ground again with a soft thud. His body was so racked by his mysterious affliction that he couldn't support himself. Maysant had to fight the urge to run to his side and make sure he was okay.

      He was upset. He'd been burned and left for dead. Of course, he was confused and lost. More than anything he needed her help.

      "I swear, Benin, I don't know what you're talking about. I saw you out here. That's all. I only want to help." Maysant took a step forward. "I mean you no harm."

      "You are an elf!" Benin spit out the word as if it were poison.

      "And you are a human, yet I'm willing to help you. Can we come to a truce? You won't survive without help. Let me give it to you." Maysant bit her lower lip, wondering if she could truly tame this human. Perhaps he would see how good she was.

      Benin looked at her, his glare softening as he processed her words. Yes, he realized she told the truth. Hope leaped in Maysant's heart. She'd been taught her whole life that humans couldn't be negotiated with. That they were feral animals, likely to bite the hand that tried to help them.

      Maysant would prove them all wrong. She would make this human see that elves were their friends.

      "I will try to trust you," Benin said. "But if you betray me, elf, you will pay." Benin sank back to the ground, his eyelids fluttering. A moment later, he was asleep.

      Ghrol still stood between the two, protecting his new friend. Maysant was grateful for his companionship. "I think we can all be friends eventually, Ghrol."

      The giant man looked at her, his lips turned down. He shook his head and went back to his side of the camp.

      Maysant sighed, then climbed her tree. She settled into a nook and closed her eyes. Taking a trip into the forest had certainly turned out to be far more exciting than she'd ever imagined.
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      Crotus slogged into Agitar three days after leaving his beloved Hacun in Gunder. She'd chosen an honorable death, and it was his responsibility to keep his people safe against the human invaders, no matter the cost. The trek had been grueling, taking so long on foot with the entire village moving slowly. They had taken all but one of their horses, leaving one behind for Hacun. The orcs of Gunder spent the night outside the city walls. Crotus entered Agitar early the next morning, alone.

      The city looked different than he remembered. It had been a year since he'd made his last pilgrimage to Agitar. Back then, the city had been bustling with activity. Orcs filled the streets hawking wares and bartering with customers. Today, it was quiet. The streets were empty. Doors were closed. Agitar was as quiet as a cemetery.

      A door was flung open. Crotus hung back, almost afraid. A child ran out, her laughter tinkling in the stale air. An adult orc ran after her, scooping her up in his arms and carrying her back in the house. He slammed the door without looking at Crotus.

      "Strange," Crotus said to his wife. Then he remembered Hacun wasn't there. His heart sank. He'd left her behind, for what? A city that had gone silent. He thought of his orcs, camped outside the city, waiting for directions. He hoped he would have good news for them.

      Crotus made his way into the center of Agitar. There was not an orc to be seen. He'd intended to ask the first orc he encountered a slew of questions. Maybe it was a holy day he'd forgotten? Or perhaps a day of silence? Where was everyone? He wouldn't know for sure until someone told him, so on he went toward the king's castle.

      At the bottom of the steps to the castle, two hulking guards stood with helmets on their heads and full armor covering their bodies. Each held a tall spear with a sharpened tip. As Crotus approached, their spears locked in an X, preventing him from going any further.

      "I am Crotus, leader of the village of Gunder. I'm not here to steal the throne for myself. My people are waiting outside the city. We're requesting sanctuary from the human invaders. I need to speak with whoever is in charge."

      The guards remained still as statues.

      Frustration grew in Crotus’s chest. "There is a human army headed this direction! They defeated us at the pass. They number in the thousands. We could not stand against them, so we came to Agitar for help!"

      The door to the castle burst open. Dalgron, general to the king's armies and Crotus’s childhood friend, stepped out, his face weary.

      "Old friend!" Crotus called out.

      Dalgron noticed him, his face lined with sadness. "Crotus, please tell me you're not here to fight for the throne."

      "No, I brought my village here for sanctuary."

      "Your entire village?" Dalgron responded in disbelief.

      Crotus shook his head, his eyes downcast. "All but one. Hacun remained behind to give us time to escape."

      "From the humans?" Dalgron asked.

      Surprised, Crotus tried taking a step forward, but the guards continued to block him. "You know they breached the pass? They're marching here next! You need to muster the troops."

      Dalgron's eyes locked on Crotus’s. "There will be no armies marching out to meet the humans. Not now. Not ever."

      "I don't understand."

      "Go home, Crotus."

      "We can't. My orcs will die!" Crotus couldn't believe the words coming from his old friend's mouth.

      "Don't you think I know that?" Dalgron snapped. "I have no control over this."

      "I don't understand." Crotus wondered, for the first time, if old age had addled his own brain. He had to be misunderstanding Dalgron. Or hallucinating. None of this could be real.

      Dalgron tapped the shoulder of the guard on the right. The spears snapped back to attention as Dalgron walked between them. He put an arm around Crotus’s shoulder. "Come home with me. We'll talk. I'll explain everything."

      Crotus followed his friend through the city to his home inside the military barracks. In the past, orcs would spend their time practicing for battle and forging weapons. Now the practice fields had been abandoned.

      Dalgron motioned for Crotus to enter, then closed the door behind both of them. He struck a flint, lighting the dark room.

      "Why don't you open the curtains?" Crotus asked. "It's a beautiful day."

      "Sit. Then I will tell you." Dalgron pointed to a chair.

      Crotus sat.

      "You know King Rafe abdicated the throne, offering it to whoever could take it?"

      Crotus nodded.

      "Well, it was quickly claimed." Dalgron sank into a chair opposite Crotus.

      "By a coward who refuses to fight the humans and aid his fellow orcs? I can't believe any orc would do that."

      "You're right. It wasn't an orc."

      Crotus’s jaw dropped. Had the humans beat him there? Had they already defeated the orcs?

      "It's not what you think. It's not what any of us anticipated." Dalgron took a long drink from the cup on the table next to him. He offered Crotus a cupful of mead, but he refused.

      "Who?" It was the only question Crotus could form in his shocked state.

      "An elf." Dalgron said it as if he was spitting vomit from his mouth.

      "What?" Crotus asked.

      "You heard me. Don't act like your hearing has suddenly gone bad. It was a bloody elf. I don't know how he got in the castle, but he did. And now he's using some strange type of magical mind control to keep all of us compliant. It makes me sick. The farther away I go, the more I feel like myself."

      "So why don't you keep running? Get away?"

      "I can't leave anyone behind. He has the queen. He has the guards under his control. There are too many lives at stake." Dalgron slammed his cup on the table.

      "You are the same orc you always were." Crotus clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Honorable. Just. You stay for the same reason I left my wife behind to die. It is the right thing to do, even if it eats away at our insides."

      "And you say the human army is on its way here?" Frustration tinged Dalgron's words.

      "Yes. They got through the pass at the Barrier Mountains. I have no idea how they beat our best orcs." Crotus noticed Dalgron's head dip. "You did send out our best orcs, right?"

      "I may have made a tactical error and underestimated the humans." Dalgron took another long swig from his cup of mead. "I sent my best warrior, Vron, but I forced him to take the newer recruits. I thought it would be a simple skirmish, good practice for them, you know? Damn it all, I should have listened to the faun."

      "Faun?" Crotus asked.

      A knock stopped Dalgron from saying anything else. He rose slowly, crossed the room, and opened the door.

      Crotus squinted, trying to see who stood there. It was an orc, a small child covered from head to toe in a cloak too large for her, and a woman. They pressed into Dalgron's home without waiting for an invitation.

      Crotus gasped as he could see them more clearly. "The faun?" he asked Dalgron.

      Before Dalgron could respond, the faun knelt at Crotus’s feet. "They said we would find you in the city. Your wife, Hacun, was a brave and honorable woman."

      Crotus felt a lump form in his throat. He'd known she would die, but until that moment, until he was forced to accept it, he had pushed it to the side. "You saw her?"

      The faun nodded, her eyes sad. "She helped us to destroy the human's mage. Or at least seriously cripple him. Not only will it slow them down, but it will diminish their strength." She stood and kissed Crotus on the cheek.

      With a fury, she focused angry eyes on Dalgron. "We pushed day and night to get here to inform you of the consequences of your actions."

      He held up a hand. "Before you continue, let me tell you I was wrong to send so few to the Barrier Mountains. I should have listened to you, and I will do so now with an open mind. I'm so sorry, Alyna."

      "I certainly hope so!" Alyna crossed her arms over her chest.

      Crotus took in the scene with a large degree of wonder. A faun bossing around Dalgron? It was too rich.

      Crotus glanced at the strange orc, who stood strong and silent in the corner. The child traipsed about the cottage, touching everything in her reach. He motioned for her to come to his side.

      "Let me see your tusks," Crotus said.

      The hood of the cloak fell back, and the child bared her teeth at him and growled.

      "She's not an orc," Crotus said with surprise.

      Alyna put her hands on the child's shoulders. "No, she's a human. If you lay a finger on her, I'll roast your balls for dinner."

      Crotus laughed. "I have no plans to hurt her. She's a child. No need to resort to threats."

      "In a time like this, it's all I have." Alyna turned back to Dalgron. "We need to prepare for battle. Now."

      "We can't." Dalgron rubbed his temples. "It's what I've been trying to tell Crotus. The new king won't allow us to fight."

      Crotus stared at his friend in disbelief. The world had truly turned upside down.
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      Nemia clung to Ademar's shoulders. She was tired, but she wouldn't say it aloud. Ademar had to be exhausted from carrying her all day. Tace had offered, but Ademar turned her down. Nemia knew it wasn't because she was light. It was because he didn't want to trade Nemia for Raseri. The dragon didn't like Ademar. Nemia thought the feeling was mutual.

      "This is getting ridiculous." Tace halted her march. "We're getting nowhere fast. We need mounts. The town of Inab is ahead. They should have some."

      Nemia closed her eyes, willing her visions to help them. Nothing. She hadn't had a proper vision since leaving Agitar. If she hadn't found Tace and Ademar, she might have wondered if her visions were hallucinations.

      "We also don't know if we're being followed,” Ademar said. “If we show up in Inab, someone will notice the human guy traveling with two orcs."

      Tace snapped her fingers. "That gives me a good idea. Put Nemia down."

      Nemia slid off Ademar's back, landing on two shaky legs.

      Tace reached down, pulling Nemia's hair back from her face and tucking it behind her ears.

      Nemia reached up with shaking hands, yanking her hair back down over her face.

      "No, let them see it." Tace smiled.

      "But if they see it, they'll recognize me." Nemia's lower lip trembled.

      "Recognize you as anything other than a child with a birthmark?"

      "I'm the princess," Nemia whispered.

      Tace squatted, her face now level with Nemia's. "No one knows the princess has a birthmark, do they?"

      Nemia took in a shuddering breath. The princess was dead—at her hands. But still, what Tace said was true. No one would know her. Only the king and queen and Sabniss's parents knew the truth. None of them were here. "But the people who see me will remember. I don't look like everyone else."

      "Exactly," Tace said. "They'll be so focused on you, they won't look at me. If the Consecrated has orcs watching for me, your face might be enough to distract them."

      Nemia wasn't sure how she felt using her disfigurement as a distraction. She'd always been taught to hide her face, to be ashamed of it. It made her ugly. It made her unfit. A tear escaped her eye. She wiped it away before Tace could see.

      "If you're uncomfortable, we don't have to do this." Tace stood. "I don't think you're ugly, if that's what you're thinking, Nemia. You're a beautiful young girl. So what if you have a birthmark on your face? It doesn't change who you are inside."

      But Nemia knew it did. The birthmark grew when she first touched magic with Azlinar. It brought out her evil side. It made her do things she didn't want to do. It made her kill Sabniss.

      Nemia swallowed hard, then nodded her head in agreement. She pushed her hair behind her ears. The wind blew, tendrils of air dancing across her cheeks. It was the strangest sensation.

      "You stay here," Tace said to Ademar, "with Raseri."

      Ademar's face fell, and Nemia giggled.

      "The two of you need to learn to get along if we're going to continue to travel together." Tace scratched Raseri under the chin. The dragon leaned into her nails, cocking its head to the side. "Okay, now that that's settled, Nemia and I will head into town. Hopefully, I can secure some mounts for us."

      Ademar reached into his pocket, pulling out a handful of golden coins. "Take these. That should cover the cost."

      Tace whistled as he dropped them into her open hand. "Where did you get these?"

      "Hugh taught me to always carry extra money. You never know when it'll come in handy," Ademar said. "I've never had to use it until today, actually. I mean, I've used orc currency, but not these."

      "Yeah, this would buy a year's worth of food." Tace's eyes were wide. "Where did Hugh get this much gold?"

      Ademar shrugged. "I didn’t ask."

      "I promise I'll be frugal with it," Tace said.

      "It's yours," Ademar said. "Do what you need. Get us mounts so we can continue on our journey north.”

      Tace stared absently at the coins. She looked up. "Sorry, it's just that I've never seen so much gold in one place before."

      "Go," Ademar shooed them away.

      Tace placed two of the gold coins in her pouch and hid the rest in a pocket in her breeches. "Let's go. The village isn't far. Hopefully, we can secure mounts and get out quickly."

      "Hey, get some food, too," Ademar called.

      Tace waved to him as she and Nemia disappeared into the forest.

      Nemia reached out, touching every plant and tree they passed. "I've never been outside Agitar before. I'm fascinated by the variety in nature."

      "Never? You never went to the park on the western edge of the city to play with other children?" Tace asked.

      "No." Nemia plucked a flower from the ground. "When I was very small, my parents kept me indoors for fear I would be orcnapped or injured. They also didn't want anyone to see me. Every morning and night, my face was slathered with ointments promising to erase my birthmark. When they were forced to bring me out for appearances, they would cover my face with makeup. It never did a perfect job, so they would make sure to keep me far away prying eyes. They claimed it was for my health."

      Nemia paused in her story. The rest was painful to recount. She'd never said it aloud to anyone before. Even with Tace, who she trusted, she was embarrassed.

      "If you don't want to continue, it's okay." Tace patted Nemia's shoulder.

      "No, I want to." Nemia lifted the flower to her nose, taking a deep breath. The flower smelled like hope. "When I was eight, my mother took me aside. She said I was unfit to be a princess, that Drothu had frowned on me. If I was worthy to take the throne, they wouldn't have marked me so. Then she brought in Sabniss. She told me Sabniss was now Nemia, and I was now Sabniss. That we would exchange lives."

      Nemia recalled how she had sobbed, how she had begged her mother not to toss her aside for the beautiful slave orc.

      "My mother said she couldn't bear to let me go," Nemia continued. "She said I would stay on as a handmaiden."

      "Instead of letting you truly change your identity, she forced you to stay there and watch another girl take your life?" Tace stopped her march.

      "Yes," Nemia whispered. "I worked in the throne room, doing everything Sabniss ordered me to do. I was reduced to nothing more than a servant. But at least my mother could still see me, and I could still see her."

      Tace planted her hands on her hips. "I'm sorry if this is disrespectful, but your mother was extremely selfish. If she truly loved you, she would have let you go completely."

      Nemia had often thought the same thing, but she loved her mother unconditionally.

      Tace reached over, pulling Nemia into a hug. She rested her chin on Nemia's head. "I could never do that to a child of mine. From this day on, you are my little sister. I will never disrespect you."

      Nemia hugged Tace back fiercely. "Thank you," she mumbled into Tace's arm.

      When the two broke apart, Tace readjusted her cape. "I'm not usually so emotional. Don't get used to it. I'm just completely disgusted at how you were treated. And your father? What did he say?"

      "To him, I was dead. I was a ghost in his throne room." Nemia rolled her eyes. "It hurt for a while. I was never as close to him as I was to my mother. I was an abomination, not a beloved child. He loved Sabniss, though, that was clear. He treated her so wonderfully. At first, I was jealous. Then I grew to hate him."

      It was hatred which lead her to kill Sabniss. Not only did Nemia not want Sabniss on the throne, but she also wanted her father to suffer. She looked up at Tace. She would never, ever hurt Tace the way she hurt Sabniss or her father.

      "Bastard. I don’t care if he is the king." Tace began walking again. Soon they were on the edge of the forest, looking out into the village. "Don't talk. Let me take care of everything, okay?"

      Nemia pursed her lips. She'd do as Tace asked, and soon they'd be headed north again.
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      "Excuse me, sir." Tace tapped the male orc on the shoulder as he stood outside a barn baling hay. "Do you have any mounts for sale?"

      He turned around, glanced at Tace, then recoiled when he saw Nemia's face. Tace squeezed Nemia's hand, reminding the young orc to keep quiet. She hated hurting Nemia in this way, knowing full well it would, but that birthmark could keep them from being recognized.

      If the Consecrated were chasing them, they were looking for a female orc and a human man, not a female orc and a disfigured child. Maybe it would be enough to distract them.

      "My sister and I are headed home to Agitar." She figured another lie could only help. "Our mother has fallen ill. We want to see her before she dies."

      Nemia sniffled and rubbed her eyes. Good girl.

      "Do you have money?" he asked, clearly not giving one whit about their story.

      Tace reached into her pouch, pulling out one gold coin. "Our parents gave us this in case of an emergency. Will this be enough?"

      The orc's eyes glinted for a moment until he composed himself. "Yes, but not my best. I have two mounts I can sell you. You look hungry, too. I'll throw in some food for your journey."

      Tace loosed a genuine smile on him. Her gold coin could have bought four mounts instead of two, but his willingness to add some food showed he had a conscience. If she'd been back in Agitar, she would have bartered. Today, all she wanted was to get the mounts and leave.

      "Thank you so much," Nemia squeaked out.

      He looked down at Nemia again. "What happened to you, child?"

      "I was born this way." Nemia's lips formed a pout. "I promise, it's only a mark. It won't hurt you to be near me."

      "Well, then, come on. I'll show you to your new mounts." He yanked open the barn doors.

      The sickly-sweet smell of manure made Tace's eyes water. A deep mewling shook the walls. Tace had ridden draft horses in her youth. They didn't make noises like that.

      The orc exited one of the stalls, two ropes in his hands. "You might want to go back outside. Not a lot of room in here for all of us."

      Tace backed up, squinting desperately to see what she'd bought. She and Nemia stumbled out into the light again, waiting anxiously for him to emerge.

      He stepped out of the barn, and behind him lumbered two of the largest saddled beasts Tace had ever seen on four legs. Long, majestic tusks stuck out of their mouths, curling up into the air. Their fur-covered bodies barely fit through the barn doors. They stood as high as a draft horse and as wide as two. Absently, Tace fingered her own tiny tusks. Compared to these animals' tusks, they were little more than baby teeth.

      Nemia let go of Tace's hand, running to the smaller of the two. As it bowed its head to the ground, she flung her arms about its neck, so thick her hands couldn't reach to the other side.

      "Thank you," Tace said. "Can you tell me what these creatures are called?"

      "Arkai," the orc said. "Aren't they something?"

      "Yeah." Tace wandered over, a bit more reluctant than Nemia. "What do they eat?"

      "Oh, they like to graze on grass, leaves, whatever's available." He tickled the larger arkai until its mouth opened. He tapped the square teeth with his hand. "See, they couldn't eat meat if they wanted to. They'll eat whatever vegetation they find. Now you wait here for a moment. I'll be back with a sack of food for you and your sister."

      He waved, then took off toward a nearby cottage.

      "I love them. I'm naming mine Onyx." Nemia smiled as she scrambled onto the arkai's back.

      There would be plenty of room for two of them to ride on one beast. Ademar and Nemia. Or Nemia and Tace. For a brief moment, Tace thought of riding with Ademar, sitting so close to him. Not long ago, it would have started a wave of revulsion.

      Now? She was beginning to tolerate him. He wasn't too awful for a human.

      The man returned, a worried look on his face. "You said you're headed down to Agitar?"

      Tace nodded. The less she said about their plans, the better. If she made one mistake...

      "I think you ought to reconsider. I know your mother is ill, but evil has befallen the city. It may not be safe." He handed a bulging burlap bag to Tace.

      "Why? What's happened?" Tace looked at Nemia, who stood still with a strange look on her face.

      "The king recently abdicated the throne because the beloved, most beautiful princess died," he said.

      Tace knew the city was in chaos when she'd been bundled out, but she had no idea why. So the princess was dead? The princess who was pretending to be Nemia?

      "Who killed her?" Tace asked.

      "No one knows. They say she choked, but rumor has it she wasn't eating or drinking when she died. She just... died."

      Tace bit her lower lip. "That sounds tragic." She kept her eyes solidly on him. She would question Nemia later. "But I don't see why we shouldn't travel home."

      "The throne has been taken already. A raven arrived at the village hall just now with the news." He pointed to the entrance to the village where a large, round building stood.

      "Which clan took the throne?" Each had its own weaknesses. Still, any of them might produce a worthy ruler.

      "It's no orc." He lowered his voice as if he was afraid of being overheard. "It's a bloody elf."

      "An elf on the throne?" Nemia fell off Onyx, landing on her feet with a thud.

      Tace's stomach roiled. An elf? Elves were worse than humans! They pranced around, pretending like they owned the world. Until now they'd stayed out of orc business.

      "No one down there knows what to do. They're paralyzed," he said.

      "I know what I'd do." Tace reached for her daggers. She nearly blurted out she'd assassinate every one of them, but her occupation was a secret. No one could know, not even in a time of crisis.

      "Well, I thought it best you know before you leave. You seem capable, but the elves are a tricky bunch. You can't trust them to act decently." He wished them well and returned to his barn.

      "Let's get Ademar," Tace said to Nemia. She climbed on the back of her arkai, dug her heels into its side, and set off in a loping canter.

      The beast's body moved up and down and up and down in a soothing rhythm, but it couldn't take her mind off of what she'd heard.

      Nemia rode behind, quiet. Tace had plenty of questions to ask the young orc, but they would have to wait until they were back in the woods with Ademar. She particularly wanted to know if Nemia had any knowledge of the strange circumstances surrounding the princess' death.

      When they arrived at the clearing, Tace tied the arkai’s leads to a tree. There was plenty of greenery for them to feed on. They began eating right away, bending their thick necks toward the ground, their mouths grabbing whatever grass they could reach.

      Tace motioned for Nemia to follow, but the girl hung back, petting Onyx's silky mane.

      "Nemia?"

      "What are you going to tell him?" she snapped, glaring at Tace.

      "Only the truth, and I'm hoping you have something to add to what we heard." Tace crossed her arms over her chest. "Did you kill the princess?"

      Nemia's hands balled up. Tears hovered at her lower eyelids. "I didn't touch her!"

      "Nemia..." Tace was no stranger to death. She'd lost count of her victims long ago. She also knew what Nemia was capable of. "Nothing you say will shock me."

      "Fine!" Nemia stomped toward Tace. "I killed her. I did it with my mind. I wanted her dead, and she died!" Nemia burst into tears.

      Tace knelt, taking the young orc into her arms. "I have a feeling you didn't realize what you were doing. Am I right?"

      Nemia nodded, rubbing her wet nose into Tace's chest.

      "Then it was an accident."

      Nemia pulled back. "What do you know of killing? You're meant to be the savior of all the orcs. You will bring life to all of us." Her eyes flashed, angry. "Helping you is my penance. I will only get forgiveness from Drothu if I help you. Sabniss's death was dishonorable. It was selfish. I am doomed!"

