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      It wasn’t until Sorova’s father moved them to Stoneward Hold that she learned about the limits of language. The harsh winter that descended from the north like a snarling wolf served as her teacher. Biting winds and short days taught her that there were different flavors of cold, differences that mattered that she had no words for.

      Some days the air was cold enough to turn pails of water to ice in less time than it took for a watch to complete its duty, but if the sun shone bright and the wind retreated to warmer pastures, Sorova could be outside in the sun and be comfortable enough without the bulky coat that made her feel as heavy as a cow. Other days, when the unbroken fields of snow glittered like a bed of diamonds but the wind blew hard down the mountain valleys, she knew of cold that stabbed straight to the bone no matter how many layers of clothing she wore. And finally, there were her favorite days, days that came only a few times every winter. They were the days of true cold, where the air itself was brittle, as though it would crack if she wasn’t gentle with it.

      The flavors of cold were, to Sorova’s mind, as different as night and day, but adults grouped them all together under the insufficient description of “cold.”

      Sorova complained as much to her father one day after they’d finished a meditation he’d taught her. He’d grinned widely at her complaint.

      “Did you know the Kavenor have four different words for cold?” he asked.

      Sorova shook her head.

      “Language is more important than we think because the words we learn shape how we think.” He laughed at the expression on her face. “Don’t worry. It’s a lesson most adults don’t understand.” He put away the cushions they’d been sitting on, then turned back toward her. He had the expression on his face he always had when he was about to impart “A Lesson,” but Sorova didn’t mind. His lessons were more interesting than the arithmetic Mother made her practice every morning.

      “Our words are a tool to help us understand the world. Your complaint is that the word we have for cold doesn’t describe reality well enough, right?”

      She nodded, pleased to be following so far.

      “What you’ve just discovered on your own is the beginning of what we’d call a Calidryn’s understanding that reality is more complex than the words we have to describe it. It’s more complicated than our eyes, ears, and fingers tell us, too, but that’s perhaps a lesson for another day.”

      “You’re talking about the Dream.”

      “I am, though I’m as dissatisfied with the word Dream as you are with cold. The Dream is a deeper reality, and we don’t have words for it that do it justice.”

      Sorova reflected on those words often, curious beyond measure what the Dream was like that words failed to describe it.

      Then, one late spring morning, she learned that cold wasn’t the only word that failed to encompass her understanding of the world.

      Fear, too, was likewise deficient.

      Its first iteration struck when she watched a pair of scouts riding back from their daily patrol, shouting loudly though no visible enemy pursued them. Sorova watched them from the thick stone walls of the hold, for she’d been sneaking in a practice sword lesson with Zyrelle, one of Father’s captains who not-so-secretly encouraged Sorova’s love of swordplay. Zyrelle was Sendryn, capable of touching the Dream but lacking the ability with it that Calidryn possessed, and she slipped between Sorova’s wild cuts like water sliding through fingers. At the sight of the riders, Zyrelle snapped her wrist and slapped Sorova’s carved stick away. She stepped quickly to the edge of the wall.

      Harshly pulled out of the illusion that she’d ever had a chance against the Sendryn, Sorova stamped her feet, but her anger vanished when she caught sight of Zyrelle’s expression, hard and sharp as the sword she carried. “What’s wrong?”

      Zyrelle turned and forced a smile on her face, but Sorova was old enough to recognize a mask when she saw one. Somewhere deep in her stomach it felt as though someone had dropped a few chunks of ice, for Zyrelle had never lied to her before, not even with an expression.

      “Hopefully nothing, but it would be best if you find your mother and stay by her until we’re sure it’s safe.”

      Sorova would have complained, but Zyrelle was already gone, rushing down the stone stairs to meet the riders. Sorova lingered on the wall, gaze drawn to the scene below. The riders’ reports were given too softly to reach her ears, but their faces turned pale as they pointed farther north. She followed the direction of their gestures and squinted, but her young eyes spotted nothing. With a disappointed sigh, she went to find her mother before Zyrelle caught her watching and reprimanded her.