      Ademar emerged from the forest, a bundle of firewood in his arms, Raseri flying behind him. "What's wrong? Is someone hurt?"

      "No. We're fine. Nemia's just... tired." Tace reached out, wiping the tears from Nemia's face with her thumb. She glanced at Ademar, surprised at how happy she was to see him. "She needs a nap. I think we all do."

      Ademar looked at her strangely, obviously not convinced. Still, he kept his mouth shut, until he looked over and saw the arkai. "What are those?"

      "Our mounts. Silly human, don't you know anything? Those are arkai." Tace winked at Nemia, who dissolved into a fit of giggles.

      "Mine is named Onyx. Tace hasn't named the other one yet," Nemia said.

      "I think Ademar should name it." Nemia smiled at the human.

      "They're impressive beasts! I’ll call him Levi, short for leviathan. Now let's get this fire started before darkness falls. It's going to get chilly soon," Ademar said.

      Tace had a long night ahead. Even though Nemia believed Tace could save the world by heading north toward some shadowy destiny, Tace knew she'd be of more use in Agitar, fighting. Maybe it was time to head home.
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      A quiet snap woke Ademar. He looked around in the darkness, waiting for his eyes to adjust. He sat up, yanking on his boots.

      He crept to the outskirts of their camp. Tace was saddling her arkai. "What you doing?" he asked.

      Tace climbed up on the saddle. "I'm leaving."

      "You're what?" Ademar asked in disbelief. Just when he thought he was getting to know Tace, she had to pull something like this. "I thought we were committed to heading north."

      "For what?" she hissed. "I left Agitar to get away from the Consecrated after my mother’s murder. End of story. Since then, I've been prancing around the forest like a fool, touching carved stones, and pretending it means something."

      Ademar's shoulders tightened. "I know it sounds ridiculous."

      "You don't believe it anymore than I do! Admit it!" Tace glared at him in the dappled moonlight.

      Ademar said nothing. His whole life he'd believed in things no one else could see. Faith was the core of religion. He'd come to Agitar to learn about the orc's beliefs. But Tace had a point.

      "I knew it. You and I? We're cowards." Tace slid off the arkai. "We're both running away from our lives because they went to shit. When that orc told Nemia and me what's happening in Agitar, I couldn't get it out of my head. I should be down there, fighting for my city. Not up here on a fool's errand."

      Tace stalked over to Ademar, standing only a breath away, her chest nearly touching his. "We should go home. Both of us. Me to Agitar. You to Soleth."

      Ademar was taken aback. Soleth? "There's nothing for me in Soleth. Not anymore. Everything I want is here." He gulped, aware he'd said something he hadn't meant to say aloud.

      The last few days with Tace had changed him. He'd seen more of the world, and he’d finally tasted life for the first time. It was glorious.

      “I don’t want you to leave,” Ademar said quietly.

      "Is this what you want?" Tace grabbed his shoulders, pulling his face toward hers. Her lips landed on his, in a furious hunger. One of her tusks pierced his skin as he.

      As quickly as it started, Tace broke it off, pushing him backward. "I'm sorry. You're a virgin. You've committed your life to something I don't understand. I respect you enough not to push you any further."

      Ademar stood speechless. He wanted her to do it again. And show him more. He knew how sex worked, he wasn't completely uneducated on the subject, but this orc had stirred feelings he didn't know he was capable of experiencing.

      "I'm leaving." Tace climbed back on the arkai.

      "No," Ademar said. "Hear me out first. Please."

      "Fine. But only because I kissed you, and I can see you want more. I at least owe you my ear for leaving you hungering so deeply," Tace said with a wink.

      Ademar blushed furiously. He was glad a cloud had taken that moment to pass lazily over the moon. "We've come this far. Nemia is with us now. She seems to have some insight on what we're supposed to be doing in the Frozen Wastelands."

      "I understand, but my home is under attack. By elves! Humans are one thing, but elves are far more concerning," Tace argued.

      "And what difference will you make? One orc against them all?" Ademar challenged her. "You weren't in the military. What good will you be?"

      Tace jumped off the arkai, her finger shaking in his face. "Me? You know nothing of me! You've only seen what's on the exterior. You have no idea what I've done. What I'm capable of!"

      "Then why don't you tell me?" Ademar asked softly. "You know about me. You know I've studied religion my whole life. That I've turned away from the pleasures of this world to better focus and serve my god. You know what I've done with my days and how I've contributed. Tell me, please, tell me what you did before I stumbled upon you at Hugh's death. Why were you really there?"

      "I was there to kill your beloved Hugh. Except he killed himself before I had the chance."

      Ademar took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, as he attempted to calm his heart.

      "I am an assassin," she hissed in his ear. "I'm a killer."

      “I know. But have you ever killed anyone for fun or sport? Was all of it done as an assignment?”

      Tace hesitated. “I only killed those I was ordered to kill.”

      Ademar balled his hands into fists. "Why?"

      "I did as I was told. I was ordered to kill Hugh." Tace crossed her arms over her chest. "It was an assignment. That's it."

      “But why, Tace? Why would you choose to become an assassin?”

      Darkness spread across Tace’s expression, so Ademar changed course. "Did you often kill humans?"

      Tace opened her mouth, then hesitated. "No. He was to be my first."

      "You weren't running because your mother died, not at first, were you?" Hugh reached out, placing a tentative hand on Tace's shoulder. "You left Agitar because you told your guild master you'd assassinated a man, when in reality he killed himself. If he'd found out you failed—”

      "Just as you haven't told the humans about Hugh's true demise." Tace's face softened, understanding emanating from her eyes. "We both have been hiding the same secret, needing to atone for it."

      "Going back now won't get us what we seek," Ademar said. "But going north might. If what Nemia says is true..."

      "Then there is a chance for both of us to be right with our gods."

      "And maybe help the orcs in the process."

      "What about your human brethren?" Tace asked.

      Ademar shook his head. When he'd left Soleth with Hugh, he'd left for good—in  body and mind. The orcs had shown themselves to be a kind race. He appreciated their way of life, identifying with it more than his own heritage. "I will always be a human in body, but in my heart, I wish I had been born an orc."

      He pressed his lips together, knowing he’d said too much. In the moonlight, he could see the expression on Tace’s face change. The walls she’d kept up around him had been replaced by a strange expression of longing.

      Tace reached up, tracing Hugh's face with a fingertip. "If you were an orc, I would find you worthy. I would give myself to you."

      Ademar swallowed, overwhelmed by her boldness. He knew what he wanted, but his inexperience held him hostage.

      "Are you afraid of me?" Tace asked.

      Ademar shook his head. Fear had never crossed his mind. Awe, perhaps, was a better way to describe how he felt. But he couldn't open his mouth and tell her.

      "Will you come with me into the forest? Away from Nemia?" Tace asked. She ran her fingers down his arm, taking his hand in hers.

      Ademar squeezed her hand. It was the same size as his. Strong and sturdy. It embodied everything he admired about her character.

      "I can show you how it's done, if you want to learn." Tace leaned in, whispering into Ademar's ear.

      His cheeks flushed pink again at her suggestion. "Yes," he managed to squeak out.

      Tace smiled, her tusks glinting in the moonlight. "You'll like it. I promise to be gentle, but you have to tell me if anything I do hurts."

      Tace led him into a darker part of the forest, finding a small clearing. She let go of his hand, then reached up and removed her top. Taking his hand again, she hovered his palm above her breast. "Touch me."

      Ademar dropped his last bit of resistance. He touched her breast, marveling at the softness of it. Everything about Tace was hard, from her muscles to her resolve. This was a pleasant surprise.

      "When orcs have sex, it can be rough. We aren't gentle creatures," Tace said between gasps as Ademar's hands explored her body.

      "I trust you." Ademar reached down, unlacing her breeches.

      “I hope you brought extra clothing.” Tace grabbed his shirt, tearing it down the middle. She ripped it off his chest. Her hands squeezed his shoulders as she slammed him to the ground.

      Ademar landed, the wind knocked out of him.

      "Are you okay?" Tace asked, smiling.

      "Yes," he barely managed to get out. He was more than okay. His manhood strained at his own breeches, demanding release.

      "Tomorrow we will continue north and take a chance on Nemia's visions," Tace said, "but tonight, you're mine."

      She pulled off Ademar's breeches and lowered herself onto him.

      Ademar gave in fully, throwing away his vows and taking on a new life.
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      It had been two days since Brax and his army passed through the orc village of Gunder. Except for one orc female who remained behind, the village was completely abandoned. He had argued with Queen Lissa for the orc’s life, insisted she be kept as a prisoner, possibly used as leverage, but the queen refused.

      She claimed the orc had killed Damor, and while it might have done them a favor to remove a man whose motives were questionable, the old orc deserved to die.

      The orc had been beheaded at dawn.

      Brax refused to attend. Instead, he remained in his tent, wondering what he was doing.

      Once again, he considered deserting. His hand found his throat, and he swallowed hard, knowing what would happen if he were caught.

      And where would he go? The humans wouldn't have him. It was unlikely any orcs would take pity on him. The elves across the Orianna Sea weren't a good option, either.

      Brax had nowhere to go except forward with his army and his queen. They were camped one day's march from Agitar. Soon, their armies would descend upon the orc capital.

      Queen Lissa was certain of their victory. The defeat at the pass and the empty orc village had given her confidence. The ease of the wins had only added to Brax's discomfort. Something wasn't right, and without Damor's farsight, Brax had no inkling of what awaited them. His scouts were useless on the grassy plain. They had nowhere to hide.

      Brax wouldn't say he missed Damor, but the mage had been useful in some ways. He had often wondered if Damor was as powerful as he claimed. Now he would never find out.

      Brax left his tent, stretching. He turned around, offering a hand to the maiden who'd shared his tent last night. He'd given up dalliances long ago due to Ghrol's presence in his cellar, but now his brother was gone. Brax hadn't been able to fight the fluttering eyelashes of the girl who'd come to him, telling him how strong he was.

      Nella slipped her soft hand into his and emerged from the tent. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed him full on the lips, not caring who saw. "Again tonight, Captain?" she asked with a smile.

      Brax rested his palm on her cheek, running his thumb over her lips. "Yes, please."

      Nella skipped away with one final teasing glance over her shoulder.

      A strong hand clapped Brax on the shoulder. "I'm glad to see you're back in the swing of things. It's been a long time since you've had a female companion," Jedd said. He held a bowl of porridge in his other hand.

      "Have you been keeping track?" Brax raised an eyebrow at his first in command.

      "It's my job to make sure you're happy," Jedd said. "An army is only as healthy as its captain."

      Brax furrowed his brow. "You set that up? Nella didn't come to me on her own?"

      Jedd laughed. "All I did was ask if she was willing. Trust me, there was no coercion involved. The women here are very interested in you. It's the dark, brooding image you project. They all want to know what's behind it."

      Nella found out last night. Repeatedly.

      "Are we ready to march?" Brax asked, changing the subject.

      "Yes, most have already eaten and are packing up. I know you're a little behind this morning, but don't worry. You needed that night." Jedd handed Brax the porridge. "This is for you."

      "Thanks." Brax dug in, hungrier than he'd been in a very long time. "I want to be at the gates of Agitar by mid-afternoon. We'll send in an envoy to speak with the orcs."

      "No, we won't." Queen Lissa sashayed over to them, a long white train bobbing behind her. "We will invade Agitar immediately."

      Brax fought to keep the porridge in his mouth. "That's not how it's done. We need to—”

      "You need to do as I say!" the queen said between gritted teeth. "These orcs murdered my father. Why would we speak with them? What could they possibly have to say that might change my mind? Have they erased the past and brought my father back to life? Is that possible, Captain?"

      Brax swallowed the last of the porridge and shoved the bowl back at Jedd. "Of course it's not possible, but if there can be a peaceful solution to this situation, we should strive to find it!"

      "Everything was peaceful until they murdered my father. They started this, not me. Don't you ever forget it." Lissa jabbed Brax's shoulder with a long fingernail, likely leaving a mark under his tunic. "If you don't want to fight, then you can be relieved of duty. I'll place your head next to hers."

      The queen pointed to the front of their camp, a place Brax had managed to avoid looking since they'd beheaded the old orc. Her head rested atop a stake that was planted ahead of their camp.

      It was a warning to the orc scouts, who were surely scoping out their numbers.

      Brax held in his anger. He wanted to live, and he knew the queen would follow through on her threats. He wasn't sure who would step up to behead him, but someone eventually would. A glory-seeker with something to prove.

      "We will attack this afternoon," Brax said, revising his plans. "I'll send the first wave into Agitar to make sure they can't lock the gates. A siege won't get us anywhere. We'd spend months out here, and with winter approaching, we would freeze to death. We're not prepared for the weather. The faster we defeat them, the sooner all of this will be over.

      "Good. I knew you'd see it my way, Brax." Lissa patted him on the head as if he were a puppy.

      And perhaps he was. He had no mind of his own anymore. Despite being the captain, he rarely made a decision or had an original thought. He did as the queen commanded and nothing more.

      With a heavy heart, Brax retreated into his tent. He closed the flap before Jedd could follow him in.

      Brax put on his armor, fastening the chest piece in place. Normally he had a squire to attend him, but today he wanted to do it himself.

      Brax had no faith in their cause, and now he'd lost faith in himself. His entire life he'd stood up for what he believed was righteous. Now, he intended to swoop upon a heavily fortified city of orcs, who were far superior in strength and weaponry. He was leading his people to their deaths. There was no way around that.

      They would die. It would be his fault.

      And this war would accomplish nothing other than to wipe most of the humans off the continent.

      Brax exited his tent. He signaled for a squire to take it down and pack it for travel. Jedd followed two steps behind Brax, silent.

      Brax walked through the camp, taking in each face, attempting to burn them into his memory. If he survived, he would tell their stories. He would bear witness to their lives given freely to a war that had only one possible outcome.

      Nella was up ahead, washing dishes with two other young women, her blond curls bouncing about her shoulders as she scrubbed a pot. Brax tapped her on the arm. When she turned around, a smile blossomed on her face.

      "Thank you for last night." Brax bowed low, giving her the same respect he would a lady.

      The girls giggled as he straightened up. Nella gave an awkward curtsy in return. It only endeared her to him more.

      Brax held out a hand, the top of it covered in armor. It shone in the sunlight as Nella slipped her hand into his. He pulled her closer, then kissed her gently. Not the kiss of a man who had used her the night before, but the kiss of a man who deeply respected a woman who had willingly let him explore the most private parts of her body.

      Nella sighed as he released her back to her job.

      Brax made for the horses. A squire had already prepared his steed. He pushed his sword to the side and mounted the great stallion. Brax could see over everyone in the camp. He counted them, securing a place for each in his memory. Thousands of souls about to be lost.

      He raised his sword into the air, pointing toward Agitar.

      "Today we bring our fight with the orcs for vengeance. We will be victorious!"

      A roar traveled through the camp.

      His words may have been empty, but they still believed they had a chance.

      Sornal bless their souls.
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      Alyna paced in Vron's home. Three steps past the bed. Five past the dining and sitting area. Six into the back of the kitchen. Turn around. Repeat.

      "You're pacing, that's better than sitting." Vron took a puff from the cigar he'd rolled.

      "Don't be funny." She took a quick glance at the bed, where Sally lay. The girl had slept comfortably all night and half the day.

      "I'm not trying to be funny. Just realistic. If an elf holds the throne, and he's cast some sort of spell over the city, how are we to fight him? A faun and an orc defeating an elf's magic? Can't be done."

      Alyna snatched the cigar from Vron's lips. She considered throwing it out the window, but instead she took a long drag. Vron always rolled the best cigars. He once claimed he had found a special weed in the forest no one else knew about.

      Alyna believed it, too. Within moments, she felt her shoulder muscles loosening. She sank onto Vron's lap. "We need to do something. We can’t just sit here."

      "Sure we can." He pecked Alyna on the cheek.

      She held in a sigh. Vron wanted more from her than she was willing to give. Yes, she liked him. Perhaps she loved him. But commitment wasn't in her future. Not with Vron, not with anyone. Every time she returned his amorous advances, he got the notion it was wrapped in some sort of promise. She had needs, and Vron filled them quite well. She also longed for her clearing in the forest, where she lived in peace without the drama others so expertly wove. This world would slowly kill her.

      "We must find a way to make the other orcs fight. I know the elf's magic is hard to resist. Even I can feel it vibrating on the edge of my senses." Alyna tossed the cigar on the floor, snuffing it out with her hoof. Then she picked up the remains and tossed them out the window. "That weed isn't helping."

      Vron's lids drooped. "It's helping me to forget the anger I feel at myself. I want to fight back, Alyna, I do, but I can't. I literally can't." He tossed his hands in the air. "I'm a fighter. I use my muscles to vanquish my enemies. This new king, this elf, has some sort of power over my motivation."

      "It's a compulsion spell," Alyna said.

      "You have some magic." Vron's eyes pleaded with her. "Can you do something about it?"

      "No." Alyna shook her head. "The elves have a magic all of their own. I cannot counter it. It would be like asking you to fight an entire army on your own. You couldn't, despite being very good at what you do."

      "I'm very, very good at what I do." Vron nuzzled Alyna's neck, his tusks nicking her skin.

      She shivered, then pushed him away. "That's not what I meant. Vron, you must concentrate."

      "I am." His lips wandered from her ear to the top of her shoulder.

      "Vron!" Alyna jumped off his lap, angry at herself for sitting there in the first place.

      "Come on, baby," he pleaded.

      "If this is how all of the orcs are affected, there will be a bumper crop of babies next year." Alyna bent over and slapped Vron's cheek. "Stop it!"

      Vron sprang to his feet. "Alyna, I can't do this. It's tearing me apart. I need to leave Agitar. I have to go somewhere where I can form my own thoughts and feelings."

      "We can't leave while the humans are marching here. They're probably not far away by now. What will happen to the orcs when they swarm across Agitar?" Alyna grabbed Vron's shoulders, shaking him. "Do you understand what's about to happen?"

      "Yes! But I'm powerless to do anything! Don't you know how that kills me?" Vron sank into the chair again, his head in his hands.

      "That's it. I'm going to speak to this elf king." Alyna stormed out of the cottage before Vron could catch her.

      She lifted the sides of her skirt as she stormed through the abandoned city streets. She walked past stalls that had been abandoned and past draft horses standing tethered to poles, the remnants of the oats the orcs brought them scattered on the ground. At least they had enough sense to keep their animals fed.

      If the elf was trying to kill the orcs, he was doing a poor job of it. Taking away their motivation was a stalling tactic. But for what?

      Alyna turned down the Avenue of Royals. The street tripled in width, making her feel  smaller as she walked alone to the steps of the castle. Two guards stood with spears crossed.

      "Let me pass," Alyna said.

      They ignored her.

      "Now!" she yelled.

      They remained as still as statues.

      "If anyone can hear me, I demand to speak with the king! I am not an orc. I am a faun. I bring you information of the greatest import!"

      Alyna stood, nearly vibrating with anger.

      A moment later, the two orc guards uncrossed their spears.

      "Thank you very little." Alyna stepped between them as quickly as she could, not quite trusting them. She bounded up the steps into the castle.

      Alyna had been in this castle once before as a guest of Vron's, and she'd forgotten the sheer beauty of it. Marveling at the tapestries covering the walls, Alyna tried to remember she wasn't here for a social visit or a tour. She was there to speak with the elf king who had the entire population of Agitar under his control. She had to make him understand the impending doom coming from the South.

      Alyna pushed open the heavy doors to the throne room. Startled to see the room empty—the old king had always had an entourage, as well as guards at every entrance—Alyna noticed the tall, slender man sitting on the throne. A table sat to the side, covered with fruits and drinks she didn't recognize.

      "Come, sit with me, faun. Tell me your stories." The elf held out a sweeping arm, indicating the chair next to his.

      The queen's throne.

      "Thank you, I'll stand." Alyna had heard tales of elven trickery. They offered something beautiful moments before stealing your soul. Though these tales were meant to frighten children, after what Alyna had seen in Agitar, she knew there had to be some truth to them.

      "What do you need to tell me that is so important?" The elf king took a bite of an apple pastry.

      Alyna felt her mouth water. It did look amazing.

      "Is it about the humans?" The elf held out a pastry to her.

      Alyna resisted, despite everything inside her screaming that one bite couldn't hurt. "You know about the humans? Their army advances. They plan to take Agitar from the orcs."

      The elf's laughter tinkled like bells in the spacious throne room. "I have already taken Agitar. Isn't that obvious? I do not fear humans."

      "I didn't either, but they have proven themselves to be formidable." Alyna held her hands in fists at her sides, fighting against the urge to eat the pastries. They were so close. Only a few steps away.

      The elf took a long drink of the light-green liquid in his crystal goblet. "Are you sure you wouldn't like some?"

      Alyna bit her lower lip.

      "The humans have something I want, you see." The elf put down his food and drink, planted his elbows on the arms of the throne, and gently rested his fingertips upon each other. "I need them to approach. Once I have what I need, I will decide whether to let them live or die."

      "What do you want from any of us?" Alyna asked. "Why weren't you happy in your own kingdom across the Orianna Sea?"

      The elf grimaced, though it didn't diminish his staggering beauty. "The world is changing. Some might say it is ending. I plan to take what I can before it happens. Maybe I can change the outcome. But the orcs cannot do it. Neither can the humans. They are both simple races. So I will take their lands."

      "You plan to invade the South as well?" Alyna asked, confused.

      "No, I plan to marry the human queen and take her lands as dowry." The elf smiled.

      "What of Queen Agamede?" Alyna asked.

      “She’s resting in her chambers. I have no need of her. Once I have control of both the humans and the orcs, I will save this land from its own destruction.”

      "There is no destruction, save what you have wrought."

      His laugh rang out, reminding Alyna of soft rain on a sunny day. "Such simple creatures here. I had thought you might be different, faun. I see you are like the rest of them. Close-minded. Only thinking of what is in front of your face. You care nothing for the future or the gods."

      "What do the gods have to do with this?" she asked, truly confused. It wasn't his magic spell making her mind muddy. She had no idea what he was referring to.

      "The end is coming, faun. The end of everything. That idiot priest Hugh brought it on. What he has done will ruin us all." He gestured to the throne next to him. "Please sit. Let me explain. I have hope you may understand better than anyone."

      Alyna's mind suddenly felt completely clear, as if a fog had lifted. His magic had worked on her more than she thought. But now he had let her go. She could think for herself again without fighting.

      "I will tell you," he said. "I beg you to see reason."

      Alyna knew this was her only chance to truly understand why he had taken Agitar.

      "Hold my hand. It will be faster this way."

      Alyna slipped her hand in his delicate grasp. A transfer of information followed a flash of light so painful she almost lost consciousness. But the thoughts were in her head now, as if they'd always been there. As if she'd already known...

      "It can't be true," Alyna muttered under her breath. She combed through the thoughts he'd given her, trying to find some fault in his logic. "No."

      "Yes," the elf king said, "the end is near. I know it, and now you know it. Do you understand why I have done as I have?"

      Alyna looked at him, her mouth agape. "We must work together to fix this, or we'll all die."
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      Vron remained slumped in his chair when Alyna opened the door to the cottage. Whatever spell that elf had cast over Agitar made him apathetic. Vron had always prided himself on his strength, but that couldn't help him now. If only he could fight magic with an ax. He could get up and challenge Kazrack, but it felt like too much work.

      Alyna's eyes were fixed on the floor, her shoulders sagging.

      "What is it?" Vron rushed to her side.

      Alyna fell against his chest. Vron wrapped his arms around her shaking torso.

      "Did he hurt you?" Vron asked, anger building, pushing against the magic Kazrack had set upon them.

      "No. Kazrack's actually not evil. He's here to help us." Alyna pushed away, wiping her tears on a sleeve.

      "I don't understand." Vron cocked his head to the side. "Did he put another spell on you?"

      "No." Alyna took a deep, shuddering breath. "I don't know how to explain it. I understand now why he wanted to show me the way he did."

      Vron looked at the faun, confused. "I'm not following."

      Alyna went over to the bed. She sat next to Sally, who had been sleeping soundly the entire time Alyna had been gone. She ran a gentle hand over the girl's hair. "Wake up, sweetie." Alyna kissed the girl's temple.

      Sally stirred, then sat up and rubbed her eyes. "Morning," she mumbled.

      "Good morning. I just came from Dalgron's house. He has some breakfast waiting for you, if you're hungry."

      Sally jumped off the bed. Her long nightgown, an old repurposed shirt of Vron's, fell to the floor, pooling around her pink toes. "Thank you!" Without another word, she ran out of the cottage.

      "Did you really go to Dalgron's first?" Vron asked, a little hurt.

      Alyna shook her head. "No, but Dalgron won't turn her away if she shows up at his door. I could smell the bacon from the street, so I figured it would be a good way to get Sally out while I try to explain everything."

      Vron sat in his chair, motioning to the one opposite. "Then, sit, please, and tell me what happened."

      Alyna sat, her hands in her lap. "Tell me about Drothu."

      "I don't know that this is the best time for children's stories."

      "Tell me. Please," she insisted.

      Vron thought back to when he'd been a young orc. At bedtime, his mother would sit beside his bed and tell him the story all orc parents told their young.

      "A long time ago," he began, "the orcs came into being. They were strong, brave, and loyal. Their god, Drothu, told them if they honored each other in life and celebrated death, they would receive eternal life. For who would grant eternal life to an orc afraid of passing from one realm to another?

      "The orcs recorded these truths upon the walls of underground caves, building their city atop them, in order to keep them sacred. To this day, we honor our great city by living life to the fullest and crossing into death with joy and open hearts. For on the other side waits Drothu."

      Vron stopped and looked at Alyna. Her eyes were locked on her hands.

      "There is more," she said. "Tell me about the Wrus."

      Vron swallowed hard. That was where the children's story ended. When an orc was initiated into adulthood, they were told the remainder of the story. It was a truth that was hard to reconcile, but when they'd spent their whole life believing in the beauty of Drothu, they eventually learned to accept it.

      Vron took a deep breath. "Drothu was the last leader of the Wrus, a race we only know of through stories handed down from generation to generation. He descended into The Nether with the others like him, but he continued to observe our behavior. Drothu was not pleased. Too many still feared the pain of death and the uncertainty of what lay beyond. So Drothu burrowed into the ground under Agitar, taking up residence. Drothu promised one day he would return, at a time when other gods threatened his lands. He would take control of all living beings, scorching them with fire, returning them all to dust."

      "What about the catalyst?" Alyna asked him pointedly. "What will cause the god to return?"

      "When the god is summoned with the ancient words, the great war commences." Vron glared at her. "But no orc knows those words!”

      Alyna's eyes were finally dry, and they'd taken on the fire he'd come to love over the years. "What if it wasn't an orc?"

      "I don't understand. This is our religion. None other's."

      Alyna smashed her fist into the soft chair arm. "Does your god exist?"

      "Of course!" It was a foolish question.

      "Then he exists for all, even if they don't believe in him. Correct?" Alyna asked.

      Vron paused. He hadn't considered that before. Drothu belonged to the orcs. The humans worshiped their own god. As far as he knew, the elves worshiped only themselves. His god was a story, it gave orc lives meaning. But to consider Drothu as something that existed for all—he didn't have the answer.

      "Does Drothu exist under our feet?" Alyna asked pointedly. "Is it possible something has happened to stir him from his slumber? Could he be awakening now?"

      Vron knew the end would come someday, but he never once considered he'd be alive for it. What if Alyna was right?

      "How did Hugh die?" Alyna asked, her voice soft.

      "He was murdered. Someone probably got sick of his presence."

      "Why?"

      Vron had no response. He wasn't there when it happened.

      "What if Hugh did this? It all began after his death."

      "He wouldn't have done that. He was a religious man. He didn't believe in war."

      "Perhaps."

      Vron stood, his chair skidding backward. "What are you saying? That a human woke Drothu and started the end of times?"

      "It's what Kazrack believes. It's why he's here. There have been signs in Gailwyn. Things he couldn't ignore. He thinks if all three of our races unite, we may have a chance at stopping Drothu." Alyna grabbed Vron's hands, pulling him toward her.

      He knelt on one knee next to her chair. "If this is true, then you're asking the orcs to rise up against Drothu. To fight against the thing we hold most sacred."

      "If that thing is about to kill you and every other orc in Doros, would you fight, or would you let it happen?" Alyna asked. "To humans and elves, Drothu isn't a real god. He is an orc religious construct. Is it possible you've been worshipping a flesh-and-blood creature who's been waiting for a chance to kill you all this time?"

      Vron squeezed Alyna's hand. "You're asking every orc to reject their most deeply held beliefs."

      "I'm asking the orcs to be open-minded enough to fight, if it should come to that." Alyna cupped Vron's chin with her hand. "That is why Kazrack holds your people under his spell. He needs the humans to come and join with him, to convince you to fight Drothu."

      "The humans know?" Vron asked.

      "No," Alyna said. "You don't have to worry about being the last to know. But they will find out soon enough. Kazrack plans to ask their queen to unite with him to fight against Drothu."

      "And what of the orcs?" Vron knew his people wouldn't be easily convinced. They abhorred the elves as much as they did humans. Listening to Kazrack, much less joining with him in a fight against their own god, would be difficult.

      "We have to make them understand."

      Vron bowed his head. "You really believe Kazrack?"

      "I do."

      "Then I will stand beside you when the time comes to tell the orcs." Vron stood, turning his back to Alyna. He knew it would be nearly impossible to convince his fellow orcs of this truth. But he would have to try. If it meant the difference between life and death, not just of himself, but of his entire civilization, he had no choice.
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      Maysant peered down through the trees. Ghrol helped Benin sit up near the fire. Together, the two partook of porridge to break their fast. Maysant was happy they were getting along, but she worried about their food supplies. She'd brought enough to feed herself for the time she had planned to spend alone in the forest. Now there were two more mouths to feed. Soon the porridge would be gone. She and Ghrol continued to hunt, but the weather was turning cooler with the shorter days. The berries they collected would freeze on the branch. Food would be scarce.

      It would also mean it was time for Maysant to go home. She'd promised her mother she'd meet at the Library of Filamir before the start of winter.

      But what would become of Ghrol and Benin? Neither could survive on his own. She wasn't sure they could survive together without her to guide the way. Ghrol was simple. Benin wasn't able of body. They had no food of their own. She needed hers to complete her journey to the library.

      Maysant climbed down from the tree. She crept quietly through the undergrowth to the clearing with the small fire. Though the human army had pulled out a couple of days ago, she'd been afraid to build a large fire for fear of attracting unwanted attention.

      Both Maysant and Benin were both relieved at the army's departure. Ghrol had shown some agitation, though. However, Maysant had no idea what, or who, he wanted. He repeated, "Bder," but Maysant had been unable to decipher the mystery word. Maysant thought he'd cried himself to sleep, yet this morning he appeared to be in good spirits.

      "Good morning, Maysant," Benin said, his voice unusually pleasant.

      "Hello, Benin." Maysant waved at Benin. Then she leaned over, giving Ghrol a tiny peck on the cheek. The large man smiled back at her. "I have something I need to discuss with the two of you."

      Ghrol looked at her curiously. Benin only glanced at her as he shoveled another bite of porridge between his thin lips.

      "I don't want to leave either of you, but I promised my mother I'd meet her at the Library of Filamir. If I don't show up, you can guarantee the entire elf army will be scouring Doros." It wasn't an exaggeration, either. Her mother often overreacted to the silliest things.

      Benin raised an eyebrow. "Your mother has that much power in the elven empire?"

      Maysant bit her lip. She hadn't told anyone. Well, Ghrol and Benin were the only people she'd spoken to since coming on this trip. She hadn't had a chance to hide her parentage from anyone. She'd promised her mother never to tell. It was part of their bargain.

      "Who are you?" Benin asked.

      "No one." Maysant laughed nervously.

      "I can't believe that," Benin said. "You obviously have money to outfit yourself properly for this indulgent trip into the forest. Yet your hands are soft as a newborn's."

      Maysant sat on her hands. This man was more observant than she'd realized.

      Benin cocked his head to the side. "You're part of the elven royal family, aren't you?"

      "No," Maysant answered quickly. She was surprised how easy it had been to lie.

      "You're the princess. I thought I recognized you." Benin reached out one frail hand toward her. "I've seen your portrait hanging in the Library of Filamir."

      "You've been to the library?" Maysant's eyes were wide. Only the privileged were allowed there. "Who are you?"

      "A few days ago, I was someone. Now I am but a ghost." Benin dropped his spoon into his empty bowl. "You can go back to your life. Me, I am dead to them." His voice took on a menacing tone.

      "You could try—”

      "NO!" Benin's eyes raged with anger. "They will pay for what they have done to me. After everything I did to help them, guide them, and they treated me like offal."

      "I'm a good listener, if you want to tell me what happened." Maysant was glad he was no longer questioning her. She wasn't sure how long she could keep up her lies. She was smart, but not quick of tongue.

      "I was the queen's advisor," Benin said. "I gave her counsel on everything, using the vast knowledge I gained in my younger years studying at the library. I knew more about the other races than all humans combined. My knowledge couldn't be surpassed. I showed her how to defeat the orcs at the pass. I gave her the strategy to move in on the orcs at Gunder. I gave her everything."

      Maysant was on the edge of her log, curious how he fell from grace.

      "When my tent caught on fire, I believed it was deliberately set. By whom, I cannot say. I only know someone wanted me gone." Benin's voice cracked. "My queen would never let me go. She once loved me as I loved her."

      Maysant felt a lump in her throat. Benin had been a great, honorable man. Close to the queen. Maysant knew what that was like. Her own mother was the queen. She loved her trusted advisors.

      "But they thought I was dead. Those military grunts left my body in the forest as if I was no one." Tears sprung from Benin's eyes.

      Maysant couldn't stand it. If he hadn't been so burned, she would have hugged him with everything she had. The poor, poor man.

      "If only I had someone I could serve again. Someone who appreciated my knowledge..."

      "I know!" Maysant sat up eagerly. "I can introduce you to my mother! She always has an ear for good advice."

      Benin shook his head. "Your mother is an ordinary elf. What use has she for someone like me?"

      Maysant crept over to Benin's feet. "No," she whispered. "You were right, my mother is the queen of all elves. She could use someone like you who knows about humans and orcs."

      Benin's eyes widened. "Truly? You are the princess?"

      Maysant nodded, sure she had made the right choice. Benin had been nothing but kind to her and Ghrol. You could always tell one's character based on how they treated those less than themselves.

      "We should all travel together to the library. We'll meet with my mother there." Maysant turned to Ghrol. "I know she could find something for you to do, too. We can all begin new lives on that day."

      "Except you," Benin said. "You wanted to find something new out here in the forest. Instead, you'll be returning to your family as you left. The princess. Nothing less. Nothing more. I don't want you to be sad, Maysant."

      "Oh, I won't be! I will have the two of you—my first true friends." Maysant smiled, looking at Ghrol and Benin. "One day, maybe I'll rule, and all three of us will be the most respected in the elven empire."

      Benin smiled. "Oh, I wouldn't shoot so high. I am but a servant to those better than me."

      "Don't sell yourself short. I know you'll be a brilliant addition to my mother's retinue! Now, I'm going to get a rabbit or two for our lunch. You two stay here."

      Maysant scampered into the forest, her heart filled with joy. She had never been happy at her home. Her friends were few, and even among them, she didn't consider one a true friend. Now she had two. Though they were different and flawed, she knew deep down she was embarking on a new part of her life.

      A rustle in the bushes captured her attention. Maysant drew her bow silently, nocking an arrow. A moment later, she let it fly. The rabbit died instantly from the arrowhead piercing its heart. It never made a sound. It never had a chance.
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      Brax rode his stallion up to the gate leading into Agitar, his army at his back. He took a deep breath. He wanted to parley first, give diplomacy a chance. Instead, he was about to attack a city filled with warriors who could crush them without a second glance.

      And yet, Agitar was strangely silent. There were no soldiers waiting for them. In fact, the streets were completely empty, devoid of merchants and townspeople.

      Were they lying in wait, prepared to ambush the humans?

      Brax's heart pounded.

      "Sir?" Jedd asked behind him. "What is our first move?"

      Brax leaned forward, reaching with his sword. He nudged the gates. Slowly, they swung open, creaking with the effort.

      "This isn't right," Brax said to Jedd. "I understood why Gunder was empty. But this? Agitar is the hub of the orc empire. The streets should be filled with soldiers ready to stand against us. I don't like this."

      Jedd nudged Brax with his elbow. "Maybe they're more afraid of us than we thought. What if all these years, we have been afraid of nothing?"

      Brax scanned the streets, looking for any sign of life. It was too quiet. "No, I don't think so."

      "Shh," Jedd said. "Do you hear that?"

      Brax cocked his head in the direction Jedd pointed. Something, or someone, was headed toward them. A loud clomping noise grew with every passing moment.

      "At the ready!" Brax shouted to his troops.

      The swoosh of drawn bows and the metallic scratch of swords being drawn broke the silence. Horses nickered, their hooves scuffling up the grass.

      As the rhythmic noise grew, a flag on a pole rose over the top of a cottage, waving in the air.

      Brax squinted. His vision was deteriorating with age, but he could still make out the crest of Gailwyn on a yellow silk background. "What are elves doing here?" He looked to Jedd. "Get the queen. Now."

      Jedd clicked his tongue, and his horse took off in a bolt toward the end of their caravan, where their queen rode protected, her banner flying high overhead. Brax shaded his hand from the sun as Jedd's horse arrived at the queen's side. Within moments, the queen was headed toward the front on her white stallion.

      Brax turned back to the city, watching the elven flag advance. Soon a parade—he  could call it nothing else—turned the corner. Orcs threw colorful flower petals from woven baskets, blanketing the ground. Two trumpeters lifted their horns to their mouths, blowing out an upbeat tune.

      Brax's jaw dropped. This was not what he'd expected.

      "Ah, I see they're preparing to surrender." Queen Lissa drew up next to him, her shoulders tossed back and a smile on her face.

      "I wouldn't assume anything," Brax cautioned. "That's not an orc flag."

      But the queen took no interest in Brax's advice. She cantered through the gates, a long white train streaming from the back of her dress. Brax followed at a careful distance. He wanted to give her space to feel as if she was in control, but also be close enough to bolt in front of her should the situation call for it.

      He kept his eyes trained on the parade, waiting for the main attraction. It didn't take long before a tall, thin elf, with long hair so white it almost had a purple tint, appeared on a horse.

      The queen gasped loudly.

      “Oh, isn't it beautiful?" She raised up a hand, waving to the elf.

      Brax groaned inside. What was she doing? Elves couldn't be trusted.

      She turned to Brax. "Do you think it's a male or a female? I can never tell with elves. They all look the same to me." Waving a hand in the air, she continued, "It doesn't matter. It's beautiful regardless. Come, bring your horse next to mine, Brax."

      He urged his horse forward a few steps until he was even with the queen. Her haughty smile and ramrod posture projected an image of unparalleled self-confidence.

      Brax glanced at the elf again. Whatever was about to happen, it couldn't be good.

      The parade split to the side, forming a way for the elf's personal retinue. His smile matched the queen's. "Hello! I am Kazrack, Prince of Gailwyn." He spoke in the human language, though heavily accented by his smooth elven tongue.

      "I am Lissa, Queen of Soleth," the queen said, lowering her eyelashes seductively.

      Brax wanted to be sick.

      "I welcome you to Agitar!" The elf threw his arms out to the sides.

      "Thank you," the queen said.

      "I know you have come here for war," the elf said as he dismounted. He walked toward the queen.

      Brax's fingers itched as he grasped the hilt of his sword.

      "I have, but it appears you beat me to it." The queen reached an arm down to the elf, who took her hand and kissed the back of it.

      "I think we can come to an understanding together. Would you like to join me in the throne room?"

      "I would." The queen slid off her horse into the elf's open arms. She stepped back, smoothed her skirts, and looked at Brax. "Follow me."

      Brax bit his lip, bristling at being treated like a common servant. Still, it was his job to protect her. His dismounted, handing the reins to Jedd. "Make sure no one starts anything while we're gone."

      Jedd nodded. "I'll keep an eye on them."

      Brax followed his queen and the elf through the town to the castle. He marveled at the architecture. He'd always imagined the orcs to be crude and uncultured. Their buildings told a different story.

      Elaborately carved stone told tales he could only assume were of deep significance to the orcs. Scenes depicted orcs in battle, as well as common life tilling the fields. Brax wished he knew what they meant. Perhaps someday he could learn.

      Today, however, he had to find out what the elf wanted with his queen. He was also desperate to know where the orcs were hiding.

      Assuming they were there at all. The only orcs he'd seen were the few who'd attended the parade. There had to be more. Thousands. It was possible the human army was outnumbered, and they were walking into a trap.

      Brax's senses were on high alert. He listened for anything out of the ordinary, but it was the overarching silence that disconcerted him the most.

      They traversed the streets to the center of the city where the castle stood. Brax kept an eye on the guards at the base of the steps. They parted their spears, letting the elf and his guests through.

      Eventually, they entered the throne room. The elf sat on the king's throne, motioning for the queen to sit in the chair next to his.

      "I wouldn't appreciate it if someone sat on my throne," the queen said. "Where are the orc king and queen?"

      Brax sensed her unease. Finally, she realized something was wrong with all of this.

      "The king left his throne to whoever could take it." The elf laughed. "I assume he meant another orc, but I stepped in before any of them could take action."

      The queen folded her arms across her chest. "Really? Why?"

      It was a good question, one Brax wanted an answer to as well.

      Kazrack's eyes fell. "There is a great danger at our doorstep that affects all of us. I need the cooperation of the humans and the orcs to fight it."

      "What is it?" Queen Lissa asked.

      "The orc god, Drothu, is awakening underground. He will destroy us all. At this moment, I am keeping the orcs calm and complacent, but I will need their cooperation when their god strikes."

      The room fell silent. Brax felt a churning deep in his stomach. He knew very little about the god of the orcs, but enough to feel a twinge of fear. It was said the orcs worshiped death, that their god devoured all light in the world.

      The queen threw back her head, laughing. "Do tell me another story, Kazrack." Her laughter stopped as quickly as it had begun. "I am here to exact vengeance on the orcs for my father's death. Not to parley with elves who rely on magic to subdue another race. I will tear this city apart. Whether you give them the ability to fight back matters little. I will pluck their heads from their bodies as if they were flowers in a meadow. Nothing you can do or say will stop me."

      The queen turned on one heel and glided away from Kazrack toward the doors.

      "No!" Kazrack jumped from the throne.

      Brax stood between them, his sword drawn. "Don't."

      Kazrack's shoulders fell. "You must listen to me. Please. This is your war, too. None of us are safe. I have an elven army on its way now. We will fight together. You must believe me. All of the signs and portents are there."

      Brax hesitated. The elf's eyes told Brax he believed his own words. If there was a grain of truth to them, perhaps they should listen to the elf some more.

      Brax turned to his queen, his mouth open, when a rumbling rose from beneath their feet. The marble floor shook, and a great crack ripped through the floor.

      The queen screamed as it opened underneath her, swallowing her before Brax could jump to her rescue.

      Brax leaped across the growing crack. He landed on his stomach, reaching down with one arm. She couldn't have fallen far. But Brax couldn't find her, nor could he see the bottom of the chasm. Her shrieks receded into the maw until they eventually faded away.

      Brax looked up, finding Kazrack standing in disbelief on the other side of the gaping hole.

      "There may be something to your story," Brax admitted.

      Kazrack snapped his fingers three times. "The orcs have been lifted from their spell. They can fight with us now."

      "Why did you hold them hostage if you need their help?" Brax asked, shocked at everything he'd seen.

      "If I hadn't, they would have killed me. This way, I kept myself safe until their god made his presence known," Kazrack said.

      "If I were them, I would never forgive you," Brax answered.

      "We will deal with that when this war is over." Kazrack waved his hands in the air, then floated lightly over the crack, landing next to Brax. He reached down with one slender hand. "Join me."

      Brax grabbed the elf's forearm as he returned to his unsteady feet. "My army will fight alongside yours."

      The ground ceased its shaking. A foul smell emanated from the fissure, and Brax could have sworn he heard a chuckle rise from its depths.
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      Nemia clung to Ademar's back atop the arkai they shared. Despite the blanket wrapped around the two of them, her teeth chattered. The Frozen Wastelands was a cold, desolate place with towering mountains. Nemia had heard stories, seen drawings others had made, but she never fathomed the bone-chilling bite of the cold.

      For the first time, she wondered if she'd made a mistake by urging Tace toward her destiny. If they froze to death, all would be lost. Still, moving forward was the only thing keeping the horrible visions away.

      Now, all she had were fitful dreams, barely remembered in the morning, but leaving her with a great deal of unease.

      She wished she could tell Tace exactly where to go and what to do, but all Nemia could do was point in a general direction. Tace's willingness to try meant the world to Nemia. No one had ever listened to her before. They'd treated her as a pariah. A freak.

      Nemia had never imagined she'd find such amazing friends in Tace and Ademar.

      The arkai reared. Nemia tightened her grip around Ademar as he pulled the reins. After another harrowing moment, when Nemia feared falling off and landing underneath a hoof, it calmed down.

      Ademar untangled Nemia from his torso and slid off the arkai. He reached up, helping Nemia down to the snowy ground. She stomped, warming up, until she realized how quickly the bottom of her dress was becoming wet.

      "Onyx doesn't want to go further," Ademar called out to Tace. She, too, slipped off her arkai.

      "Neither does Levi. I've spent more time digging my heels into its sides, urging it on. I'm sore." She squatted a few times, stretching out her muscles. "I think we're on our own from here. The terrain is too rocky. I’d hate for the arkai to get injured.”

      Nemia bit her lip. She knew they'd look to her for guidance. "I'm not sure..."

      "It's okay." Tace patted Nemia's shoulder. "We don't expect you to know everything. It's about time Ademar and I take some initiative."

      "What do you suggest?" His expression told them both he had no idea what to do.

      "I say we keep walking. Something about this place feels familiar." Tace shrugged. "I can't say why. It's just a feeling. Follow me." She grabbed her pack off the arkai, tossing it over her shoulder. Then she took off into the snow, her form quickly blurring in the sideways precipitation.

      Ademar reached out to Nemia. She grabbed his hand, knowing she was safer holding on. Not only was she small for her age, but she didn’t know how to fight whatever dangers hid in the foothills and mountains ahead.