      She knew Zyrelle thought only of her safety, but life around Mother bored Sorova to tears. It was all mending and sewing and cooking and cleaning, and she’d much rather be crossing imagined swords with Zyrelle or learning how to ride with Rhydorin. Still, the ice deep in her stomach persisted, and this once she decided it would be best to stay close to safety.

      Their chambers, which were private thanks to Father’s command of Stoneward Hold, were quiet when she arrived. She checked the bedroom for Mother, then heard raised voices on the other side of the wall. Mother would have her hide if she learned Sorova was listening to Father and his captains meeting in the command room, but she wasn’t here, so Sorova silently scooted closer.

      Father’s voice came through clearly. “You’re absolutely certain?”

      “I am, sir.”

      A moment of silence caused Sorova to lean forward; then Father said, “Opinions, please.”

      Zyrelle spoke first. “We can’t hold against them, but we can make them pay dearly.”

      “Can we, though?” Father challenged. “We don’t have an accurate count of Bloodstalkers, but if they have the proportion we’d expect given these numbers, the Hold means nothing.”

      “You can’t possibly be considering retreat, can you?” Zyrelle asked.

      “Along with many other options. Stoneward was never built to repel what’s coming. There’s no point wasting lives when we might need every strong arm we can find.”

      Father paused, then spoke again. “Send out two scouts. I want Rhydorin to be one of them so I have a sense of how many Bloodstalkers they’re fielding. Send birds to Duskmere and Eldroska. They can pass the message on. And order the non-combatants to prepare the hold for battle. Once that’s done, we’ll send everyone nonessential to Duskmere. They’ll be safer there.”

      A chorus of assent greeted the orders, and many pairs of boots shuffled from the command room. The cold feeling in Sorova’s stomach had only grown stronger, to the point she feared she might soon be sick. Bloodstalkers were the Kavenori equivalent of Calidryn, though fiercer, to hear Father speak of them. Were they about to be attacked?

      The only pair of footsteps in the command room was unmistakably Father’s, and he stopped on the other side of the wall. “You shouldn’t be listening in, little one.”

      “I’m sorry, Father, but I saw the riders and how Zyrelle reacted. What’s happening?”

      Father wasn’t one for secrets, and he didn’t keep them now. “It’s the Kavenor. They’re marching south in numbers we’ve never seen before. It looks like they’re heading this way, and if they are, there isn’t much we can do to stop them. I don’t have the soldiers.”

      “Are we in danger?”

      Father paused, as he often did when she asked a question he wanted to answer carefully. “There is danger, yes, but I don’t think you need to worry much. It takes time to march the many miles that lie between us, and we’ll likely retreat before then. It’s my duty to keep you and your mother safe. Have I ever failed?”

      “No, Father.”

      “I won’t today, either. Find your mother and listen to her. This isn’t the time for any of your own ideas. Listen well and we’ll keep you safe.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      Some ice in her stomach remained, but the warmth of Father’s love melted most of it. She ran from the bedroom to find her mother.
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      Rhydorin and the other scouts returned before the sun fell. Sweat darkened the hides of their horses, and their mounts’ heads hung low, nostrils wide as they fought for breath. Sorova was carrying loads of arrows to the wall when they rode into the courtyard. Rhydorin’s sunken eyes and gaunt expression made him look almost as exhausted as the horses. No doubt the Calidryn had granted the horses endurance beyond what mortal hooves could endure, but even so, horse and rider had returned on the brink of self-destruction.

      The scout slid off the horse, but only made it a few steps before Father reached him. Rhydorin whispered something in Father’s ear, and though Sorova couldn’t hear, she saw the way Father’s face paled.

      Father whispered a question, setting off a quick exchange of nearly silent words. Then the two men broke apart, and Father called for the captains to meet in the command room. Sorova was halfway to their quarters, arrows still in hand, when Father stopped her. “You’re not to listen, little one. But don’t worry, I expect you’ll hear the news soon enough. Take those arrows to the stable instead of to the walls. We’re going to want them when we ride.”

      Sorova started to ask why, but Father was already gone, striding toward the command room with a straight back that seemed exaggerated. She cursed silently but obeyed. Father was lenient about most of her adventures, but if she disobeyed a direct order, she wouldn’t sit without pain for days. She delivered the arrows to a perplexed stablehand, then went to the armory to pick up another bundle. By the time she’d delivered that one, the captains were already emerging from Father’s study. Any desire to ask them what had happened vanished at the sight of their expressions.