      They trudged through the snow as flakes pelted their faces. Nemia tried to hide in her hood, but then she couldn't see. It was a constant tug-of-war between keeping an eye on what lie ahead and protecting her face from the elements.

      A whoop from Tace drew Nemia's face out once more. She squinted against the onslaught of snow, throwing her arm above her brow.

      Tace jumped up and down in the snow, waving her arms wildly at them. Ademar tugged on Nemia's hand, urging her on. Despite her exhaustion, Nemia forced her feet to move faster, every muscle burning with the effort.

      Ademar yanked her once more, and she realized she was in the shelter of a cave.

      "I thought this would be a good place to stop and gather ourselves before moving on," Tace said, a smile on her face.

      Nemia was miserable. How could Tace smile?

      "I hate to say this," Ademar started slowly, "but where are we headed? We can't see anything out there. For all we know, we're walking in circles."

      "We're not," Tace insisted. "I don't know how to describe it, but something inside me is pushing me forward. If only I could explain it." Her hands rested on her chest, as if she carried a precious secret inside. "But I know we're headed the right direction. I promise."

      Nemia would trust her new friend, just as she was trusted. "I believe you."

      Tace grabbed Nemia's hand. "Thank you."

      "I'll follow you anywhere. You already know that." Ademar rested a hand on Tace's cheek.

      For a moment, Nemia could have sworn Tace's blue skin turned a light pink. She blinked, sure it was the low light of the cave.

      "Let's start a fire. Get warmed up and nap." Tace rustled around the cave, picking up dried sticks.

      Ademar cleared away space for the fire and arranged the sticks Tace brought him. Raseri crawled out from inside Tace's cloak, setting fire to the sticks. She then lay on her back, belly soaking up the heat.

      Nemia giggled at the dragon as she sat cross-legged in front of the flames, warming her palms. She moved her face closer until the sting of the heat was too much to bear. "This feels amazing."

      "Why don't you lie down for a bit?" Tace suggested to Nemia. "It would be good for you to get some rest. Ademar and I will keep watch."

      Nemia rested her head on her arm, pulling her coat around her body as tightly as she could manage. The heat from the fire quickly lulled her into a stupor. Her mind wandered, thinking about all of the things that had happened since leaving Agitar. She could barely believe where she was and who she was with.

      One day she had been a princess turned servant, the next she was on an adventure with an orc and a human, heading into the Frozen Wastelands to find...something. She still wished she knew exactly what it was they were seeking.

      Her breath steadied as she drifted in and out of sleep. A gasp awoke her briefly, followed by a low giggle. She had heard those sounds before in her false family's home underground. She knew what love between two adults sounded like. Nemia huddled deeper into her coat, giving them more privacy.

      So Tace and Ademar had found their way into each other's arms. An orc and a human. It was anathema, but she had learned to see the value in Ademar. He was as strong as any orc, mentally and physically. He would make a good mate for Tace, though perhaps not a traditional one. Still, it was Tace's choice to make. Nemia would never speak against the two.

      She drifted off into a fitful sleep, dreams playing in her mind, alternating between the mundane and the frightening, until a voice blasted through the chaos.

      Seek me deeper inside the cave.

      Nemia sprang up, wide awake, her heart pounding. "We must go deeper into the cave. Now!"

      A grunt came from the darkness on the other side of the cave. In her panic, she'd forgotten about the tryst between Ademar and Tace. She gave them a moment to dress and emerge from the shadows.

      Tace laced up her top, pulling it tight until her breasts bulged under the pressure. Nemia noticed Ademar's eyes as he attempted to pull them away from Tace's body.

      "What is it?" Tace asked, seemingly unconcerned about what Nemia may, or may not, have noticed. She pulled her cloak over her shoulders, tying it at the throat.

      "I had a dream. A vision. Someone spoke to me, telling me we need to go deeper into the cave." Nemia smiled. "Tace, whatever led you to this cave sent you in the right direction."

      "I'm glad to know." Tace tossed Ademar's cloak to him. He caught it awkwardly in one hand. "I was beginning to think I was insane."

      Nemia frowned. Insane. Freak. Outsider. She'd been called all of those her whole life. She looked down at her boots, ashamed.

      "Now don't act like that." Tace tapped underneath Nemia's chin.

      Nemia looked up, a wry smile on her face.

      "You know what I meant. Besides, if visions are insanity, it's a damn good thing you're getting them and I'm feeling them. We have a destiny to chase. Let's do it." Tace patted Nemia's shoulder. "Now, come on. Let's go deeper into the cave and find out what's waiting for us!"

      Tace gathered her pack, while Nemia shouldered hers. Ademar was still standing off to the side, looking just as awkward as he had since Nemia interrupted their private moment.

      "Ademar?" Tace asked, raising an eyebrow. "Are you coming?"

      "Coming?" he asked.

      "With us? Deeper into the cave?" Tace said, teasingly.

      "Yeah. Sorry." Ademar turned his back on them, adjusting his clothing and gathering his things. He turned around, a more composed look on his face.

      "Good, then let's go. Are you ready, little one?" Tace asked Nemia.

      She nodded, glad they were out of the snow and pleased that maybe her visions were about to make a lot more sense. Maybe she would finally help them find what they'd been searching for.
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      Ademar followed Tace deeper into the dark cave. He carried a torch he'd cobbled together from a few sticks and a scrap of fabric. The flame flickered in the darkness, illuminating Tace and Nemia as they moved ahead, each with a torch in her hand.

      They were excited about what they might find. Ademar was only growing wearier. He'd promised to follow Tace. He had nowhere else to go but forward. Nothing waited for him at his old home in Soleth. All he had right now was Tace and her quest.

      He needed a purpose, too. Something to propel him. It used to be his studies with Hugh. Every day he'd awoken ready to learn. Someday, he hoped to share what he'd learned with others.

      All he knew now was that his own faith was terribly flawed. Hugh hadn't been promoting their faith to orcs. He'd spent all of his time learning about the orc faith.

      And now Ademar followed a female orc, one he knew intimately, into the recesses of a dank cave searching for something from a young orc's vision. It was the most ridiculous thing he'd ever done.

      It was also the most exhilarating.

      "It's close. I can feel it!" Tace called out.

      Ademar wanted to know what she was feeling. His whole life he'd searched for a connection to the divine, something he could actually feel, whether in his heart or his gut. It never materialized the way he'd hoped. Part of him was actually jealous of Tace and what she'd experienced since touching the stone.

      Ademar caught up with Nemia, who was on Tace's heels. "What do you see?"

      "Nothing." Tace shook her head. "It's what I feel in my gut. Something's close." Then she tripped.

      Ademar reached out, grabbing her arm with his free hand before she fell. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah." Tace pointed her torch toward the ground. "I must have tripped on a rock."

      "I noticed the ground was changing," Nemia said, kicking a few small rocks out of their way. "We should move slower."

      "You're right," Tace said. "I don't want anyone getting hurt. We don't know what we're headed toward."

      They continued more slowly, using their torches to illuminate the ground, which grew rockier with every step.

      "The air feels different here," Nemia said. "Thinner, somehow."

      Ademar had noticed his breath was more shallow than it had been. He'd assumed it was exhaustion setting in, but perhaps Nemia was right. He took a deep breath, noticing the stale air more now that he was concentrating on it.

      "It's because we're at the end." Tace held out her torch. A wall stood in front of them. It was the end of the cave. "I can't believe I dragged the two of you all the way here because of a gut feeling. How could I be so stupid?"

      Ademar knew how Tace felt. He'd often accompanied Hugh on his outings, expecting to find something amazing at the end, some sort of religious rebirth. Instead, Hugh seemed to be the only one who experienced something from the beyond.

      "It's okay." Ademar wrapped an arm around Tace's shoulder, which she promptly shrugged off.

      "Don't." She glared at him.

      "Sorry."

      Tace's shoulders fell as she looked down at Nemia. "Is there any chance your visions told you anything else?"

      Nemia sniffled, choking back tears. The kid was too young for this. Whatever deity decided to burden her with the gift of foresight had made a grave mistake. She was collapsing under the pressure.

      "It's okay, Nemia. Really." Tace looked up at Ademar. "We should go back. We can spend the night by the fire, then go back out for our arkai in the morning."

      Ademar wanted to ask where they would go next. Instead, he wandered to the back of the cave, resting his hand on the wall. Cold under his touch, the wall was strangely smooth. "Take a look at this."

      Tace made her way over to him. "What is it?"

      "The wall is too smooth to be natural," he said.

      "It probably used to have water flowing over it. That can wear down the rough surface of rock over time."

      "Then why isn't the rest of the cave like this wall? I don't see evidence of water anywhere. Look around." Ademar paced the cave, holding his torch as still as he could. Though the light flickered, he could see the difference between the two rough walls and the smooth wall. Hope jumped in his throat. Maybe Nemia's visions and Tace's gut feeling had been right.

      Tace thrust her torch at Ademar's free hand. He grabbed it just as she dropped it. Tace ran both hands over the wall. "Come closer. I need more light."

      Ademar and Nemia crowded her on both sides, illuminating the wall to the best of their ability.

      After a few moments, Tace gasped, her hands coming to rest in the center of the wall. "Is this what I think it is?" She traced something with her fingers.

      Ademar leaned over her shoulder, straining to see in the low light. "It's one of those symbols from the stone, isn't it?"

      "The first symbol," Tace said. "The staff in the mound."

      "This means something! It has to! It can't be a coincidence." Nemia's excitement spread quickly.

      "Push on it," Ademar said.

      Tace pushed over and over again, but nothing happened. She traced it again, this time slowly and deliberately. Still, nothing changed.

      "Maybe we were only meant to see it," Nemia suggested. "It's telling us we're on the right path. Maybe we need to continue on. Go farther north."

      "If we have to keep going north every time we find a symbol, and there are five of them, we'll die of exposure before we get to the end of the trail." Ademar hated stating the truth. He wanted nothing more than to discover the secrets behind everything they'd seen. But if Nemia was right, they wouldn't succeed.

      "No, there has to be more to this. What did the voice say to you?" Tace asked Nemia.

      "Seek me deeper in the cave," she said.

      "Then there must be something more here. This symbol isn't enough." Tace continued to explore the rune.

      Ademar stood back, wondering if he could see things differently from further away. Perhaps there were more symbols, or something else to explain what they needed to do. If only he could help in some significant way, he'd finally feel like his presence wasn't completely useless.

      "Ow! Hey!" Tace jumped away from the wall.

      "What is it?" Ademar asked.

      "Raseri dug her claws into my shoulder." Tace tapped the little dragon's nose. "That hurt!"

      Raseri jumped from Tace's shoulder and into the air. She circled Tace, then flew to the symbol. With a sputtering choke in the back of her throat, Raseri let loose a small stream of flame toward the symbol. She traced it from the top of the curl down to the bottom of the staff and over the mound. Raseri flew back to Tace's shoulder, settling comfortably and winding her tail around Tace's neck.

      The symbol remained on fire, but as the flames slowly flickered out, an orange glow remained.

      "Whoa, incredible," Nemia said, her voice no more than a whisper.

      Tace reached out for the symbol, her fingers shaking.

      "Don't, it's probably still scorching hot," Ademar said.

      Ignoring his advice, Tace rested a finger on the symbol, tracing the same path Raseri had followed when setting it aflame. The heat didn't appear to bother her.

      When Tace finished tracing the symbol, she took a step back.

      Then a deafening grinding filled the cave. Nemia put her free hand over one ear, trying to drown out the noise.

      The wall began to move, rolling down into the floor of the cave. A few moments later, it had disappeared, swallowed into the ground, only a thin line showing where it had once stood.

      "Before we go in, we should think about what might lie ahead." Ademar held out Tace's torch to her.

      She grabbed it, her hand shaking. "I don't have to think about anything." She stepped into the darkness.

      Nemia gaped. "She's so brave. She didn't hesitate." Nemia pointed at Tace's torch growing smaller with every step away from them.

      "She's amazing," Ademar said. "Now let's see where this takes us. Come on." He nudged Nemia into the cavern, swallowing his own trepidation while he feigned bravery for the young orc.
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      Tace's heart leaped around her chest so painfully she had to force herself to take steady, even breaths to calm it. Raseri coiled around her neck, her sharp scales digging into Tace's skin. Raseri was a comfort. Safety. Something Tace hadn't allowed anyone to provide. She'd always taken care of herself.

      But now, in this place, perhaps she could admit she needed more.

      Her torch thrust forward, Tace continued deeper into the cave.

      The light bounced off something ahead, momentarily blinding her.

      A golden figure rested on a platform. She could see it clearly now. A plump orc statue sat crossed legged on a pedestal. Its arms were bent at the elbow, hands outstretched with palms facing upward. It almost looked as if it were about to catch something, or someone, falling from the sky.

      Tace glanced upward, seeing nothing more than the cave ceiling.

      "Who is that?" Ademar asked, coming up behind her.

      Tace jumped, not realizing he and Nemia had caught up with her. "I don't know," she whispered, somehow feeling she should keep her voice low in the statue's presence.

      "I think I know." Nemia moved toward the statue in slow, metered steps.

      "Who?" Tace asked, wishing she'd paid more attention to her lessons as a child.

      Nemia stopped, then turned back to Tace and Ademar. "This isn't some random cave. This is a burial cave. And that's not a statue."

      Tace examined the figure more closely. "If it's not a statue, what is it?"

      "I think that's the body of Jokan." Nemia held out a hand, her fingers hovering at the edge of the statue. "They say if you touch it, he will return to life and grant you great powers."

      "A myth," Ademar interjected. "I've heard this one before. Hugh was studying it. I was to accompany him on an interview with an orc who knew more details about this story. But then Hugh died.”

      "Why don't I know anything about this?" Tace asked, feeling ashamed.

      "Did you read the Exor every day?" Nemia asked. "Didn't your parents encourage you to study the holy texts?"

      Tace shook her head. Her mother, as a non-believer, had only taught Tace the basics, enough to fool anyone who might question them. And Tace, who had tried so hard to make up for her parents' heresy, hadn't taken the time to read the Exor either. She was a failure to Drothu in so many ways. "So what do we do now? Touch the damn thing and see if this old guy comes back to life?"

      "Don't ask me!" Ademar held his hands up in the air. "I'm not an orc. I have a feeling I shouldn't be touching anything here."

      "We came here for you, Tace." Nemia grabbed Tace's hand. "You and Ademar are the two from my visions. If all of this real, if it's connected, perhaps you can be the one to awaken Jokan."

      Tace tried not to roll her eyes. Instinct told her this was all a farce. That she was wasting her time in the Frozen Wastelands when she should be at home fighting against the elves who had taken over Agitar. Despite everything that had happened, she still couldn't convince herself to believe in any of it. All Tace knew was her daggers and poisons. She knew the certainty of death. To suggest she could bring this statue to life with a touch was ridiculous. Though she believed in Drothu and the afterlife he offered, her parents' skepticism ran through her blood, too.

      "Nemia, I doubt touching this statue will do anything. I don't want you to be disappointed if nothing happens." Tace rested a hand on the young orc's head.

      "Try it. Please." Nemia begged, her eyes wide. "If I'm wrong, we've lost nothing."

      Taking a deep breath, Tace reached out with a tentative hand, touching the statue of Jokan.

      Nothing happened. Tace turned to Ademar and Nemia with a shrug. "Sorry."

      Ademar's eyes widened, and Nemia's jaw dropped as a loud thud boomed behind Tace.

      She spun around, shocked to see a staff, like the one in the symbol from the stone, resting in Jokan's golden outstretched arms.

      "It fell from the ceiling," Nemia said, pointing up.

      "Take it," Ademar urged.

      Tace's hands trembled. She had looked at the ceiling when she'd first arrived. There had been nothing there. It was too much. All of it. "I can't," she whispered.

      "Yes, you can." Ademar's voice was soft, but strong. Just like him.

      It wasn't enough to know he believed in her. Fear stood in her way, mocking her, as it had her whole life. The only reason she'd become an assassin was her fear of not going to The Nether in the afterlife, even if she didn't fully believe in it. Fear forced her hand during an assassination. Fear whispered in her ear, telling her killing someone was the right thing. Fear forced her to leave Agitar.

      Now she was afraid to touch the jewel-encrusted staff. It was worth more than anything she'd ever laid eyes on. The staff was made for someone far greater than she.

      Tace bit her lower lip, then snatched the staff before she could second-guess herself further. The shaft was warm in her palm, despite being housed in a cave in the Frozen Wastelands.

      The hook at the top of the staff began to glow, the sapphire at its center sending out a burst of light. The beam landed on the back of the cave, burning a hole in the rock.

      Raseri jumped off Tace's shoulder, flying hard for the crack in the stone. Tace reached out for the dragon with her free hand, but was too late. Raseri had disappeared into the darkness.

      "I'm going after her," Tace said as she turned back to Ademar and Nemia. But behind them stood four orcs, all armed with swords and maces.

      "Behind me, now!" Tace yelled. Ademar and Nemia bolted behind Tace's outstretched arms. Raseri would have to take care of herself for the time being. "Who are you?" she demanded of the orcs standing in the shadows.

      The orc in front let loose a low chuckle. "You know who we are. We've been hunting you, Tace. We know what you did, or, maybe I should say, what you didn't do."

      Sweat beaded on Tace's forehead. The Consecrated. She thought they'd lost them, but perhaps they were smarter than she'd given them credit for.

      Another orc stepped out of the shadows, a grimace on his face.

      Hordain. The leader of the assassins guild.

      "You should have told me the truth, Tace." He gripped a sword in his hand. "You were supposed to assassinate Hugh. Instead, you let him kill himself."

      Hordain was one of the few orcs Tace had trusted. He'd always been honest with her. Confusion set in. She'd thought the Consecrated were after her. Not the assassins guild. Which was it?

      "You can't be allowed to go home. It's time for you to meet Drothu." Hordain raised his sword into an attack position. The orc next to him swung his flail at his side, a bloodthirsty grin on his face.

      "In the name of Drothu, we consecrate your soul. We leave it to him to decide your fate." The orc with the flail growled deep in the back of his throat after uttering the curse of the Consecrated.

      Tace knew that phrase, but she never thought Hordain would be one of the deadly enforcers. "Not this day," she responded with a snarl. Tace tossed the staff back into Jokan's arms. She pulled her daggers from her belt, ready to fight.

      Tace leaped at the orc to the far right, stabbing him in the neck and raking her dagger across his throat before he could fight back. His sword clattered to the floor. She kicked it back to Ademar. "Don't let me down, human."

      Ademar pushed Nemia behind Jokan, then took off in a run toward another orc. They fought, steel against steel, sparks flying in the dark cave.

      The orc with the flail grinned at Tace, his muscles rippling with each revolution of the spiked ball at the end of its chain. He moved toward her, swinging the ball through the air. Tace ducked, narrowly avoiding a direct hit. Her daggers were no match for his weapon at this range. She needed to get closer.

      Tace balanced on her toes, feinting at him, then pulling back. She moved from one side to the other.

      "Keep dancing, pretty orc. Come a little closer." He lunged at her, swinging his flail. One of the spikes nicked her shoulder, drawing blood.

      Ignoring the pain, Tace squatted, jumping toward him like a poisonous frog and slashing at the back of his knees with her daggers.

      He stumbled, then laughed. "You'll have to do better." He lifted his arm, ready to swing his flail again, but before he could draw his elbow back, the flail fell to the ground. His eyes bugged out of his head as his cheeks swelled. Hands scratching at his throat, the orc fell to his knees as he took a final breath. He fell face-first onto the dirt, dead.

      "Still keeping poison in your dagger sheaths, I see." Hordain ambled closer to Tace.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ademar was holding his own against the orc with the sword.

      "Always," Tace said to Hordain, attempting to keep her breath steady. She didn't want him to know she was nearly out of breath.

      "You were a good assassin. You carried out the work for Drothu well. You brought death to many deserving orcs." Hordain rested the tip of his sword on the ground, leaning on the hilt. "But your failure has tarnished the assassins guild."

      "How did you know?" Tace asked, truly curious. No one but she and Ademar had been in the room when Hugh took his own life.

      "Do you really think I would let such a young, untried orc do such a big job on her own?" Hordain stroked his beard. "I sent two other orcs to shadow you. One was watching through the window. He told me what happened later that night. I prayed to Drothu for you, Tace. You know I loved you like a daughter. How could I reconcile that with what you did?"

      Tace took a step back. Hordain was a great fighter. She knew his best moves. She also knew she had little to counter them, especially with her daggers.

      "I had to come after you. You see, Tace, when I take someone into the assassins guild, I take responsibility for them. Your life is mine."

      "But the Consecrated?" Tace tried not to spit out the word. "You're an assassin first. How can you let their radical ideas influence you?"

      "Radical?" Hordain laughed. "You never did understand Drothu, did you, child? We honor death. We worship death. The Consecrated aren't radicals. They are the true path to Drothu."

      Tace swallowed hard as she took another small step away from Hordain. She hadn't known the orc as well as she'd always believed. She didn't want to kill him, but if it was the only way to save her own life, she would.

      Tace sheathed her daggers quickly, then reaching behind her back, she grabbed the staff from Jokan's hands again. She held it in front of her, feeling the warmth of the staff pulsing in her hands.

      Hordain laughed. "You cannot hurt me with a wooden stick."

      Hordain leaped toward Tace, brandishing his sword high. He brought it down on the staff, hard. Her arms vibrated as the staff held strong. His sword clanged to the ground.

      Hordain fell to his knees, his eyes filled with wonder. "I can see it now. It is the Staff of Jokan. The first sign. The world is coming apart at the seams. What have you unleashed?"

      Tace wanted to respond. She was desperate to confide her unworthiness, but she didn't understand any of it well enough to plead with him. She revered Hordain. Respected his judgment. He had been steadfast in his love for Drothu.

      Hordain grabbed his sword, slamming the pommel onto the dirt. Grasping it with both hands, he threw himself upon the blade. Blood spurted from his chest as his body sank toward the ground, the sword exiting out his back. He had committed suicide, the one thing that would stop him from entering The Nether.

      Ademar was at Tace's side as she reached out toward her old mentor's body. "They're all dead. We're safe now."

      Tace looked at him, laughing mirthlessly, tears streaming down her cheeks. "Don't you understand? None of us are safe anymore."
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      Alyna held onto Vron's arm as the ground under her feet stopped shaking. Agitar was falling apart all around them.

      "It's too late," he yelled in her ear, the sound of houses falling into piles of rubble drowning out his voice.

      "It's never too late," Alyna yelled back. "I'll fight until I've taken my last breath."

      Alyna reached down, resting a hand on Sally's head. The girl had wound herself around Alyna's legs, her arms trembling and tears streaming down her cheeks. Alyna's breeches were soaked where Sally buried her face in them.

      Alyna pried the little girl's arms from her legs, then squatted down in front of her. "You have to go back with your people now. They're here. They will take care of you while Vron and I fight."

      Sally vehemently shook her head. "I want to stay with you."

      "I have to fight, Sally. I must use everything I have to aid those around us in this battle. You must understand."

      "Will I ever see you again?" Sally's lower lip trembled.