      She didn’t have to wonder long. Father’s orders burned through the hold like wildfire. The noncombatants had already been preparing to leave at first light. Now they learned they were to be joined by the Hold’s entire complement of warriors.

      The Kavenor were coming faster than was humanly possible, and instead of fighting, Father chose to run.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sorova’s eyes drooped, but she wasn’t yet ready for bed. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep despite the fact she barely had the strength to stand. That ice in her stomach had never fully melted, and as she’d observed the tight-lipped faces of veteran warriors and caught the quick glances north toward an enemy they couldn’t yet see, she felt it solidifying again. The cold stretched from her core outward, as though the bones in her arms and legs were being replaced by ice. So long as she kept moving she could ignore the feelings, but if she were to lie down, no number of blankets would drive the chill away.

      Mother was in their quarters and Father in the command room, and she had some time before either started asking where she was. The walls of Stoneward Hold suffocated her with their closeness, but the gates were shut so she could take no relief with a quick walk outside. Instead, she ran up the stairs to the top of the wall, ignoring the questioning glances Father’s soldiers gave her. She’d long ago come to understand that so long as you walked with a determined stride, few would bother you. It didn’t hurt that she was the commander’s daughter, either.

      She found Zyrelle standing on the northern wall, eyes focused on the distant horizon. Without turning, she said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Sorova didn’t bother denying it, her father’s honesty embedded deep in her own character. “I don’t think I could go to sleep even if I tried, and I needed some fresh air.”

      Zyrelle snorted and glanced down. “You sound like an Eranoran soldier.”

      Sorova shrugged. She’d been surrounded by them since she was little, so it didn’t strike her as odd that she’d sound like one.

      Zyrelle gestured north, and Sorova looked out. The ice slowly growing throughout her body expanded instantly, until she was frozen solid and she was certain she’d never move again. Far off in the distance, still many miles away, there were lights. Hundreds of them. Maybe more. It was almost as if part of the night sky had fallen down on Kavenor and the stars still burned.

      In time, her jaw worked again. “That’s them?”

      “More than I’ve ever seen in one place. More than anyone has, I think. And they’re moving quickly. Those are campfires, but they should still be below the curve of the horizon. Whoever’s commanding them is pushing them dangerously hard.”

      “Will they attack tonight?” Sorova asked.

      Zyrelle’s eyes narrowed as though she searched the darkness for approaching enemies. “It’s possible, but I doubt it. Those are campfires, and they must have done nearly thirty miles today. Any wise commander would rest their troops.”

      Sorova caught the doubt in Zyrelle’s voice, though, and the fear that had frozen her in place transformed yet again, becoming a stone deep in her core. Her hands shook and she stuffed them in the pockets of her dress.

      She stared with Zyrelle. For a time she tried to count the lights, but they were too numerous, and it was too difficult to remember what she’d counted and what she hadn’t. This far away they looked pretty, very much like stars that flickered brighter than most. Part of her found it hard to believe in the danger that lurked around those campfires. Another part found it all too easy to imagine the Kavenor stalking close even as she stood upon the wall, their spears hungry for blood.

      “I really should return to our quarters,” Sorova said, trying to sound as though she was simply obeying the dictates of reason instead of fleeing the sight of those campfires.

      Zyrelle’s look told Sorova the warrior wasn’t fooled in the least, but she did Sorova the honor of pretending that she was. “A wise choice, my young friend. Get some rest, for tomorrow will be a long and hard day.”

      Sorova bowed deeply, then returned to her quarters. Mother greeted her with an embrace, and Sorova welcomed it, but not as much as she welcomed the thick walls that protected her from the Kavenor advance.
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      She woke to Mother’s hand on her shoulder. Given how little she felt as though she’d slept, Sorova guessed the hour was early. “Up quickly, Sorova. We’re leaving.”

      Mother’s voice cracked as she spoke, and all Sorova’s fears returned as though they, too, had been only lightly dozing within her spirit. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “The Kavenor are moving, so it’s time we do, too.”

      “Isn’t it early?”

      “The sun isn’t yet up, but it’s no time for questions. You need to move now.”

      Sorova didn’t require further instruction. She rolled out of bed and dressed in her warm traveling clothes while Mother packed the last of the goods that would travel with them.

      As Mother looked around the room, Sorova realized this might be the last time she was here. If Father was abandoning the hold without a fight, the Kavenor would control it by midday, and what were the odds she’d ever return? She’d always been loath to call the stone walls and barren north home, but now that she was forced to abandon it, she thought of a dozen small details she would miss.

      Mother didn’t give her time to say goodbye. Once Sorova was ready, she was nearly pulled from their quarters and placed on a horse. The sky was still dark above, though directly over the eastern mountains it had begun to lighten. Families poured through the southern gate, most of them on foot. Whenever Sorova had visited the stables, she’d felt as though Stoneward had more horses than people, but her foolishness was apparent this morning. Mounts had become even more precious than usual, and everything that could pull a cart or carry a human had been harnessed. Sorova and Mother joined the line and passed underneath the stone arches before the line of the sun broke over the horizon.

      Though it wasn’t in Sorova’s nature to cry, tears blurred her vision. “Where’s Father?”

      “He’ll be one of the last to leave. It’s his duty to ensure everyone gets out safely.”

      Sorova almost asked if Father would be in danger, but stopped herself before the words escaped her lips. They were all in danger, Father most of all. But he was strong, and he’d promised to keep them safe.

      The line of fleeing Eranorans stretched longer than Sorova would have guessed, and she was amazed that so many people had been within the Hold. She knew almost everyone, of course, but never saw them all at once, stretched out in the open like this.

      They passed through the fields that their farmers had labored in all spring to prepare, the seeds buried under the ground now no more than food for their enemies. The soil of this narrow valley had been fertile, and despite Stoneward Hold’s remote location, they’d never wanted for food in the years Sorova had lived there.

      By midmorning, the last of Stoneward Hold’s residents was more than two miles away from the gates, but Sorova still heard the celebrations of the Kavenor carry on the wind. Balls of red light exploded in the sky, launched by Bloodstalkers and carrying a message that Sorova guessed meant the hold had fallen. She turned her back and swore that she wouldn’t look again.

      Her promise to herself didn’t last long. She turned back often, always certain that when she did, she would see the Kavenor in fierce pursuit. It didn’t take long for her fears to become reality.

      Soldiers raced their horses down the line, urging families to walk faster and calling the warriors to arms. Bows were unlimbered and swords tested to ensure they cleared their sheaths.

      “Is there anything we can do?” she asked Mother.

      “This battle is not ours. All we can do is ride with our heads tall, so that others know that they have nothing to fear.”

      It was pitifully little, but Father’s words of warning echoed still in her memory, and she obeyed, pretending that she and Mother were simply out for a morning ride.

      Soon, even that became difficult. Kavenori riders pulled even on both the east and the west to where Sorova and her mother were in line, though they kept well out of bow range. There weren’t many that Sorova could see, no more than two dozen or so, but they shouted and whooped as though they singlehandedly had the Eranorans on the run.

      Sorova’s heart pounded in her chest, and she found it difficult to breathe as fear once again revealed a new aspect. She searched the sky for the arrow she was certain was falling toward her, but the cloudless blue expanse mocked her with its emptiness.

      The presence of the Kavenor spurred the families to greater speed, though it didn’t matter. No family on foot could outrun a Kavenor on horseback. A Bloodstalker among the western group of riders weaved threads of power together and unleashed them, speeding toward the Eranorans like spears thrown with impossible strength.

      Rhydorin was close, though, and created a barrier that the Bloodstalker’s projections thundered helplessly against. One family’s horse a few people ahead of Sorova reared in fright, throwing the children from its back. Neighbors rushed to help, and Sorova said a quick prayer of thanks to the Nine when it appeared both children were bruised but otherwise unharmed.

      The Bloodstalker was not so easily dissuaded, though, and he rode his horse closer so that he could unleash a stronger attack. One rider next to Rhydorin launched a hopeful arrow into the air, but it fell thirty paces too short. The Bloodstalker weaved another attack, but Sorova’s head turned sharply when she sensed another strength gathering power on the east side of the line.