      Alyna's heart broke into a million pieces. In the short time they'd been together, she had come to love the child, just as Sally loved her. "I won't make a promise I can't keep, but I swear on all of nature that if there is a way, I will find you once again." She kissed Sally's head and gave the girl a light push toward an orc waiting on his draft horse.

      The orc reached down, grabbing Sally's arm and hoisting her in front of him. Before Sally could plead with Alyna again, the orc took off at a gallop toward the human camp outside Agitar's gates.

      Alyna held her breath as the horse nimbly darted through the chaotic throng of orcs as they ran from their homes and leaped over cracks in the earth. Alyna could only hope the land was more stable on the prairie outside of the city gates. Sally would be safe there. She had to be.

      When the horse was out of sight, Alyna turned to Vron. "We didn't have time to tell anyone why Kazrack took the throne."

      "They won't listen now. Kazrack's spell has been broken. They're angry. Look at them," Vron said.

      Alyna's eyes fell on the furious orcs, waving weapons in the air and screaming curses toward the castle. "They blame Kazrack for the earthquake."

      Vron's eyes were cast downward. "They will blame him for everything. They will do everything in their power to take him down, kill the humans, and reclaim Agitar."

      "When instead we should all be fighting together." Alyna shoved a lock of red hair behind her ear. "Is there any way to get them to listen?"

      A loud laugh broke out behind her. Alyna spun as Dalgron and his friend Crotus came up behind them. "I doubt even the two of us together could convince those soldiers to listen to us now."

      "You're the general of the orc army," Alyna said. She pointed at Crotus, "and you led the villagers from Gunder. Surely, you must hold some sway."

      "Look at their bloodlust," Dalgron said. "It is what we orcs are known for. It is not easily quenched. They will not listen to reason."

      "In the meantime, we have to stand back and watch them waste their time on the human army while we have a greater threat below us?" Alyna crossed her arms over her chest. Anger pumped through her veins.

      "If only you had had time to tell everyone, not just us." Crotus’s eyes were sad. The old orc had lost his wife and now his orcs. Alyna worried he was about to give up completely. She needed all of the allies she could muster, if any of them were to survive this day.

      "We are on our way to the castle," Dalgron said. "Come with us. We will talk with Kazrack. Perhaps we can lead by example with our united front."

      Alyna and Vron fell into step behind Dalgron and Crotus. All around them, orcs raged at each other, condemning the elf for subduing them with his magic. They blamed the earthquakes on him, convincing each other that Kazrack was to blame.

      It took all of Alyna's willpower not to plead with them, to explain that Kazrack wasn't their enemy. But she knew her words would fall on deaf ears. It would take something far greater than the word of a faun to change their angry minds.

      And in a way, she couldn't blame them. Instead of trying to work with the orcs, Kazrack tricked his way into the city by keeping them silent with his magic. It was cruel. No wonder the orcs hated him. It was doubtful they'd believe anything good about Kazrack now.

      "Humans outside our gates and an elf on our throne? Blood will be shed today," an orc growled as they hurried past.

      Alyna's stomach turned. If they couldn't unite everyone against the greater threat, no one would survive.  "Hurry," she urged Dalgron.

      "Faun, I am walking as fast as these old legs can carry me. Years of battle will do that to an orc." Dalgron shot her a withering look.

      Alyna bit her lip. It was hard containing her anxiety, so she did the only thing she could. Alyna elbowed her way ahead of Dalgron and Crotus, taking off in a run.

      A thudding behind her told Alyna an orc was hot on her heels. She didn't need to look to know it was Vron.

      Alyna arrived at the steps to the castle. The ground was broken in two, the crack widening as it crawled into the castle. The orc guards who'd stood there earlier had disappeared, their spears abandoned on the ground. Alyna grabbed one. A quick look back showed Vron grabbing the other. He smiled at her and winked.

      "I don't know what we'll find inside," she warned him. "The earthquake seems to have hit worst here."

      "I'm ready for anything," Vron replied, gripping the spear tightly.

      Alyna entered the castle with her back pressed against the wall as she shimmied past the crack. Vron was right behind her, just as careful with his steps.

      After she passed through the doorway, Alyna stepped to the side where the floors were still level. Tapestries littered the floor, covered by stones and debris. The castle moaned as if it were in pain.

      "I don't know how long she'll stand." Vron gazed up at the high ceilings, the carefully built angles now askew.

      "We need to find Kazrack," Alyna said. "Without him, we don't have any hope of explaining this to the orcs."

      "We'll be taking him out to a mob shouting for his death."

      Alyna glared at Vron. "We will make them listen."

      Stepping through the debris, Alyna pushed farther into the castle toward the throne room. A rustling noise echoed in the halls.

      "There's someone over there," Alyna whispered to Vron.

      Two figures burst from a side hallway, covered in gray rubble.

      "My faun," the taller figure called out. Kazrack. Even covered in remnants of the castle, he was a strikingly beautiful elf. "This is Brax, the commander of the human army."

      A low growl escaped Vron's lips. Alyna held an arm out toward Vron, urging him to keep his calm. The human army had slaughtered all the orcs at the pass. Though they had rejected his command, she knew he still felt responsible for their deaths.

      "The queen is gone." Kazrack's voice cracked as he spoke in the human tongue.

      "The orc queen?" Alyna demanded, quickly translating into the orc language for Vron.

      "No, my queen," the human said, speaking for the first time. "Queen Lissa of Soleth. When the ground opened, it swallowed her."

      "I am sorry for your loss," Alyna said to the man, though she was puzzled at his apathy.

      Brax acknowledged Alyna's words with a slight dip of his chin, then turned to Vron. "I am sorry about everything. The queen...she wanted revenge for her father's death. I never believed in this war. I was only doing my duty. As one warrior to another, I would like to offer you my deepest apologies for the turmoil we have caused."

      Vron hesitated only a moment, then reached out, clasping arms with the human. It was an image Alyna knew she would never forget.

      "This is what I warned you about," Kazrack told Alyna, desperation dripping from his voice as he switched back to the orc tongue.

      "The orcs want your blood, Kazrack. They will stop at nothing to kill you after what you did to them,” Alyna said.

      "I did it for their own good," Kazrack said, his silky voice draping over the ruined castle.

      "They will never see it that way," Dalgron yelled as he entered the castle, Crotus quietly on his heels. "You have already lost any trust the orcs might have considered giving you."

      "I am sorry, but this is not the time—”

      "It is the time," Dalgron said, interrupting Kazrack. "If what you told Alyna is true, we are all in danger, but because of your foolish actions, we won't have an army to fight with. Right now, all they want is to kill you, then kill the humans."

      "I am truly sorry." Kazrack bent his head in deference to Dalgron.

      "You will surrender yourself to me. Then we will deal with the humans." Dalgron wrapped a rope around Kazrack's proffered wrists.

      "If you think this will help, I will play along with the charade," the elf said.

      Dalgron tightened the rope with a final tug. "Who said this was a charade?" He turned to Brax. "We will deal with you next, human."

      Even though Brax didn’t speak the orc language, his wide eyes told them he understood the meaning of what Dalgron had said.

      "We cannot afford war now," Alyna said. "If you take Kazrack and Brax out there, bound, it will send the orcs into a greater frenzy. We must arrange a parley with the humans. If not, we risk losing any chance of unification."

      Alyna eyed the males before her. Vron stood next to her, giving his unspoken support.

      Crotus tossed his hands in the air. "I am an old orc. I will not take a side."

      Dalgron glared at Alyna as he slipped the rope from Kazrack's wrists. "You'd better be right, faun, or I will kill you myself."
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      Vron paced in the entryway, avoiding the giant gaping hole in the floor. Another human had been brought to the castle to parley with Dalgron, Kazrack, and Brax. He was named Jedd. He, too, had been part of the massacre of Vron's untried troops at the pass. If reports were to be believed, massacre was a gentle word for what happened. If Vron had stayed, he wasn't sure he would have been able to do anything to turn the tide of the battle, but at least his troops wouldn't have died without their leader at their side. Instead, he'd let his feelings for Alyna cloud his judgment.

      The faun made him stupid. She took away the years of hard work he'd put into being a hardened soldier. He looked at her red hair streaming down her back as she acted as a mediator among the orcs, the elf, and the humans. Everything about her enchanted him. It wasn't her fault, though. His feelings were his alone.

      Vron only caught snippets of their conversation, but he could see how heated it was. He knew only a small amount of words in the human tongue, enough to have a basic conversation, but not enough to discuss the future of their races. Brax spoke only his own language, so the others were forced to use it as well. Alyna translated the most difficult concepts into orcish for Dalgron.

      Vron acted as a guard, standing between them and anyone who might try to enter the castle. He hoped the fissure in the ground acted as enough of a deterrent. If a large gang of orcs decided they were going to attack, there was little Vron could do to stop them.

      Crotus patted the chair next to him. "Come, sit, Vron. You are only wasting your energy."

      The old orc was right. Vron's duty as a guard was self-imposed. No one would fault him if he sat.

      Vron turned the chair around, straddling it. "What do you think of all of this?"

      Crotus closed his eyes for a moment, then slowly opened his eyelids as he focused on Vron. "I wish I had something wise to say. Hacun always said my words were grand and meaningful. Perhaps she said that because she was my wife."

      Vron couldn't help but smile. He glanced at Alyna, wondering if someday he would have stories like this to tell about her.

      "You fancy the faun, don't you?" Crotus asked. "She is a fine female. The fire she carries inside mirrors the color of her hair. She is strong and brave. A fine choice of mate for an orc."

      Surprised, Vron said, "You approve of an orc choosing a mate of another race?"

      Crotus shrugged. "I recognize love when I see it. I lost my beloved Hacun only days ago. I recommend grabbing hold of love when you find it."

      Vron contemplated Crotus’s advice. He chuckled inside, knowing he could never grab Alyna by anything unless he wanted to find her fist in his face. If they ever truly became lifemates, it would be a conscious choice on both of their parts. He looked at Alyna again, admiring her from afar.

      Until Brax reached out for her hand, kissing the top of it. Vron sprang from his chair, letting it clatter to the floor. He stalked over the group, anger seething from every pore.

      Alyna bowed slightly to Brax, then took her hand back. She threw the other arm out to the side, stopping Vron in his tracks. She turned to him, whispering in orcish, "It is only a human custom. Stop with the jealousy, you big oaf."

      Vron couldn't help notice a snicker from Kazrack. He glared at the elf, his fists in balls. Brax shot Jedd a look of concern.

      Kazrack cleared his throat and said in the human tongue, "Then it is settled."

      Vron understood that much. So they had come to a truce of some kind. "We will fight together against the unknown enemy?"

      "Yes," Alyna said.

      Vron couldn't help but notice she wiped the back of her hand on her breeches when Brax looked at Dalgron.

      "We will tell our troops to stand down as we figure out how best to deal with the situation at hand." Alyna waved Brax and Jedd toward the castle doors. "Tell your people to stand down."

      Brax and Jedd bowed and made for the exit. When they were only steps away, two orcs burst into the room.

      One ran to Crotus’s feet while the other held his sword at the ready. The first orc whispered into Crotus’s ear. Vron was stunned when a moment later a single tear streamed down Crotus’s cheek.

      The old orc stood. "My orcs have brought me news. Lodivar here took the human girl back to their camp so she could be reunited with her family. While there, he saw something disturbing. I can't say it..." Crotus fell back on his chair, his shoulders heaving.

      Lodivar stood straight, his shoulders drawn back. "I saw the head of Crotus’s wife, Hacun, on a pike at the entrance to their camp. The humans are savages. We are preparing to ride against them. But first..." He signaled to the other orc, who jumped at Jedd, slicing him in half before the man had a chance to draw his own sword.

      Alyna jumped in front of Brax, protecting him.

      "Move, faun, or you, too, will bleed today," Lodivar said.

      "No!" Vron roared. "You must listen. We have made a treaty with the humans. How dare you presume to take control of the situation like this?"

      Vron glanced down at the mutilated Jedd. Blood crawled over the marble floor as if it had a life of its own.

      "We will not honor a treaty with humans who behead our orcs and display them as trophies!" Lodivar yelled, his eyes glowing a bright red.

      Brax said something fast in the human tongue to Alyna.

      "Commander Brax would like you to know he had no part in that. The queen, who died in the earthquake, ordered it. Many of the humans will honor the treaty. We beg of you to reconsider," Alyna pleaded.

      Lodivar turned to Crotus. "What would you have us do, my lord?"

      Crotus glanced at Vron, then locked eyes with Lodivar. "Kill them all."

      Lodivar and his companion turned heel, running out of the castle before anyone had a chance to stop them.

      "How could you do that?" Alyna screamed, her body shaking with fury. "We need everyone to cooperate."

      Crotus refused to answer. He stared out the door, a blank expression on his face.

      "He loved her," Vron said. "Some orcs will do anything for the one they love."

      "This is complete shit." Alyna stormed out of the room, leaving the males staring at each other.

      Brax appeared scared as he inched away from the others.

      "Stop, human," Vron said in orcish. "I will take you back to your people. It is the honorable thing to do."

      Brax stared at him blankly, not understanding a word.

      Kazrack translated, then pushed Brax toward Vron. "I told him what you said, and assured him he could trust you to do as you say. You cut an imposing figure. I don't blame him for soiling his pants."

      Brax stumbled to Vron's side. "Thank you," he said in the worst orcish Vron had ever heard.

      Still, he had to give the man credit for trying.

      Vron motioned toward the entrance. He would grab a horse and take Brax back, just as Lodivar had done with Sally. But Vron wouldn't look at Hacun's head at the entrance to their camp. He would roll Brax off the horse and get his arse back inside the gates before anyone tried to kill him.
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      Brax jumped off Vron's draft horse. It was more accurate to say he'd been pushed off. Brax curled into a ball, rolling over on one shoulder. After a few dizzying rotations, he stopped, his arms and legs splayed on the grass.

      "Commander!" A soldier ran to him, reaching down.

      Brax clasped the man's hand and stood. Jahn, he quickly remembered. Jedd's friend and one of their better soldiers.

      "Thank you." Brax brushed the dirt off his pants.

      "What's happening? Are we preparing to fight?" Jahn asked. "Where is Jedd? And where is our queen?"

      Brax hesitated. He wouldn't lie about their fate, but he worried what the truth might do to his soldiers. He still wanted peace. Death served no one.

      "Sir?" Jahn asked.

      "The queen died in the first earthquake, and Jedd was killed." Brax saw no point in trying to soften the blow.

      "Oh no! Not our beloved Queen Lissa!” His eyes narrowed. “And who killed Jedd?"

      "An orc who was angry at seeing his village’s shaman’s head on a pike at the entrance to our camp." Brax hoped Jahn would see reason, that he would understand how that could make anyone vengeful.

      Jahn gripped the sword at his hip. "When do we march against the orcs? Jedd has been taken from us. He was your right hand, your best friend. We must avenge him."

      "To what end?" Brax said. "Must we ask others to die just to make a point?"

      "This is the way of war, commander." Jahn looked at him strangely. "Please tell me you don't want to work with the orcs after this affront."

      Before Brax could answer, a whoop rang through the air. A cacophony of sounds overwhelmed the camp. Shielding his eyes from the blinding sun of midday, he saw the dirt kicking up in the distance.

      Horses. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them, riding their hardest toward the human camp. The orcs sat tall on their mounts, their green skin glinting under the glare of the sun.

      "Prepare for battle," Brax said, sick to his stomach.

      He didn't want this. No one should. But he wouldn't stand by and watch his people be slaughtered without a fight.

      A squire carried Brax's armor, helping him dress for battle in mere moments. They'd rehearsed this so many times it felt natural, yet there was nothing natural about what was about to happen.

      Brax adjusted the sword on his hip, then mounted his horse. He drew his sword, sun glinting off the tip. "For Soleth!"

      Horses grunted, foaming at the mouth as they went into a frenzy. Even the beasts knew this was not a normal ride. They were ready for the fight. Brax took a deep breath. He held it for a moment and exhaling as he spurred his horse into the fray.

      Steel met steel. The strength of the orcs couldn't be denied as they sliced down humans as if they were no more than straw men.

      Brax's horse reared as an orc swung his mace. Grasping the reins so tightly he feared his fingers might break, Brax swung at the mace with his sword. The mace clattered to the ground. Before the orc could dismount and grab his weapon, Brax stabbed into the orc's chest. He twisted the sword as the orc's eyes bugged out. Blood trickled out of the orc's mouth. Brax pulled the sword out with a sucking sound so wretched he nearly lost his lunch.

      He swallowed hard, turning to the next orc. They fought on horseback, sword to sword. He met the orc blow for blow, but Brax's arms were quickly tiring.

      The orc smiled, his huge tusks dripping with blood. He raised his arm, thrusting his sword down toward Brax's neck. Brax's eyes snapped shut. He prepared for the worst.

      When it didn't come, he ventured a look. The orc slumped over his horse, an arrow in his back. Brax gazed across the fray to see a smiling Nella, waving with one hand, a bow in the other. So the kitchen girl he'd spent the night with had also trained for battle.

      Brax waved, then returned to the fray.

      Blood and gore surrounded his horse's every step. Entrails spread over the ground, covered in white and red sticky matter. The scent of death permeated the air.

      Gaining his second wind, Brax faced another orc. Then another. Then another. Maiming two, killing one, Brax was sick at the carnage he wreaked. If he'd stood up to the queen when they were still in Soleth, perhaps this day would have been very different.

      This battle was his penance, his shame to bear.

      A loud horn blared from Agitar. Brax looked up. On one of the ramparts stood two orcs, and elf, and a faun. They joined hands, raising their arms in the air. At once, they all yelled the same name. Brax.

      He hesitated only for a moment, hoping against all hope they could do something to stop the battle. Kicking his horse in the sides, Brax galloped toward the city, the orcs allowing him safe passage, though they did not refrain from attacking any other humans. Brax arrived at the city walls, looking up at the four.

      "Join us. Let us show them we do not have to fight this battle," Dalgron yelled.

      Though it was Crotus who had given the order to attack, Dalgron hadn't stepped in to stop it. Brax wasn't sure he could trust any of them, particularly Vron, who had dropped him off in camp so unceremoniously. And everyone knew elves couldn't be trusted. Brax looked to the faun. She alone had been the voice of reason, the only truth-teller.

      Alyna dipped her chin, answering his unspoken question.

      Brax rode to the gates. The orcs allowed him in, their suspicious eyes following him to the wall. He dismounted and climbed the stone stairs to the others. Alyna reached out a hand to him. Brax grasped it, wondering if her plan had a prayer of working.

      Would the warriors below stop fighting if they saw their leaders standing united? Would they finally end this fruitless battle?

      Brax stiffened his legs as he stood on the high perch taking his place in the chain of allies. The battle was more sickening from above. Bodies were strewn across the prairie as horses trampled them to get to the living.

      The horn sounded again from behind. Brax raised his free arm in the air, hoping his people would see he acted of his own accord. He was not a prisoner. He was an equal to these other leaders.

      They would see. They would stop. They had to.

      The orcs backed off, retreating toward the city gates, as Vron and Dalgron thrust their fists in the air. The human army looked for its leader, finding him standing with the others. Brax couldn't see the expressions on their faces. He knew many of them would feel betrayed, but they had to see the truth. They would perish on this field if they didn't cease fighting.

      Jahn raised his sword to Brax, then looked back at the army. His back ramrod straight, Jahn waved his sword at the orc army. The humans sprang to action, their horses' hooves beating out a chaotic rhythm.

      Brax's stomach sank. They weren't giving up. The human army was committing suicide.

      Alyna squeezed Brax's hand, but he couldn't bear to look at her. His eyes were glued to the humans racing toward the orcs with a bloodlust Brax had never seen.

      Jahn lead the charge yelling, "For Queen Lissa! For Jedd!"

      The army behind him repeated the words as the arrows began to fly over their troops at the orcs. Brax struggled to see if Nella was one of them, if she had trusted in Brax's judgment, but the crowd undulated with passion. He couldn't find her.

      Jahn dug his heels into the sides of his horse, racing faster than the people behind him. He sat high in his saddle, pride emanating from him. Pride that would surely get him killed.

      Brax screamed, "NO!" just as the earth began to shake again.

      A great hole opened in the ground between the humans and the orcs. Jahn tried to slow down, yanking hard on the reins. His horse's hooves skidded on the ground, kicking up dirt in their wake. The horse attempted desperately to stop, but it was too late. The horse did the only thing instinct allowed—it jumped, attempting to cross the chasm.

      Brax held his breath, saying every prayer he knew to Solnar. Jahn flew over the rend, clutching his horse's mane. As he sailed over the midpoint, a pink, sinuous tentacle snapped out of the chasm, wrapping its slimy tendril around the horse, pulling both Jahn and his mount down into the hole.

      Brax couldn't handle it any longer. He bent to the side, vomiting until his throat felt as if it would turn inside out.

      He wiped his free arm over his mouth, looking again at the land below.

      The orcs swarmed into the city while the humans backed away from the tear in the land. Both races had the same realization at the same time.

      A monster lived underground, and it was coming for them.
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      Maysant dropped coins into the ship captain's outstretched hand. She'd arranged for passage across the Orianna Sea to the Library of Filamir. On foot, it would have taken the three of them too long, and Maysant would have missed the deadline her mother had set. They would arrive early, long before her mother, by ship. But she couldn't think of a better solution.

      Her mother would appreciate early much more than she would late. Maysant would stay in her good graces, which would help her cause.

      She wanted to get Benin an official position amongst the elves. If he truly had assisted the human queen, he could be very useful to the elven empire. His willingness to help them astounded her. Benin truly was a kind and giving human.

      As for Ghrol, Maysant wanted to keep him by her side in some capacity. Maybe as a personal guard? He, too, could be gentle, but she'd seen bloodlust in his eyes. She knew what he was capable of. As long as she remained in his good graces, he would make a good companion.

      Her mother had insisted humans were evil. Maysant laughed to herself as the boat departed from shore. Her trip to Doros had proved to be far more instructive than she'd thought.

      In the beginning, it was a way to get some independence. It had become so much more. She was finally coming into her own as an adult in the elven empire. She'd gained leadership skills and learned to trust her instincts.

      Ghrol gently set Benin on deck and tied a safety rope around the weaker man's waist. Benin still wasn't strong enough to brace himself if they hit rough seas. Ghrol patted Benin on the head and lumbered over to Maysant.

      "Msent," he said.

      "Yes, Ghrol?"

      "Skrd."

      "You're scared?" Maysant took his big hand in hers. "Is this your first time on the sea?"

      Ghrol nodded.

      "I love sailing. Wait until you feel the breeze through your hair and smell the salty sea water. You'll learn to love it quickly. I promise." Maysant squeezed Ghrol's hand. "Now why don't you keep Benin company while I try to contact my mother?"

      Ghrol went back to Benin, dropping next to him on the deck. The wood creaked underneath his massive weight, but held. Maysant liked the way the two of them interacted. Pride swelled in her chest as she thought of the way she'd brought their little group together. She'd spent so much of her life shying away from other elves. Their beauty and stature, as well as their intelligence and knowledge intimidated her. She felt less than worthy. Well, not anymore. She'd finally done something worth bragging about.

      Maysant wandered over to the bow of the ship. Reaching into her pocket, her fingers found a smooth gemstone set in a golden case. It had been a gift from her mother, a way to communicate while she was on her sojourn. She'd used it only once to assure her mother she'd arrived safely. Since then, Maysant hadn't had anything to tell her mother. The trip had been particularly dull until she stumbled upon Ghrol.