      Rhydorin raised a barrier against the first Bloodstalker, but he wasn’t strong enough to fight two at once. Projections hammered into Rhydorin’s defense, but none broke through. The eastern Bloodstalker, though, struck the line of refugees with the full force of his gathered strength. The ground erupted beneath the feet of families and horses, cartwheeling bodies high through the air.

      Sorova squeezed her eyes shut as Mother fought to keep their horse under control. Like all of Father’s horses, it had been bred and trained for the trials of combat, but even that training failed when exposed to such deadly power. Dirt rained down and dust choked the air, but Sorova still sensed the next attack coming, a gathering of strength only a Bloodstalker was capable of.

      They weren’t the only powers on the field, though, and Father’s soldiers responded with the coordination Sorova had watched them practice so often from the walls of Stoneward Hold. Barriers rose to protect the non-combatants, and though the Bloodstalkers continued to probe, they found no further gaps.

      Sorova opened her eyes and watched as Father’s Calidryn stood against the Bloodstalkers. Their dark blue robes marked them as special, and the Bloodstalkers focused their efforts upon them, eager to claim such valuable heads. Their projections fell upon sturdy barriers, and though the air thundered and shook, no more hostile power reached the line.

      Healers descended upon the wounded, but the line didn’t stop. Duskmere was considered a two-day journey, but with their early departure and pace, Sorova suspected they’d push to make it in one long day. She closed her eyes as they trotted past the place where the attack had landed, only opening them again once she was sure they were well past.

      Father’s Calidryn counterattacked the Kavenor with projections of their own, and the Bloodstalkers were forced to defend their warriors. They endured for a time, then wheeled their horses around and retreated. No cheers rang out from Father’s troops, though.
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      They reached the lights of Duskmere well after dark, and Sorova had never seen such a welcoming sight. It was small by Eranoran standards, but its location made it crucial to the area. It sat on the southern end of the long narrow valley that Stoneward Hold had guarded the northern end of. Woodcutters and miners who worked in the foothills of the valley sent their goods through Duskmere, where traders were more than willing to bring it to Eldroska, a large town about six days south that served as the origin of most major trade caravans.

      Sorova remembered little of their arrival. By the time the lights of the village surrounded her, she was close to asleep in the saddle, her only thoughts focused on the burning of her thighs from a longer day of riding than she’d ever endured. She didn’t complain, aware those on foot had suffered much more, with many still miles behind. The line had lost its cohesion in the evening as those with horses pushed ahead.

      Their arrival caused an enormous commotion. Father argued with Duskmere’s council, but the words washed over Sorova like water. Thanks to Father’s station, they were granted a room at the village inn. Mother carried her to a bed, and as soon as her head hit the pillow, Sorova crashed into sleep.

      She woke earlier than she would have thought, only the barest slivers of light coming through the window, but her rest had done her good. She sat up and looked around, taking in her lodgings for the first time. The warm and cozy room she’d so looked forward to the night before lost much of its appeal in the light of day. Duskmere Inn’s best days had been years before, and the stained floor and creaky furniture encouraged her to get out of bed and her room.

      Sorova sensed Father downstairs, so she walked toward the stairwell. She paused at the top when she heard raised voices.

      “You surrendered Stoneward without so much as a fight!”

      Father’s calm voice answered. “And as I explained, there was no chance of defending the hold. They had enough Bloodstalkers to simply roll over any defense I would have put together. I judged⁠—”

      “You judged wrong! If you and your soldiers aren’t on the march by noon, I’ll consider you guilty of treason against Eranor.”

      “Sir, to ride out against them now is suicide. Not only do they have an enormous number of Bloodstalkers, but they have the walls.”

      “That should have been your logic when you abandoned Eranor’s outpost. My orders are final.”

      Boots stomped through the inn, and the front door opened and slammed shut. The silence that followed twisted Sorova’s stomach into knots.

      Father’s voice was barely loud enough for her to hear. “Zyrelle, gather the troops. Tell them the orders. Have them pack and prepare for the hills. No uniforms. As much food as they can safely scrounge up.”

      “Sir, you can’t possibly be planning on obeying that order.” Zyrelle’s voice quivered.

      “What choice do we have? It was given in front of plenty of witnesses.”

      Zyrelle whispered something too softly for Sorova to catch, but Father’s answer was firm. “No. I won’t abandon my honor like that, and you should be ashamed to have even harbored the thought.”

      “I’m sorry, sir.”

      “I understand your feelings well enough. We’ll obey his orders, but not the way he imagines. We’ll take to the foothills and worry at the clans, hitting them and then vanishing into the undergrowth, the same way they like to attack us when we’re in their territory. It’s about time we returned the favor.”

      “You’re not going to attack the hold?”

      “I’m not that eager to die, captain. I’ve got a daughter to return to. We’ll harry them as well as we’re able, and if we’re lucky, we can slow their progress long enough for help to arrive.”

      “That might be a while. Commander Valinor recently arrived at Duskmere with his small troop, but they’ll not be able to hold off the Kavenor any better than we could.”

      Father wasn’t deterred. “Then we plan on staying in the woods for a while. We can make this happen, Zyrelle.”

      Whatever hesitations Zyrelle had harbored seemed to be gone, for that was one of Father’s gifts. Somehow, he always found the way to transform fear into courage.
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      Father came to see Sorova before he left. She was with Mother back in their room at the inn, working on her letters and writing. Father studied her progress, and she tried to still her hand from shaking.

      “You might very well become a talented scribe some day,” Father said.

      “I’d rather become a Calidryn.”

      “I’ll be proud of you then, too.” Father squatted down beside her. “I have to go now, and I may not be back for a while. There’s some fighting that needs to happen.”

      She didn’t want him to go. It was better when the three of them were together. Mother could teach her letters, and Father could teach her the sword and the mysteries. But she knew, deep in her heart, that Father needed something from her at this moment, and it wasn’t her childish daydreams.

      She threw her arms around his neck and pressed her face close to his. He hadn’t shaved this morning and his cheeks were uncomfortably scruffy, but he wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. He smelled of sweat and horse, and Sorova thought he smelled like home.

      “I’ll miss you and I’ll be waiting for you,” she said.

      She felt his tear as it trickled down the side of his face. “I love you, too, little one. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, though you’ll have to agree not to tell Mother on me.”

      She squeezed as tight as she could. “It will be our secret.”

      “Good. Our secret. I like that. I love you.”

      Sorova held tight for another moment, then let herself drop from his neck. He kissed Mother, and then she nodded, as though he’d said everything she needed to hear. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Stay safe, please,” Father said.

      Mother nodded again, and with that, Father rested his hand once more on Sorova’s shoulder, then left the room and his family behind.
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      Kalin swatted at a mosquito determined to become friends. It flitted away but returned a moment later, hovering around his ear as though it expected a feast to issue forth. Kalin swiped at it again. “This seems like a waste of our time.”

      A handful of mosquitos floated around Solivar, but none landed, apparently convinced that his giant figure was actually chiseled out of stone instead of muscle. He couldn’t blame them. Smarter creatures than mosquitos had made that mistake before. “Why do you think that?”

      Kalin scoffed. “You don’t honestly think a pair of drunk woodsmen happened to stumble upon a Zarkun this far into Eranor? They haven’t been seen within our borders for the better part of a decade, and even those reports were suspicious.”

      “It’s not about whether I think it’s likely. It’s possible, and if so, Valinor needs at least a pair of Calidryn searching, although a full unit would have been better. I thought his decision to send the two of us an admirable compromise. What better ways can you think of to spend your time?”

      Solivar’s equanimity did little to improve Kalin’s irritability. This was their first real chance to show Eranor what he and his unit were capable of, and they were hunting rumors. “We could be pushing farther north and searching for signs of Kavenori raiding parties.”

      It became Solivar’s turn to scoff. “You’re faulting Valinor for deciding this was unlikely? It’s been far more than a decade since a raiding party made it this far south.”

      His friend had a point, but Kalin didn’t feel the need to acknowledge it. “You’re really not bothered by this meaningless errand?”

      Solivar remained as indifferent as the stone the mosquitos thought him to be. “Valinor gave the order, and that’s good enough for me. I was enjoying a fine day out in these beautiful quiet woods with a friend, personally. At least until he started complaining.”