      Maysant held the charm in her palm, pressing the ruby with her thumb. The golden case warmed to the touch. Maysant opened her palm as a projection of her mother shimmered over the ruby.

      "My daughter," her mother said, surprised. "I'm so relieved you contacted me. I was nearly ready to send half the army after you."

      "I'm fine, Mother. No need to panic." Maysant held back an eye roll.

      "Did you know Doros has broken into war? The humans are marching on the orcs."

      "Yes, Mother. I heard recently. In fact, that's why I needed to contact you."

      Her mother squinted. "Where are you and why are you bobbing up and down? It doesn't look like the forest."

      "I'm on a boat, headed to the Library of Filamir. I'm arriving early. I have the most wonderful—”

      "Early? My no, that won't do. You need to head north, to the orc capital."

      "Agitar?" Maysant's stomach sank to her feet. Why would her mother send her there alone?

      "I am going there as well," her mother said.

      Maysant was so confused. Since when did the elves care what the humans and orcs did? She'd been taught her whole life to ignore them. Both were lesser races, lacking intelligence and sense. They were brutish. The elves often joked the continent of Doros had been made especially for the lesser races. It was ugly and primitive. Though Maysant had to admit she'd see some beauty in the forest, it was nothing like her home, Gailwyn.

      "You didn't have to come after me, Mother." Maysant's confusion quickly turned to annoyance.

      "I'm not. Don't be silly. We have more pressing matters to attend to. Your brother—”

      "What did Kazrack do this time?" Maysant groaned. Her older brother was always gallivanting off on some mission or another. When he arrived home, he'd crow about his accomplishments. Maysant found them dreadfully dull.

      "Don't use that tone. Your brother is trying to save our world from invaders. He has done something very brave."

      "Probably foolish, too," Maysant mumbled under her breath.

      "I'm not going to ask you to repeat those garbled words. I assume they weren't anything helpful." Her mother's lips formed a pout. Even so, Maysant knew her mother was the most beautiful being on the planet. It was hard being her daughter. "Now, you must meet us at the port outside Agitar. If you arrive after my fleet, someone will remain behind for you."

      "Mother, I have a surprise." Maysant knew this was the right time to bring up Ghrol and Benin. If the elves truly were attempting to help the humans and the orcs save their world, her companions would be welcomed. Perhaps even celebrated!

      "What is it?" The queen looked over her shoulder, but Maysant couldn't see what was behind her.

      "I have two humans with me." Maysant spoke quickly so her mother wouldn't have a moment to interrupt. "We met in the forest. They're good, kind people. One is my own personal guard, and the second can prove useful to you. He is a former advisor to the human queen! He knows things no one else does." She stopped, holding her breath, waiting for her mother's response.

      Except the queen was no longer looking at her daughter. She'd turned her back on Maysant completely. Waving an arm, she said, "That's nice, my dear. I'll meet you at Agitar, then."

      Her mother's image flickered out. Maysant's lower lip trembled. She hadn't listened, that much was clear. Her mother would never have been so flippant about Maysant's news. Something had distracted her just as Maysant was about to have her own moment of glory.

      Frustrated, Maysant sought out the captain. He stood behind the wheel, looking to the southeast. "Excuse me," she said hesitantly.

      "Yes?" He stroked his white beard. It reached down to the middle of his chest, ending in a point decorated with beads. Elves didn't grow beards. Maysant wasn't sure if they could, but this human had a magnificent mane.

      "I was wrong about our destination. We need to head north, to the port outside Agitar."

      "Orc territory? There's trouble up there. It's a bad time to go. I prefer to stay south of their villages. Stay out of trouble."

      "Please," Maysant begged. "I'll pay whatever you want. My mother insisted on it."

      "Your mother, the elf queen?" The captain laughed, the beads in his beard tinkling. "I can't believe I'm going to say yes. My wife will have my head when I return home."

      "Oh, thank you!" Maysant restrained herself from giving him a hug. It would be unseemly for an elven princess, but she had so grown to love the humans she encountered.

      "It'll cost you a lot. I still need to sail home to the village outside the library. I reckon triple the original agreed upon price. For my time, you see." The captain looked at her expectantly.

      "Yes, anything you require. It will be yours. This is very, very important." Maysant was thrilled he'd agreed so readily. She hated arguing.

      "Fine, then. Hold on while we change course." The captain looked over his shoulder, yelling commands to his crew who jumped into action.

      Maysant settled next to Ghrol and Benin on deck. She wasn't happy to be headed to Agitar, but the sooner she rendezvoused with her mother, the sooner she could prove she, too, was an asset to the crown. Not her stupid brother Kazrack, who pranced around like a sparkly peacock.

      "Why is the ship turning?" Benin hid under a blanket, barely looking at the gorgeous day, where the sunlight sparkled off the water.

      "We're going to Agitar."

      A gasp came from under the blanket. "No."

      "Unfortunately, my mother insisted. It's okay, I won't let your people find you. I'll protect you from them, Benin. They'll never know you're there."

      Maysant thought she heard a slight chuckle under the blanket, but then Benin coughed. It must have been a tickle in his throat. There was no reason he'd find delight in returning to those who tried to kill him.

      The poor man. Maysant would do everything she could to keep him safe.
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      Ademar grabbed Tace's shoulders. "Come on, let me help you up."

      Tace was curled on the ground, Jokan's staff in one hand, Hordain's limp hand in the other. Tears glistened on her cheeks.

      "He was my mentor," she said quietly.

      "He was going to kill you." Ademar wouldn't coddle her. If there was one thing he knew for sure about Tace, she respected strength. It wasn't the time for weakness.

      Tace had no response. She didn't defend Hordain's actions. Instead, she let go of Hordain's hand in favor of Ademar's.

      Gently, he pulled Tace to her feet.

      She brushed the dirt off her pants, straightened her tunic, and turned her attention to the back of the cave. "Nemia, it's safe. Come out now."

      The young orc's head popped out from behind Jokan. Her eyes grew large as she took in Ademar and Tace. He could only imagine how they looked to her, covered in blood, holes in their clothes.

      Nemia crept out a few steps, then ran into Ademar, nearly punching him in the gut with her head. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. "We're okay. Are you okay?"

      Nemia nodded into his stomach.

      After a few trembling inhalations, she pulled away from him. "What about Raseri?"

      "Raseri!" Tace called, followed by a whistle.

      They were all quiet, waiting for the sound of the dragon's flapping wings.

      Nothing.

      "Where did she go?" Tace asked, weariness blanketing her words.

      "I'll find her," Ademar said. "Nemia, you stay here with Tace."

      Ademar sheathed his sword and grabbed his torch, walking carefully to the back of the cave, to the hole Tace had created with the staff. It had been an impressive beam of light, unlike anything Ademar had ever witnessed. Seeing it assuaged any doubts he might have had about the Staff of Jokan. Its power had severed the back of the cave in two.

      As he quickly discovered, the hole wasn't a simple rent. It opened into another passageway. What Ademar couldn't understand was why Raseri had been compelled to fly into it. She had always fiercely protected Tace. It was unlike her to take off when things got tough.

      Whatever was behind the wall had to be even more important. Ademar couldn't wait to see what Raseri had discovered.

      Ademar thrust the torch into the hole. The light only touched more darkness. Carefully Ademar climbed through the hole, emerging into an enormous cavern on the other side. The light from his torch barely illuminated the place he stood.

      "Raseri!" he called, his voice echoing back to him.

      He listened for anything that might hint as to the dragon's whereabouts. A whistle. A click of her nails. Wings flapping.

      Ademar took twenty steps forward. The farther he got from the wall, the darker the cavern felt. He could no longer see anything other than the light of his torch.

      His stomach felt like a stone. Tamping down his rising fear, Ademar called again for the dragon. Nothing.

      Frustrated, he debated whether to go further. Ademar had promised Tace he'd find Raseri. If he gave up because of a little darkness, she'd never let him hear the end of it. All he had to do was remember how many steps he'd taken and do his best to walk in a straight line. He'd take one hundred steps. If he hadn't found Raseri by then, he'd turn back.

      Ademar counted out twenty more steps, then called out. No response. Another twenty. Ademar walked more hesitantly. After the final twenty, he called out three times to Raseri.

      Hearing nothing in return, Ademar gave up. Perhaps the dragon had gotten lost, just as he was about to. Ademar turned around, prepared to head back the way he'd come, when he heard a quiet mewling.

      "Raseri!" It had to be her. The staff had just opened up the hole. Nothing else could be in there.

      Unless there was another way in somewhere.

      "Raseri! I know you don't like me, but come here right now. You're scaring Tace!" Ademar hoped the dragon would respond to Tace's name, if nothing else.

      A quiet flapping noise drew closer. Ademar squinted into the dark, though it didn't help. He was still blind beyond the light of the torch.

      A cobalt snout broke into his view. Ademar let out a long sigh. It was Tace's dragon. Raseri circled his head and slapped him on the back of his head with her tail. She flew out of the light.

      "Hey, come back here!" Ademar spun around. "Stupid dragon," he said under his breath.

      Raseri flew into the light again, curling her tail as she got closer.

      "Don't you dare! This isn't the time for games!" Ademar waved the torch at her.

      Raseri smacked him on the head again, then flew out of the light the same way she'd come.

      Then it dawned on Ademar. "You want me to follow?" He took a few steps forward, finding Raseri again. She flew forward, more slowly this time.

      Ademar followed the dragon, trying to keep up without losing sight of her. Raseri seemed to understand he couldn't run as fast as she could fly, stopping every so often at the edge of the light.

      Ademar was sure she had turned at least once, sending him far off his straight path from the hole Tace had created. At this point, he had no other choice than to trust the dragon wasn't leading him deeper into an underground cavern he'd never return from.

      In some ways, Ademar felt like an idiot for trusting a beast he'd only recently met, particularly since the dragon clearly didn't like him. Still, something deep inside urged him on. It was the same feeling he would get when he and Hugh had deep discussions about the meaning of life and what lay beyond. It was a longing that drove him to learn more.

      Raseri came to a stop, hovering in the air in front of Ademar. She turned, blinking once and flew out of sight again. He took a few steps forward. She was gone. "Raseri!"

      Ademar cursed under his breath. If that dragon had led him to his death, he'd kill her. If he ever saw her again. Ademar took a few steps forward until he saw a wall in front of him. "No!" he yelled.

      It was a dead end. The dragon was gone. He had no idea where he was and could barely see more than a few steps in front of him.

      "Stupid, stupid, stupid!" Ademar punched the wall, drawing back bloody knuckles. He'd have to find his way out on his own, no thanks to Raseri.

      Placing a hand along the wall, Ademar followed it, hoping against all hope it would eventually lead him back to the hole. He laughed bitterly. Maybe Raseri had already flown back after ridding herself of Ademar.

      He'd show that stupid dragon. He'd make it back and tell Tace exactly what Raseri had done. He couldn't believe he'd ever trusted that dragon. All it did was...

      Ademar paused. The wall ended. He turned, shining the torch on it, surprised to discover a passageway lit with torches illuminating a cobalt dragon. Waiting for him.

      "Where have you lead me, Raseri?" Ademar asked, all of his anger stripped away.

      Raseri flew down the hall at breakneck speed. Ademar struggled to keep up with her, quickly becoming winded. Fighting with the Consecrated orcs had worn him out.

      It was as if Solnar was testing Ademar's very strength. Solnar, he thought as he continued down the hall, a god he'd always believed in. But now? He was no longer sure. It was something he'd have to think on when he had time to rest. If that time ever came.

      Raseri stopped at the end of the hall. She turned to Ademar and pointed to the left with her tail.

      Cautiously, Ademar turned left through a carved doorway. He was greeted by another huge cavern, also lit, and so large he couldn't see the back of it.

      His jaw dropped. He couldn't believe his eyes. Ademar looked back at Raseri. He could have almost sworn the dragon had a smile on her face.
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      Nemia tried not to look at the dead orcs littering the floor. She stepped farther into the cave avoiding the streams of blood flowing out toward the entrance of the cave. Tace stood behind Jokan, staring at the crack in the cave wall as if she could make Ademar and Raseri appear.

      It had been a long time, and neither of them had returned.

      Nemia wasn't sure how long she and Tace would wait. Surely the rest of the day, though they had no way of knowing how much time had passed. Save the light from the torches, it was dark in the cave. If they let the torches burn out, they'd lose light. Perhaps they'd lose their way out.

      A shudder swept over Nemia's body as she thought about getting lost in the darkness, particularly with the dead bodies. Nemia had enough of dead bodies in her life. Perhaps she could have helped Tace and Ademar during their fight with the Consecrated, but she couldn't muster the power. She'd crouched behind Jokan, willing that horrible magic to life again, to save her friends, but she'd felt only emptiness.

      In a way, she was happy to discover she wasn't simply a killing machine. Still, what she'd done to Sabniss was wrong. She'd let anger overtake her until it had gotten out of control. Maybe that was the difference between then and today, when she had only felt fear.

      Nemia crept over to Tace, not wanting to startle her. Laying a hand on Tace's arm, she looked up at the orc, whom she'd grown to admire over such a short time. Tace was strong and determined. She faced life without flinching, even in the face of danger. Yet, she also cared about her companions and had opened herself up to a male of a different race. Someday, Nemia would like someone to think the same of her. Though perhaps not a love affair with a human. That was too much to contemplate—no matter how much she liked Ademar.

      Tace looked down at Nemia, her eyes wet and her shoulders slumped. "They'll come back," she said.

      Nemia's eyes wandered away from Tace's to the hole in the cave wall. "I hope so. The torches—”

      "Will last until they come back," Tace interrupted, the staff gripped tightly in her hand.

      Nemia bit her lower lip. "But..." She didn't finish her sentence. There was no reason to. Tace wasn't ready to listen.

      Tace took a step forward, her shoulders suddenly squared. "Did you hear that?"

      "Hear what?" Nemia asked. She clamped her hands over her mouth, then listened very carefully.

      Tace took another step toward the hole. Then another and another, until she was only an arm's reach from it. Nemia hurried to catch up, stopping behind Tace.

      That was when she heard it: Ademar excitedly yelling Tace's name.

      "He's coming back." Tace's voice was filled with relief. "But what about Raseri? Do you think he found her?"

      "I do," Nemia said. "He sounds happy."

      "Let's go in." Tace grabbed Nemia's hand, and before she had a chance to object, Tace had pulled her through the hole.

      Darkness surrounded Nemia, her torchlight illuminating nothing more than their bodies. It reminded her of nights underground, living with Sabniss's parents. It was too dark. She clutched Tace's arm, refusing to let go.

      A light flickered in the distance. It grew with each passing moment, and finally, Ademar came into view, a dragon wrapped around his shoulders.

      "Raseri," Tace laughed and looked down at Nemia. "Looks like they finally became friends."

      As Ademar approached, Tace's laughter died. She hardened again, as if she'd never had that moment of mirth. She was a complex orc, and Nemia couldn't be more impressed by her.

      "I see you found my dragon," Tace said to Ademar. "Thank you."

      Raseri jumped off Ademar's shoulders, settling quickly on Tace's.

      "You won't believe what else we found," Ademar said, his voice pitched higher than normal. Excitement sparkled in his eyes. "Come on!"

      Nemia gasped as Ademar turned his back on them and ventured into the darkness. Tace followed, pulling Nemia along behind her.

      "What is it?" Tace asked.

      "You have to see it to believe it," Ademar said.

      Nemia struggled to keep up with the pace Ademar and Tace were setting. She kept her eyes on the ground to avoid stumbling over rocks. Her breath rattled in her chest, but she wouldn't give up. They had to see Ademar's discovery. Whining about how tired she was wouldn't help anyone.

      They paused for a moment, climbing through another hole in the cave wall. Ademar noticed Nemia's labored breathing as she pulled herself into the new cavern.

      "Here," he said, handing his torch to Tace. "You take this. I'll carry Nemia."

      She would have insisted she was fine, but she wasn't. Nemia let Ademar scoop her into his arms. She nestled her head into his shoulder, trying not to think about the bruise she'd have on her cheek when this was over. Her head bobbed around as Ademar ran through the tunnel, Tace hot on his heels.

      If they could slow down, no one would get hurt. If Ademar stumbled, or, Drothu forbid, fell, they'd both be in a lot of pain. Whatever he'd found must have been more important than anything else.

      It wasn't long before Ademar came to a stop. He set Nemia down gently on her feet. She smoothed out her dress, looking up at the two. Ademar had a stupid grin on his face, and Tace seemed to get more annoyed by the moment.

      "What is the surprise?" Tace asked. "We're in a lighted hall. Based on the smoothness of the walls, it's not natural, either. Something, or someone, made this portion of the cavern."

      Ademar held up his hands. "I need you to take a deep breath. You're about to see something unbelievable."

      Tace rolled her eyes. She checked Ademar with her shoulder, going past him and around the corner.

      Nemia jumped when a loud gasp broke the silence.

      "Go on," Ademar said, pushing Nemia in the direction Tace had gone.

      She stumbled and peeked around Tace as she regained her footing.

      A huge cavern opened in front of them, lit with thousands of torches. Seven levels of pathways wound through the stone walls. Guardrails made of iron bounced the light from the torches around the entire cavern. But the clever engineering didn’t steal Tace's breath.

      It was the dragons. Hundreds of them. Of every color and size.

      Tears sprang to Nemia's eyes.

      "Who built this?" Tace asked Ademar, disbelief in her voice.

      "Dwarves. Another race of so-called myth." Ademar crossed his arms over his chest, smiling.

      "Myth." Tace rolled her eyes.

      “Have you ever seen a dwarf?" Ademar asked her.

      “Well, no, but haven't you realized yet that everything you believed was myth could be true, human?"

      "I've studied religion my entire life. I was taught to seek the unseeable, believe in the unprovable." Ademar took Tace's hand. "For the first time in my life, I truly believe in miracles."

      "Is this your home?" Tace asked Raseri.

      The little dragon jutted her neck out as Tace scratched Raseri under her chin. Then Raseri took off, flying to another cobalt dragon standing taller than four orcs stacked on each other's shoulders.

      "Hey, I see you found your friends!" A small man with a big nose and a long beard walked over to Ademar, holding out a hand.

      Ademar shook his hand, then turned to Tace and Nemia. "This is Myrk, keeper of the dragons."

      Tace pumped the dwarf's hand with hers. Nemia nodded. The dwarf was a little shorter than she, but he was clearly fully grown.

      "Please to meet you two. Ademar had quite a lot to say before he ran off to get you." Myrk laughed, his cheeks pink above his beard. "I'm glad to see you made it back safely."

      "What is this place?" Tace asked, her eyes wide as she scanned the cavern.

      "It's the dragons' lair. I assist here, keep the place safe and comfortable for them. Kill anyone who might mean them harm."

      "I assure you, we mean no harm," Tace said.

      Myrk chuckled again. "Oh, I know. Raseri told me all about it. She's a smart dragon, but a little too feisty. She flew off weeks ago. Her mother, Pesha, feared the worst. But, as you can see, they are happy to be reunited."

      Nemia watched Raseri fly around and around her mother's long neck as her mother snapped at her dragonling with sharp teeth. A squeal fell from Raseri's mouth as she finally settled at her mother's clawed feet. Pesha bent over Raseri, covering her with mighty wings. Nemia supposed they were hugging. It was so beautiful.

      "I'm glad we found Raseri's home," Tace said, a catch in her voice. Perhaps she'd fancied herself Raseri's new mother since rescuing her from those awful orcs. Ademar had told Nemia the story as they'd ridden the arkai up to the Frozen Wastelands. It was another reason Nemia had become fond of Tace so quickly. "I suppose we ought to be on our way back home now."

      "Wait," Nemia piped up. "We haven't done everything we've come here to do. We have to..."

      "What?" Tace asked. "What else is there? We found the staff. Maybe it will prove to be of some use to us."

      Nemia bit her lower lip. True.

      Tace bent down on one knee, her face even with Nemia's. "It's time to go home."

      Home. It was the last place Nemia wanted to go. She'd pushed Agitar into chaos. Going home would surely mean death for her. Nemia's heart began to flutter.

      "But the elves are taking over!" Nemia said, stuttering.

      Tace ran a hand over Nemia's hair. "It's okay. You have me. I'll protect you."

      "Thank you so much for not killing me when you first saw me," Ademar said to Myrk with a laugh, ignoring Nemia’s concerns.

      Myrk twirled the club in his hand. "Good thing I saw Raseri when I did, or you'd be dinner tonight for one of those dragons." He winked at Ademar.

      "We should head back the way we came," Tace said. "We have a long journey home, and the arkai are out there waiting for us."

      "Pesha wouldn't hear of it," Myrk said. "She wants to take the three of you home herself."

      "A dragon?" Tace asked, dumbfounded. "Agitar hasn't a seen a dragon since... well, it's been so long they've mostly forgotten they exist."

      "Then this is a good day to remind them," Myrk said. "Come with me, meet Raseri's mother."

      Nemia tailed the three, her feet suddenly feeling like lead. She'd traveled so far to find Tace and Ademar, and circumstances were pulling her back to Agitar. She didn't want to go. She didn't want to see the chaos her anger had wrought.
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      Tace still couldn't get over the scene in front of her. Sure, she'd assumed Raseri had a family somewhere. Dragons didn't spring to life from thin air. They had to have parents. But until she saw Pesha and all the other dragons, she couldn't possibly fathom their existence.

      "Pesha wants to fly us back to Agitar?" Tace asked again.

      "Yes, Pesha will take you home. She says it's the least she can do to thank you for bringing Raseri home." Myrk cocked a stubby finger. "Come, meet her."

      Tace followed behind Myrk, Ademar and Nemia hot on her heels. "You keep telling me what Pesha told you. Can she speak?" Tace felt silly asking.

      Myrk stopped, looking at Tace with a serious face. "Dragons will speak, but only if you are willing to listen." Then he continued toward the dragons.

      It was a curious answer, though perhaps Tace knew what he meant. When she'd contemplated naming the dragon she’d rescued, the name Raseri popped into her head. It wasn't a name she had been familiar with, and she had no idea where it had come from. Yet, here, in this cavern filled with dragons, Myrk also used Raseri's name as if he'd known it all along. Perhaps Tace had heard Raseri speak.

      Myrk stopped short of Pesha. She lowered her massive head until her eyes were even with Tace's.

      Her mouth gone dry, Tace licked her lips. She started into Pesha's eyes, getting lost in the chocolate brown depths. Intelligence sparked within those eyes, a knowing Tace had never seen in common animals. She felt humbled by Pesha's attention, hoping the dragon would find her worthy, despite all of her flaws.

      Pesha moved closer to Tace until the tip of Tace's nose was touching the tip of Pesha's snout. Tace held as still as she could, waiting for judgment from the magnificent creature.

      Thank you.

      Tears sprang from Tace's eyes as Pesha's long neck guided her head back. Raseri squealed, flying in circles around the two of them, then landing on Tace's shoulders. Her tail snaked around Tace's arm.

      "Pesha wants to know if you'd like to fly home now, or wait for the new day?" Myrk asked Tace.

      "Now." She wiped away her tears with her sleeve. "I need to get home. An elf has taken the orc throne. I need to find out why and stop him."

      Myrk bowed. "Then you shall go now. My blessings for a quiet and peaceful journey."

      "Thank you," Ademar said.

      Tace's had forgotten he was there. Nemia, too. For a moment, nothing had mattered other than Pesha. It was as if the entire world had ceased to exist when they touched.

      "So we're supposed to ride Pesha?" Tace asked Myrk. "How?"

      Myrk stuck two fingers in his lips, letting loose a loud, shrill whistle. Two more dwarves came running from the other side of the cavern, carrying a giant saddle between them. They tossed it onto Pesha's back. One held it in place while the other ran underneath her to tie the straps into place. All the while, Pesha sat still, an amused look on her face.

      When the dwarves were done, they stood next to Pesha, their fingers laced together, forming two footholds. A small leather ladder hung down from the saddle, above the dwarves' heads.

      "Climb on up," Myrk said. "Once you're settled, we'll strap you in up top."

      "We left the arkai outside the cave," Tace said.

      "We will care for them. Don't you worry. Now up you go!" Myrk gave Tace a little shove toward Pesha.

      Tace stepped onto the dwarves’ interlaced hands. They lifted her until she could grab the ladder and climb up. She straddled the saddle and reached down, helping Nemia up from the ladder. The young orc settled in front of her while Ademar climbed onto the saddle behind Tace. She tried not to think about his body pressing against hers.

      Though she'd willingly given herself to him, it was still strange to think of mating with a human male. It was something she'd never considered doing, and now that she had, she didn't see anything wrong with it. Still, others wouldn't understand, including Nemia.

      Myrk and his dwarves showed Tace, Ademar, and Nemia how to wrap the leather straps around themselves. Once they were comfortably secure, the dwarves backed away, giving Pesha the room she needed to spread her wings.

      The dragon's cobalt scales glistened in the torchlight of the cavern as she flapped her wings. Slowly they lifted into the air. Tace felt like her stomach wasn't keeping pace with Pesha's ascension, but it quickly caught up, slamming into her throat. Tace closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths, hoping her insides would settle into this new rhythm quickly.

      As she began to feel better, Pesha entered a long tunnel, increasing her speed with every flap of her wings. Raseri nuzzled Tace, as if she knew Tace was feeling unwell. Ademar wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer to him.

      Though it was in her nature to resist, she gave in, letting his strength carry her as Pesha exited the tunnel and bolted into the sky. The sun blinded them, shining off the snow-packed peaks. The small hills they'd entered had given way to mountains in the distance. The dragons lived underground between them, hidden from prying eyes.

      Once Pesha settled on an altitude, Tace felt well enough to sit up straight again, though part of her regretted leaving the warmth of Ademar's chest. Still, knowing he was there was enough.

      "It's beautiful," Nemia shouted in front of her.

      "I agree," Tace said. "Look down there. Polar bears!"

      "Oh!" Nemia gasped.

      Tace had always observed her world from the ground. She hadn't imagined what it could be like to see it from the air. Her whole world had shifted in such a short time. It was as if the world was completely new, reborn from her pain. Her mother dead. The Consecrated chasing her across the continent. Her mentor committing suicide. None of it made sense, and yet, she would have to come to terms with all of it eventually.

      For now, she relaxed, enjoying this unexpected ride over Doros, heading toward Agitar. An elf had crowned himself king of the orcs. She would land at her home and join in the effort to displace him, for an elf could never properly rule the orcs. They would teach him a lesson he would never forget.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 54

        

      

    
    
      Brax swayed, his knees weak as he eyed the great chasm in the ground. The tentacled beast had plucked Jahn out of the air and taken him underground with it. Now everything was quiet. Brax didn't want to think about what it might have done with Jahn.

      "What was that?" He turned to Vron, his angry eyes burning into the orc's. "What foul manner of beast do the orcs hide underground?”

      Alyna translated furiously between them.

      Vron's lips were pressed together, his brow furrowed. "Do you think we keep a monster under our city to eat those who oppose us? We do not! I have no idea what that thing is."

      "You know what it is," Kazrack said, his silky voice laced with fear. "A xarlug."

      Dalgron harrumphed. "Xarlugs don't exist. They are in children's stories."

      Alyna's eyes burned with anger. "Xarlugs are a harbinger of the apocalypse. You know it as well as I do, and I am not an orc."

      Brax swallowed hard, attempting to keep anything in his stomach where it belonged. "Your children's stories are about the apocalypse?" The orcs were savages. He always knew it. Who told frightening stories to their children?

      "We aren't weak like humans." Dalgron puffed out his chest.

      "Stop it!" Alyna yelled. "This is the wrong time to fight amongst ourselves. We have to work together now, more than ever."

      "Impossible," Brax and Dalgron said at the same time. Brax's hands curled into fists. He'd endured so much recently. He'd lost his brother, his best friend, and his queen.  Now Jahn had died, grabbed by a tentacle rising from the crack in the earth. It was too much. He was tired. He wanted to go home. He wanted to think nothing more of these orcs and their problems.

      It was quiet and warm in Soleth. This bone-chilling cold of Agitar crept under Brax's clothing each morning. He hated the ugly prairie outside their gates and the Tingale Forest to the south. He hated the overcast days. He hated everything about Agitar.

      Alyna grabbed Brax's shoulders, shaking them. "You must help us."

      "Help you?" Brax asked, his words wrapped in laughter. "I came here, on orders from my queen, to destroy you. All along, I fought against her. I urged her to use words rather than steel to solve our problems. Why should I stay? Give me one reason I shouldn't go back to my people and head home."

      "Because this whole mess was started by your priest Hugh." Alyna crossed her arms over her chest.

      "What could Hugh have done to make this happen?" Brax asked.

      Kazrack rested a hand on Alyna's shoulder. "Let me explain, I have the most objectivity."

      Alyna moved aside, letting the elf through.

      "As you may or may not know, Hugh wasn't just in Agitar proselytizing. He was also studying the orc legends." Kazrack waved his hands in the air, a strange shimmering circle rising slowly from his palms.

      Within the circle, Brax could see an image of Hugh hunched over a table covered in old, tattered texts.

      "This doesn't surprise me," Brax said. "Hugh was a man of letters. He enjoyed his studies. It was well known in Soleth how he enjoyed trips to the Library of Filamir. It makes sense he would study the orcs."

      "He found something he shouldn't have. Your beloved Hugh dove deep into the Exor."

      "Where did he get our sacred texts?" Dalgron interrupted Kazrack. "They are not available to anyone but the orcs!"

      "I don't know," Kazrack said. "It's likely he charmed someone into loaning them to him. How doesn't matter. It's what he did with them that matters."

      "What did he do?" Brax asked, growing impatient with the elf. He wasn't the only one. Vron stood, quiet, off to the side, an angry look on his face. He was a warrior like Brax. They had no time for stories.

      "Your priest brought this upon all of us. He found the secret to waking the great god, Drothu. He committed suicide. He was not assassinated, as everyone would have you believe."

      Brax's jaw dropped. "How do you know this? Did someone witness it?"

      "Someone did,” Kazrack said. “I hold their memories in my magic. Would you like to see?"

      Without waiting for an answer, Kazrack moved his hands farther apart. The image of Hugh began to move.

      A hooded orc entered Hugh's room. She startled the man, then instructed him to tie a rope around his neck. Hugh obeyed, without the slightest hint of resistance. It was almost as if he'd known she would come and was prepared. They spoke, their words unintelligible. Then someone else came into the room. A man. They argued, Hugh spoke, and he kicked the chair out from underneath his own feet, his necking snapping before either the orc or human could do anything.

      Brax dropped his hands to his sides, feeling weak. "I don't understand."

      "The sacred texts speak of a way to summon Drothu to our world. It must take a great deal of planning and magic," Dalgron said. "Every orc knows this. We have a very strict code of honor. Humans are not so honorable."

      "Hugh didn't believe in suicide. It went against everything he preached," Brax said. "He must have slipped."

      "He didn't slip. Instead, he invoked Drothu with the sacred words and took his own life. What better way to get the attention of a god?" Kazrack asked. "I know it got my attention. Even across the Orianna Sea, I felt a great disturbance in the balance of life. I came here as quickly as I could to rectify it. Whatever affects Doros will eventually affect Gailwyn."

      "Now do you want to leave, human," Dalgron asked, "or do you wish to stay and help us fix the problem your priest created?"

      Brax had opposed this war because it would only end in loss of life. He urged Queen Lissa to talk to the orcs instead of punishing an entire population for what was potentially the action of one rogue orc. Instead, he now knew Hugh had started all of this. It was his fault something was shaking the ground and taking victims.

      A human was at fault, and Brax's sense of honor wouldn't let him walk away.

      "I will stay," Brax said, nearly choking on the words. "I will fight, but I can't guarantee I can convince my army. Already, they are deserting." He pointed across the chasm to his people. A long trail of men and women were headed south, back toward the Barrier Mountains and their homeland. Some remained, whether out of loyalty or confusion, Brax didn't know.

      "You will talk to them?" Alyna asked. "For all of our sakes?"

      "I will," Brax promised.

      "Then take my draft horse," Vron finally piped in, Alyna translating his words into the human tongue. "It's much faster than that horse you rode here on. Besides, where is your tiny horse?"

      Brax covered his eyes with his hand, searching the ground below for his horse. He'd left it over by a large rock... The crack in the ground extended to just next to the rock. "I think my horse might be gone."

      "Then an even better reason to take my draft horse. Come with me. I'll introduce the two of you properly, so he won't buck you off." Vron smiled, and Brax wasn't sure if the orc was joking or not.

      After one final look at Alyna, Dalgron, and Kazrack, Brax followed Vron down the stone stairs. They wound through the city to the barn where Vron kept his horse.

      Vron patted the horse on the nose as it whinnied. "This is Brax. Be nice to him. He's not a completely awful human," he said in broken human words.

      "Thanks, I think," Brax said.

      Vron held out a hand, and Brax stepped on it, letting the orc boost him atop the huge beast. He held on tight to the reins, trying to appear as if he was in complete control.

      "Thank you," Brax said.

      Vron rapped the horse on the rump, sending it into a furious gallop. Brax thought his fingers might break off as he clutched the reins tightly.

      The horse loped through the city, bursting through the gates. The chasm lay ahead, and before Brax could urge the horse to take the long way around, it turned sharply, speeding around the chasm, as if it knew something lay in wait if they dared to cross.

      When Brax reached his people, he found only chaos. Men and women packed their belongings, looking for a speedy escape.

      "Wait, please wait, I need to speak with you," Brax said. "Come, gather ‘round. Bring as many souls as you can."

      He waited atop the horse, hoping they would all see him and come to his side. When a large crowd stood around him, Brax began to speak, asking his people to stay and fight against the beast underground. They shared the continent of Doros with the orcs. If the evil should travel south, they could all be in danger.

      "But we came here to kill the orcs. Let that thing do it for us!" Someone shouted in the crowd.

      "We can help. We should help. Let us forge a new peace," he pleaded.

      The cries of the crowd were all negative, many laced with profanity. As quickly as he'd gotten their attention, Brax lost it. "Please," he called out. "Listen!"

      But no one did. They ignored him, as if he were no longer one of them. They returned to their packing, leaving in twos and threes as they were ready.

      "Brax?" a soft voice said behind.

      Brax turned, thrilled to see Nella, her long blond curls resting on her shoulders, a small smile on her face. "I saw you fighting," he said.

      "Aye. I saved your life once, too. You owe me one." Nella winked at him playfully.

      "Stay," he said.

      "I can't do that. I'm going home. Come with me." She reached out a hand to him.

      Brax thought of his home. Of the life he'd given up to care for his brother. Ghrol was gone, and Brax didn't know if he'd ever see him again. With Nella, he could have everything he'd ever wanted. It was all in reach. He only needed to take her hand.

      A horn sounded behind him. Brax turned, looking at Agitar and the ramparts where Vron was rejoining Alyna, Kazrack, and Dalgron. They were going to fight together to stop the monster underneath them.

      Brax swallowed hard as he looked back at Nella. "I can't."

      "I know you can't, but I had to try. You're an honorable man, Brax. Maybe someday if you come home, we can be together." Nella dropped her hand, resting it on her hip.

      "Don't wait for me," Brax said, though it was the opposite of what he wanted.

      "I won't," she said. "But hurry home just in case." Then she walked away, her hips swinging with every step.

      Brax knew what he wanted, but his honor had bound him to this place. He turned the horse and headed back to the gates to Agitar.
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      Vron watched Brax ride off on his draft horse. His only thoughts were of the horse and his wishes for it to return. Even if Brax decided to leave with his people, Vron had confidence the horse would come back. It appreciated him as much as he appreciated it. They were a team.

      Squaring his shoulders, Vron headed back to rejoin his companions. He had to know what was next. The ground had stopped shaking after the xarlug, if that's what it truly was, made its appearance. They needed a plan, though Vron had no idea how they would mount an attack against an unknown enemy underground. He prided himself on coming up with new strategies, but even this, he feared, was beyond his capabilities.

      He looked up at the rampart. Alyna, Dalgron, and Kazrack were making their way down the stairs to the ground. Damn that elf. Kazrack's misguided attempt to save the orcs from themselves hadn't panned out the way he'd hoped. Instead, he'd made them less likely to listen. Perhaps more divided than they'd been if he'd tried talking to them in the first place.

      "Take off the crown," Vron said to Kazrack as the group approached. "You don't deserve to wear it."

      "And who does?" Kazrack asked with a sneer on his perfect lips. "You?"

      "I don't want it, but I know the orc crown doesn't belong to you. You took it under false pretenses," Vron said.

      "I took it to save your ignorant asses."

      Alyna stepped between them. "Put your penises back in your trousers. There will be no waggling contests today."

      Vron pursed his lips. So did the elf.

      "Now, we must devise a strategy against the xarlug. How many do you think there are? What do your sacred texts say about this?" She looked from Dalgron to Vron.

      Vron remained quiet. He had spent little time studying the texts. To him, religion was simple: die honorably. That was all he ever needed to know. It was the code he followed his whole life.

      "We don't know. We need to speak to a scholar," Dalgron said. "It wasn't up to warriors to keep that knowledge."

      "So where do we find a scholar?" Alyna asked, her patience wearing thin.

      "They're all in the Library of Filamir, I think," Vron said, knowing Alyna wouldn't like the answer. "Isn't that right, Dalgron?"

      Dalgron nodded, avoiding eye contact. Vron wondered if he was afraid to speak. Just great. Let Vron look like the bad guy.

      Alyna's shoulders tensed up. "You don't have one scholar here in Agitar? You sent them all away to the library?"

      "I wouldn't say we sent them. Would you, Vron?" Dalgron looked at Vron, obviously wanting help in speaking to the faun.

      "They prefer to be at the library," Vron said to Alyna. "So they can study."

      "I can't believe this!" Alyna stomped a hoof on the ground.

      "Well, no one expected this to happen," Vron said, shrugging.

      "I did," Kazrack said. "That's why I came here. To help you."

      "And can you give us the answers we need?" Alyna turned to the elf, angry.

      "Well, only the basics." Kazrack appeared sheepish. If it weren't for fear of Alyna's temper, Vron might have smiled at the elf's discomfort.

      "Then we must get word to the library soon," Alyna said. "Send a bird. We can do that, right?"

      "Yes," Dalgron said. "I will attend to that now." Before anyone could argue, he lumbered off.

      "Now, we must devise a strategy to keep everyone alive until we get an answer from the library. I don't think we should attack anything. Perhaps if we remain quiet, it will too," Alyna said.

      As if in answer, the ground began to shake again.

      "Move!" Alyna yelled as the rampart began to crack. Pebbles fell from the heights as the structure weakened. "We need to get everyone out of the city."

      "And the underground," Vron said weakly.

      "Underground?" Alyna asked.

      "Yes, we have a warren of tunnels where many of the servants live." Vron knew it was likely some of the tunnels had already caved in. The loss of life would be immeasurable.

      "We need to do something," Alyna said, her voice cracking.

      "We will do our best," Vron assured her. He motioned for a nearby orc guard to come over. "Spread the word, the city needs to be evacuated. Every living being must leave. It is too dangerous to remain. Tell everyone you see, and tell them to tell everyone they see."

      The orc nodded, then ran off, grabbing every orc he passed. It didn't take long before total panic rang through the city, as every male and female grabbed whatever belongings they could and headed for the gates.

      "I need to arm myself," Vron said. "I'm headed to the barracks."

      "I'll meet you there soon," Alyna said. "I need to find Syra. I'm sure she's okay. The unicorn is able to take care of herself. Still, I'd feel better if we were together."

      "Of course. I'll see you soon." Vron was thrilled when Alyna stood on the tips of her boots and planted a kiss on his cheek. It was a relief in the face of chaos. Hope for the future.

      "I'm coming with you," Kazrack said, following close on Vron's heels.

      "Wonderful," Vron said sarcastically. The elf annoyed him, but he supposed there was nowhere else for him to go. "Since you came here to help us, maybe you could share your grand plan."

      "My plan may have fallen apart," Kazrack said. "I had intended on uniting the elves with the humans by way of the human queen. Then I had hoped to talk the orcs into joining us. Together, we could defeat anything."

      "With what plan of attack?" Vron pressed the elf. "Tell me specifics."

      "Well," Kazrack tapped his chin. "I had thought the generals of your people could speak with the generals of mine, and together..."

      Vron stopped, Kazrack nearly plowing into him as he turned around. "You came here, subdued my orcs with magic, and had no plan to present us?"

      "No." Kazrack squared his shoulders. "I was raised to be a leader. I was planning to lead others to the right answers. Unite everyone. That sort of thing."

      Vron slapped himself on the forehead. Without another word, he continued to the barracks. A host of orcs was already there, grabbing every weapon they could. Vron smiled. His orcs were honorable. They wouldn't flee without their weapons. They would fight to the death. It was in their blood.

      Vron grabbed a sword, shoving it into Kazrack's hands.

      "What am I to do with this?" Kazrack held it limp at his side, straining to lift the heavy orc-forged steel.

      "It's a sword. You might need it."

      "I don't fight. I have—”

      "Others to do it for you?" Vron asked. He looked around the barracks. "I'm sorry, where are your elves who are sworn to protect you?"

      "They're on their way. I swear it! They will be here!" Kazrack again tried to lift the sword, but the tip clattered back to the ground.

      "You'd better hope they arrive sooner rather than later." Vron grabbed the sword back from Kazrack, handing him a dagger instead. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying not to think about someone else he knew who used daggers as her main weapon. He hadn't seen her in a very long time.

      Kazrack tossed the dagger from one hand to the other, but instead of catching it cleanly, he fumbled with it for a moment, nicking the tip of his finger on the blade. He gave Vron a half-hearted smile.

      "You're supposed to stab the enemy, not yourself." Vron turned his back on the elf and began arming himself. Knives and daggers went into his boots and pockets. He grabbed a sword, slinging the strap over his head and cinching it snugly on his chest. Over that, he looped a bow and a quiver of arrows. Finally, he grabbed a shield.

      "Isn't all of that heavy?" Kazrack asked. "Won't it slow you down?"

      "See if you can keep up with me," Vron said as he stomped away from the elf, the weight of the weapons not slowing him at all. He was ready to fight if the xarlug dared to show itself again. This would be the battle to end all battles.
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      Alyna found Syra standing calmly in the stables, in a stall near the front. The unicorn didn't seem to mind the occasional rumblings under her feet. She dipped her head, her horn touching Alyna's forehead.

      They were connected by so much more than mere companionship. Syra had saved her life. Brought her back from the brink of death. Alyna could feel the unicorn's life force running through her own blood now. She'd loved the unicorn before, but now they were connected in a much deeper sense.

      Alyna rested a hand on Syra's mane. "I assume you know what's happening underneath us."

      Syra nodded.

      "We have to fight." Alyna took a deep breath. "We could die."

      Once again, Syra bowed her head.

      "I've asked so much of you. I won't ask for more. You are free to go." Alyna held the gate to the stall wide open. She could never force this beautiful creature to take part in the death and destruction Agitar was about to see.

      Alyna knew the situation was dire. Perhaps it was even hopeless. Still, she couldn't run away as the humans had done. Alyna had come to Agitar to warn the orcs. The original danger came from the humans, but now it was the xarlug. Just as before, she couldn't stand by when those she loved were in danger.

      Though she longed for a life of peaceful solitude, she loved Vron. Maybe someday she would work out an equitable future with him, one where they could be together, yet she also maintained her freedom. She would not become tied to one person. Alyna needed her freedom as much as she needed the air she breathed.

      It was the same freedom she offered Syra.

      The unicorn looked at her with doe eyes, blinking softly. Syra's long lashes brushed her cheeks. Her neck extended as her horn touched Alyna's forehead again.

      Tears sprang to Alyna's eyes. She couldn't bear to be parted from Syra, but she would never, ever force her into a war. If they survived, perhaps they could find one another again in the forest. Someday...

      Alyna pulled back, moving to the side, giving Syra the space she needed to leave the stable, but the unicorn stood still, gazing at Alyna.

      "Go," Alyna said, shooing the unicorn on.

      Syra sidled closer to Alyna, resting her muzzle in Alyna's hands.

      "Go," Alyna said again, despite the deep heaviness in her chest.

      Syra nudged Alyna until her head was under Alyna's arm.

      "You have to go before it starts again. Before you're hurt." Alyna moved her arm from Syra's neck, then kissed the tip of Syra's muzzle. "Please, Syra, go now."

      Syra thrust one hoof out, bending her knees like a supplicant at Alyna's side.

      "You won't leave will you, you silly, beautiful unicorn?" Tears sprang from Alyna's eyes as she realized what Syra had been trying to say. She would stay. She would fight.

      "You are the most stubborn creature I've ever encountered," Alyna said with a laugh. She wiped the tears from her eyes. "Fine. We will fight together. You and I. We will show these orcs, elves, and humans what fauns and unicorns can do."

      Together, Alyna and Syra left the stables, heading toward the barracks to meet with Vron. He stood outside, covered from head to toe with weapons. Alyna couldn't help but laugh. She knew Vron wanted to be prepared, but he looked absolutely foolish.

      "Get anything for me?" Alyna asked him, not mentioning the over-abundance of weapons.

      "Go in and take whatever you like. Kazrack has his dagger," Vron said.

      With a weak smile, Kazrack held up the tiny blade.

      "Very well," Alyna said. "Syra will stay here with you. I'll be right back."

      Alyna entered the armory, finding they had mostly been stripped empty. She wasn't proficient with any weapon, but she ought to have something, anything, to protect herself. A small sword with a jewel-encrusted hilt lay on the ground. It was probably worth more as a showpiece than a weapon. Still, something about it spoke to Alyna.

      She grabbed it, finding the weight pleasing to her hand. It would have to do.

      Alyna exited the barracks. The human, Brax, had rejoined them. Vron was studiously ignoring Kazrack, while the elf patted Syra's muzzle. He cooed at her, as if the unicorn was nothing more than a horse.

      "Don't touch her horn," Alyna cautioned the elf.

      "Why?" His fingers hovered over it.

      "She doesn't like it. You don't want to know what she'll do to you if you try."

      Kazrack ripped his hand back, patting his brocade lapel. "No matter. I've ridden plenty of unicorns in my day. This one doesn't frighten me."

      "Really?" Alyna raised an eyebrow. "You know they only let virgins ride them."

      Kazrack inhaled sharply.

      It was a rumor that had spread over the centuries. Unicorns were so pure, they only allowed innocent beings to ride them. It wasn't true. Alyna herself had been deflowered long before meeting Syra. She had never had a problem riding Syra. Still, it was funny to watch Kazrack fan himself at the thought.

      "Where to?" Alyna asked, turning to Vron, who seemed to be enjoying the conversation.

      He opened his mouth to answer when the ground began to shake again.

      "Run!" he yelled, pushing Kazrack in front of him and taking off in a sprint for the city gates. Brax followed on the draft horse.

      Alyna jumped on Syra's back. The unicorn galloped hard away from the barracks. A chasm opened behind them, swallowing the barracks whole.

      Kazrack screeched with fear, passing Vron as the elf scurried ahead. Alyna wished Vron would discard some of the weapons he carried, but it wasn't the right time to argue. He'd have to figure out the cumbersome haul for himself.

      A strange chuckle rose behind them. Alyna turned her head, looking back at the chasm, as a long, pink tentacle wound its way out from the depths.

      A xarlug. It had to be.

      And no one knew how to kill it or how many there were.

      It slithered over the ground, using its suction cups to feel its way toward the mob of orcs trying to escape the city.

      It wanted more. What it had already taken wasn't enough.

      Alyna tapped Syra's side with her heels. Syra stopped and turned around.

      "What are you doing?" Vron yelled. "Come with us!"

      Alyna wouldn't respond. Maybe he would keep going without her. Maybe, for once, that stupid lug of an orc would let her do the right thing without intervening.

      Alyna closed her eyes, shutting out the screams of the orcs and the strange sucking sound the xarlug's tentacles made on the ground when it moved. She thought of the trees and the wind. Of the grass and the bushes. Of the life force that throbbed through nature. She harnessed the powers she'd rarely touched.

      Alyna raised her hands, feeling the wind kick up around her. Her curls bounced in the air as the power grew within her. She did not know how to stop the xarlug, but perhaps she could give the orcs time to escape.

      She opened her eyes again as leaves spun in the air. Cupping her hands together in front of her, she thrust outward, pushing the wind at the xarlug's tentacle. It tried to move forward, toward her, but the wind held it in place, not allowing it to advance.

      The end of the tentacle curled as it reached into the wind, but it wasn't strong enough to push further.

      "You can't hold this forever," Vron yelled behind her.

      Damn it, he was still there.

      "Go away!" Alyna yelled.

      "I won't leave you!"

      "Your weapons are no good here, Vron. You can't defeat it. You must live to fight another day."

      "I won't leave you!" he yelled again.

      Alyna's arms shook. She couldn't block the xarlug forever, Vron was right about that. All she could do was give the others time to get away. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She knew it would come for her next. The xarlug would punish her for getting in its way. The last thing she wanted was for it to get Vron, too.

      Exhausted, she dropped her arms. "Run," she said to Vron, hoping he would do as she said for once.

      "Not without you." He rested a hand on her shoulder.

      The tentacle began to advance on them, slithering over the ground with a sickening speed. Alyna swallowed hard. They had no time to run. None at all.

      Syra bent her head. She shot forward, ramming her horn into the tentacle, leaving a searing hole. Again and again in a frenzy, Syra stabbed the tentacle with her glowing horn.

      Another tentacle burst from the crack in the ground.

      Alyna gasped as the tentacle grabbed her off the unicorn’s back, hurling her away from Vron and Syra.
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      Ademar held on to Tace's waist, trying not to grasp too tightly or too loosely, as Pesha soared through the sky. For the first part of the trip, she'd leaned against him, but the closer they got to Agitar, the farther she pulled away. It was only a bit at a time, but eventually she was sitting up straight again, almost as if she was unaware he was behind her. Tace spoke occasionally to Nemia, but Ademar might as well have been invisible.

      It was typical Tace. She'd built up walls Ademar might never be able to scale. Though he knew a small amount of her childhood, he knew there was more to uncover, and he feared there were things she wouldn't ever want to speak about.

      His life had been fairly easy. He'd never wanted for anything. He had been fulfilled, even if he worked nearly all the time and had no personal life. Still, Ademar had no complaints.

      Then Hugh killed himself. Everything changed for him at that moment. Ademar's entire life had been upended, thanks to the priest he'd faithfully followed. And now he was on the back of a dragon with two orcs, one of whom he'd broken all of his vows for.

      Ademar had zero regrets.

      In front of him, Tace gasped and pointed. "Look, it's Agitar!"

      Ademar squinted, trying to see around Tace and Nemia. In the distance, he could see the spires of the orc castle rising into the clouds.

      Tace's back became even more rigid, her shoulders pulled so far back, Raseri almost fell off. The little dragon coiled itself up tighter.

      Ademar felt more than a bit of dread as the city grew closer. Back in Agitar, his relationship with Tace, if he could call it that, would change.

      "Once we land..." Tace's voice trailed off.

      "We each have our own things to take care of," Ademar said. Maybe once they were both settled, they could decide if they had anything worth pursuing.

      Tace nodded curtly, then turned to face the front again. Raseri opened one lazy eye, sticking her forked tongue out at Ademar.

      Ademar resisted the urge to grab the dragon's tongue and fling her into the open air. He would never do such a thing to a living being, but part of him wished he could.

      Pesha began her descent as they approached the outskirts of the city. Ademar swallowed hard, popping his ears. It was then he noticed something strange. "Tace, I think we need to be careful where we land. It looks like Agitar has had an earthquake."

      "You could be right. Look at all the orcs standing outside the city. I wonder if they had to evacuate?" Tace asked.

      Nemia said something, but with the wind blowing at them, Ademar couldn't hear the young orc's words.

      Pesha's legs reached out for the earth, and they came to a gentle stop outside the city gates. A roar rose from the crowds gathered.

      "They've never seen a dragon before, have they?" Ademar asked Tace as they slid off Pesha's back.

      "I doubt it." Her voice shook a little.

      "You must save us!" an orc yelled to them. "Stay on your beast and help us!"

      "What is she talking about?" Tace asked, looking around wildly.

      The orc grabbed Tace's hand, pulling her past the gates and into the city. Ademar followed, staying on their heels.

      A fat, pink tentacle rose from a fissure in the earth, waving something in its grasp.

      "What is that?" Tace asked, gaping.

      Ademar wished he had an answer. Whatever it was, it wasn't friendly.

      "Get your flying beast and save her!" the orc yelled.

      Tace looked at Ademar. "Come with me?"

      "Me, too!" Nemia yelled.

      "No." Tace pushed the young orc toward the one who'd asked for their help. "Stay here. You can't come with us. It's too dangerous."

      But!" Nemia yelled as Ademar ran after Tace.

      Ademar boosted Tace onto Pesha's back. She reached down, pulling Ademar up behind her. The Staff of Jokan was still securely fastened to the saddle.

      "Pesha, will you help us?" Tace asked the dragon.

      Ademar hadn't thought to ask permission. He'd assumed the dragon would do their bidding, like a horse. But when Pesha looked at them with her brown eyes and nodded, Ademar was reminded he wasn't riding on a beast, but on the back of an equal.

      Pesha pushed off the ground, bolting into the air.

      "How are we going to save her?" Tace asked Ademar. "We don't have any weapons."

      "You have that." Ademar pointed to the staff. Pesha banked hard to the left, and Ademar wrapped an arm around Tace's waist. Not to protect her, but to keep himself from falling.

      "The staff? What am I to do? Hit that thing with it?" Tace rolled her eyes.

      "What do your legends say about the Staff of Jokan?" Ademar yelled in her ear as the wind picked up.

      "I don't know. I told you before, I barely paid attention. I thought you were the scholar. Shouldn't you know?"

      "I only recently started studying orc texts. I don't know everything! But maybe you should start with hitting it until it lets her go!"

      "Fine!"

      Ademar fiddled with the straps around the staff while Tace held the shaft in her hands. As soon as it was free from its bindings, Tace lifted the staff in the air.

      Pesha banked again, flying toward the gyrating tentacle.

      "That's not an orc," Tace said to Ademar. "What is she?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "No. It doesn't." Tace locked her eyes with Ademar's. She leaned in, kissing him square on the mouth, then pulled away before he could kiss her back. "Let's save her!"

      Ademar held tight to Tace's waist as Pesha dove toward the tentacle. Tace brandished the staff in the air, reaching out to hit the tentacle. She struck it once, but the tentacle didn't seem to register the attack.

      It waved the woman around, her legs kicking in defiance. Whoever she was, she wasn't about to give in to the beast.

      Pesha came around again for another chance. Tace held out the staff, and the gem in the center lit up. Ademar flung his free arm over his eyes, shielding himself from the blinding light.

      Tace thrust the staff toward the tentacle, hitting it squarely with a beam of light and leaving a smoldering mark on its puckered skin. A great roar of pain came from underground.

      "What is that thing?" Tace asked.

      At the moment Ademar could only wonder if they possibly had any way to make it out of this alive. Whatever it was, the tentacle was only a small part of it. Ademar couldn't fathom what the rest of it looked like.

      Pesha took a third trip toward the tentacle. Tace smacked the tentacle again, harder this time, burning a hole so large it spasmed, dropping the woman it had been holding.

      Without urging, Pesha dove toward her. Ademar thrust out his free arm, grabbing hers and pulled her onto Pesha's saddle behind him.

      He looked down, surprised to see hooves instead of feet dangling next to his.

      "My thanks to both of you," she said. "But we must get back to the city immediately. We have to evacuate the rest of the orcs."

      "I'm Ademar, and this is Tace."

      "I'm Alyna. And who do I have the pleasure of riding on?"

      Pesha looked back at them, winking at Alyna.

      "This is Pesha," Tace said. "She's a—”

      "Dragon," Alyna interrupted. "I know. You can drop me down there, next to my unicorn."

      Ademar looked at the ground, spying a white horse with a glowing horn. Pesha landed next to it. Alyna slid off Pesha's back, no worse for the wear.

      "Glad to see you're not dead." A man walked over to Alyna, his long hair tucked behind his pointed ears.

      "The elf!" Tace grabbed the staff, jumping off Pesha. "Are you the elf who dared take the orc throne?"

      The elf looked at Alyna and a male orc who stood to his side weighed down by one of every weapon imaginable. "Maybe."

      "You cannot rule on the throne at Agitar. Once we've defeated whatever that thing is, I'm going to defeat you." Tace's upper lip curled.

      The elf laughed. "Don't worry. If any of us live through this, I won't be stepping anywhere near that throne again."

      "Kazrack is telling the truth," Alyna said. "He has no real designs on the throne. If you're willing to help us, we would gladly welcome it."

      "What do you need me to do?" Tace asked.

      Before she could answer, the ground cracked again, and three tentacles slammed onto the earth as a huge, pink, bloated body rose from the depths.
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      Tace swallowed her fear, steeling herself as the beast rose from the depths of the earth. One pulsing, bloodshot eye emerged, blinking as it took them in.

      "We have to kill the xarlug," Alyna said.

      Tace didn't care what it was called. All she knew was that she was facing the biggest challenge of her life. The last few years, she'd done nothing but bring death to others. It was her way of earning her family a place in the afterlife. A redemption for the heretical path her parents had taken. Yet lately, she'd seen more value in life than death, and she'd questioned the very purpose of her existence. Life was precious. Even the lives of other races.

      But she would kill again today.

      One hand grasped the Staff of Jokan, the other reached for a dagger. She would fight with whatever weapons she had at her disposal, though, deep down, she knew it would never be enough against a beast like this.

      It continued to rise, until it stood taller than the orc castle. Where a second eye should have been was only a jagged scar. The rest of the rotund body came into view, followed by eight gyrating tentacles. Its mouth opened, revealing serrated teeth accompanied by rivulets of drool at the sides, and it laughed as the ground under them shuddered.

      "We need a plan," the male orc laden with all the weapons said. Tace hadn't caught his name yet, and she didn't bother asking. She'd find out later if they all survived. "First, I think the two of you should make sure no one else enters this area."

      The human man and the elf both looked relieved. They took off down the city streets to block anyone from coming this way.

      "Syra and I will do our best to hold back the xarlug. Then you can attack. Try to get an arrow in its eye?" Alyna didn't sound sure of her plan, but they all knew it was better than doing nothing. "What are your strengths?"

      "I'm good with daggers, but I can't imagine they'll help much now. Maybe Pesha would be willing to help?" Tace looked at the dragon, who appeared ready to burst into the sky and take on the xarlug herself.

      "And you?" Alyna asked Ademar.

      Tace nearly told them he could sit on the sidelines and pray, but she held her sarcastic tongue. Ademar deserved more respect. Considering his background, he'd become a formidable fighter.

      "I don't know." Ademar shrugged.

      Tace could tell he was feeling useless. "Ride on Pesha. Help guide her. Watch her back."

      "I can do that,”

      "What about me?" The small voice came from behind.

      Tace whirled around, surprised to find Nemia. "What are you doing here? I told you to go. It's not safe."

      "I want to be with you," Nemia insisted. "I can—”

      "You can't do anything. You're a child. Now, go." Tace gave Nemia a push, then turned her back on the young orc. Nemia would be in too much danger. She had to know her life was more important than Tace's. She was the true princess. Her life needed to be protected at all costs, and if the only way Tace could get her to leave was to shun her, she would do it.

      A sob and the pounding of feet told Tace what she needed to know. Nemia was gone. She would be safe. That was all that mattered.

      Alyna jumped on the back of her unicorn and took off in a fast gallop toward the xarlug. The unicorn stabbed a tentacle with its glowing horn. The xarlug screamed, waving its tentacle in the air. It slammed down on the ground, creating another tremor.

      "Go, Ademar. Take care of Pesha and Raseri.” Tace uncoiled the little dragon from her shoulders, placing her on Ademar’s shoulders.

      "Be careful. I know how you are," he said, resting a hand on her cheek.

      "I'm me. Deal with it." Tace glared at him.

      "I love the way you are." Then Ademar climbed on Pesha, taking off into the sky with a burst of air under her flapping wings.

      Love. It was a word Tace didn't want to hear, much less consider. None of it mattered unless they could defeat the xarlug.

      The male orc came closer. "On my word, we charge. I want you to stay behind me."

      "That's ridiculous. I won't do any such thing. We will fight side-by-side."

      He looked at her with weary eyes. She could have sworn they radiated concern. As if he knew her and cared for her well-being, though she was a stranger. Foolish orc. He was soft, not hardened like a good orc should be. He should gratefully accept her help instead of treating her as if she was fragile.

      "Fine. Have it your way." Then he took off in a run.

      Tace ran after him, keeping pace. It wasn't hard considering the weight of the weapons he carried. She easily passed him, getting closer to the xarlug with each footfall.

      Ahead, Syra continued to stab the xarlug with her horn. Alyna sat up straight on Syra's back, waving her arms in the air. Vines burst from the ground, winding around the xarlug's tentacles. It strained against the vines, breaking their hold only to have them renew their attack.

      Pesha flew in circles above the xarlug, breathing fire at it. But the fire seemed to have no effect on the xarlug's pink skin. Instead, it laughed, swiping at Pesha with one tentacle. She darted in the air, Ademar holding on tight. His mouth was constantly moving, presumably shouting about the location of the xarlug's attacks, helping to keep her safe.

      Tace pushed herself, running faster until the tip of a tentacle was within reach. She reached out, stabbing it with her dagger. The xarlug didn't flinch.

      Anger welled up in her chest. There was nothing she could. She had been so foolish to think she could help. She was an assassin, not a warrior. This battle would be won without her help. Everything Nemia had said about Tace being the one to save Agitar wasn't real. How could it be? All she had were her daggers and this staff.

      The staff.

      Tace looked at it again. If only she had paid attention to the Exor as a child, perhaps she would know more about the staff's powers. Once she'd held it out toward the xarlug and it had done something. Tace thrust the staff in front of her again, pointing it at the xarlug.

      Nothing.

      She bent her elbow, then straightened it hard.

      Nothing.

      "Why doesn't it work now?" she screamed. "Do something!"

      You must channel it properly, a voice said.

      "Who was that?" Tace spun around. The orc warrior had gone another direction. She was alone, except for the nearby tentacle.

      Concentrate. Trust in yourself to use the staff's power. You are worthy.

      Tace thought of when she'd been on Pesha's back and used the staff to save Alyna. She hadn't just thrust it at the xarlug, she'd wondered deep in her soul if it really had power.

      "I call on the power of the Staff of Jokan," Tace said, infusing her words with all the faith she could muster. "Save us."

      Tace closed her eyes, took a deep breath and thrust the staff out toward the xarlug. Heat pulsed in the shaft, warming her hand. Tace opened her eyes, watching in wonder as a light emanated from the staff. It traveled on a wave to the xarlug, then expanded, swallowing the xarlug whole. Then the light snapped back into the staff, knocking Tace to the ground.

      She sat up, her head pounding with intense pain.

      "Are you okay?" The male orc was back at her side, clearly upset she'd been hurt.

      "I'm fine." Tace pushed him back. "I just fell."

      "No, the gem in your staff captured the xarlug." He pointed to the glowing sapphire, which now contained the body of the xarlug. It swam in the depths of the gem, slamming its body against the edges over and over again. "How did you do that?"

      Tace ran a finger over the sapphire, agitating the trapped xarlug even more. "I don't know. It just happened. I asked the staff to save us, and it did."

      "What sort of staff is this?" he asked.

      "It's the Staff of Jokan," Tace said quietly, wondering if he would know its significance.

      By the wide-eyed expression on his face, he did.

      Alyna and Syra rode up next to them. The unicorn bent over, resting its horn on Tace's forehead. Her body instantly felt much better, the pain in her head gone.

      "Thank you." Tace patted the unicorn on the muzzle.

      "Where did it go?" Alyna asked. "Are the two of you okay?"

      The orc pointed toward the gem. Alyna gasped, a hand resting on her chest. "I know better than to ask how. This is clearly a magical relic. What impresses me more is that you can wield it."

      "I don't know if I did anything special. It was the staff's power, not mine," Tace insisted.

      "Then you know very little about how magic works," Alyna said. "You'll have to be taught."

      Ademar and Pesha landed not far away. He ran to Tace's side, holding out a hand. She grabbed it, letting him pull her to her feet. Raseri leapt from Ademar’s shoulders to Tace’s.

      "The beast is gone. Now it is time to rebuild our city," the male orc said.

      "No, Vron," Alyna said. "You think this is over? It is only the beginning. We must leave Agitar behind. There's far more lurking down there. The xarlug was only the genesis."

      "Can someone tell me what's happening?" Tace asked. She had the orc's name now, Vron, and somehow she thought she should know it. There would be time for that later, though.

      "There is much to tell you, and much you may not believe." Alyna wrapped an arm around Tace's shoulder. "But considering you're able to wield relics of power, we will need your help. You are special, Tace."

      Special. That word that felt like a hairshirt on bare skin. She didn't want to believe it, but the xarlug stared at her with its one eye from inside the sapphire, and she couldn’t deny it. She was no longer a simple assassin.

      Tace clasped the staff with both hands, feeling the warmth of its power. She'd sent many lives to Drothu over the last few years. Now, he would receive a special message directly from Tace.

      "Die," she whispered at the ensnared xarlug, her lips barely touching the gem.

      The xarlug's eye closed and its lifeless body floated to the top of the gem. As Tace lowered the staff to the ground, she noticed a glowing tattoo on the inside of her wrist. It was the first symbol on the stone they’d found in the forest. The symbol of Jokan. Somehow, it was now part of her forever.
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      Nemia choked down tears. Tace had rejected her. Sent her away. Just like her parents had done. No one wanted her.

      She stumbled through the broken castle, avoiding the fissures. There was only one place she could think to go. Her old room. The room kept for the princess. Now that Sabniss was dead, it belonged to Nemia again.

      She stepped gently over the bodies of those who had died during the earthquake. There were too many to count. So many faces she recognized. But Nemia couldn't shed a tear for any of them. They had remained silent when her mother discarded her for Sabniss. Even when Sabniss proved to be dull and empty-headed, they still pretended Nemia had always been a servant.

      No more. Sabniss was dead. Nemia's parents were missing, presumed dead by all the orcs she'd spoken to so far.

      Nemia stepped into her childhood bedroom. The ruffled canopy above the bed was askew, but the room itself was still in good shape.

      "My princess, you have returned. I was waiting for you." An orc, hunched over from age, crept out from the shadows. Azlinar.

      "I thought you had gone away," Nemia said. After she'd killed Sabniss, Azlinar was nowhere to be found. Nemia had suffered alone immeasurably, when she could have used the counsel of the one orc who believed in her.

      "I would never leave you of my own accord, princess. Never. I was out on an errand of great import. When I returned, you were gone. But I never doubted you. I knew you would be back to claim your rightful place on the throne." He moved closer to her, slowly, as if he were waiting for a command to stop.

      Nemia let him come close. She let him take her hand in his gnarled grasp. She let the dark power he'd introduced her to wrap around them like a foul mist. She'd only been able to shake it when she'd found Tace and Ademar. They had helped her see differently. But now they had tossed her aside, too. Just like her parents.

      Nemia began to sob. Her shoulders heaved with the heavy weight of everything that had befallen her. Even more, she was devastated to admit she had been wrong. She thought Tace and Ademar would help her be a good person, that they could take away the stain of the murder she'd committed.

      Instead, they'd taken comfort in one another and discarded her the moment they arrived in Agitar.

      No one wanted her.

      She was useless.

      "My princess." Azlinar slipped a hand under Nemia's chin, forcing her to look up at him. "I know someone who can help you."

      "Who?" she asked between sniffles.

      "You must trust me. Can you do that?"

      Nemia nodded.

      "Then close your eyes. I will show you who you must speak to. He can help you."

      Nemia did as Azlinar bade. She sank to the floor as the vision Azlinar shared with her took form. In the background, the sea battered the shore. She had seen this place once as a child. It was the port at the far western end of Doros. Orc ships dotted the harbor, their curved bows carved from wood and embedded with spikes, standing in stark contrast to the tall ship standing in the midst of them.

      The golden crest on the sail told her it was an elven ship. There was a chain of them in the distance, all headed toward the port.

      Azlinar squeezed Nemia's hand, and the vision moved in closer. A smaller boat tacked toward the shore. A grizzled captain was at the helm. On the bow stood a young female elf, though young was a relative word. Elves looked young for hundreds of years. Next to her stood a hulking male human, whose expression was simple.

      In his arms was a bundle of blankets.

      No, it was something more. Within the folds, Nemia could see a man shriveled beyond recognition. His skin puckered, as if it were healing from recent burns. But it was his eyes that beckoned to Nemia. It was as if he could see directly into her soul, despite being so far away.

      "He will help you. You must seek out the dark mage," Azlinar whispered into Nemia's ear.

      "The dark mage." Nemia shuddered at the ominous tone in Azlinar's voice. Still, everyone else had rejected her. Maybe this mage was the only one who would accept her for who she was.

      "Bring him to me, Azlinar," she begged. "I've traveled so far in recent weeks. I need to rest."

      Nemia let go of Azlinar's hand and crawled into her bed. It had been years since she had slept in it, but she remembered the softness so well. As she closed her eyes, the only thing she could see was the dark mage looking directly at her.
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