      “You’re not going to guilt me into changing my mind.”

      “It was worth an attempt.”

      They stopped for a drink of water from the skins they carried. “Where to now?” Solivar asked.

      “If those two were telling the truth, probably a bit higher up the hill; then we work our way north for a bit.”

      Solivar agreed and took the lead. He found a game trail that led roughly the direction they wanted to travel and followed it, moving easily despite his enormous bulk. He slipped between trees with the agility of a fleeing deer, and the smile never disappeared long from his face. Kalin swore to himself, for his friend truly was enjoying himself.

      Solivar stopped. “Do you sense that?”

      “What?” He wouldn’t admit it, but he’d been so focused on his displeasure that he hadn’t been paying much attention to his surroundings. If they actually stumbled upon a Zarkun, he assumed he’d notice.

      Solivar pointed northwest, and Kalin gently dropped into dreamsight. Trees and undergrowth took on a golden hue, and the air joined tree and stone in taking on color, texture, and mass. He only skimmed lightly across the Dream, so there were few details for him to make out, but it didn’t take him long to notice what Solivar pointed at. There was a space ahead of them where the Dream didn’t seem to exist.

      Kalin rested his hand on his sword and cast his dreamsight in all directions. Sights, sounds, and stories poured into his awareness, from the anthill already rebuilding after Solivar had unintentionally stepped on it to the songbirds chirping their mating calls across the thick canopy of trees. The pines whispered secrets to one another through their intricate root systems, and mushrooms grew from the fallen trees that had lost their battles to age, rot, and weather. His trained awareness sifted through the flood to seek out the unusual, but nothing else out of the ordinary caught his attention.

      “You ever sensed anything like it?” he asked.

      “No.” Solivar’s eyes glowed softly in Kalin’s dreamsight as his friend studied the darkness ahead. “Should we check?”

      Kalin’s complaints were forgotten as they crept forward. Solivar cast a shroud of silence around them so a misplaced foot or whispered oath wouldn’t give away their position.

      The darkness ahead refused to give up its secrets even as they neared, nearly opaque to dreamsight. Knowing that a little noise wouldn’t carry any risk, Kalin whispered, “Is that something a Zarkun is capable of?”

      Solivar’s shoulders rose and fell. “I don’t think anyone alive knows all that a Zarkun is capable of.”

      Kalin had never come across one personally, though he’d served with a few older Calidryn that claimed to have crossed paths with Zarkun near Eranor’s frontier. Legends claimed that the Zarkun had been present since the Nine gave birth to Eryndoril, but Kalin was a skeptic. The legends no doubt pointed at something true, but those that believed in the literal legends absent evidence confused him.

      He did believe the old reports of Calidryn who’d met Zarkun. The creatures were tall, anywhere from two to three times the height of an average person. Zarkun were beings of stone and fire, their limbs shaped and guided by forces far beyond Kalin’s grasp. Stone limbs bent like thin strips of wet wood, and when the Zarkun were moved to anger, they were destroyers that put the work of entire armies to shame. It didn’t feel like much of a stretch of the imagination to believe the Zarkun were also capable of the darkness ahead.

      They reached the darkness, a perfectly black cloud that floated before them, immune to the soft breezes that carried down the side of the hill. Solivar let the shroud of silence drop so he could study the phenomenon without disturbance. His frown deepened as he squatted to place his hand on the ground. A gentle pulse spread from his hand across the surface of the Dream, and the darkness flinched back as though struck.

      Solivar stood again. “I think it’s just a shroud, though not of a variety I’ve ever seen.”

      He didn’t wait for permission, but extended his arm and gathered strength to him. He gently expelled the gathered energy, and as before, the darkness retreated against the force. Its retreat revealed trees and undergrowth no different from what surrounded Kalin, perfectly healthy despite the shadow that had enveloped them.

      Solivar pushed harder, and the bindings that had held the darkness in place snapped. The darkness blinked out of existence like a nightmare banished by the crowing of a rooster in the morning’s light.

      Kalin grunted. Not more than twenty paces distant stood a stone tower, or more accurately, the ruins of what had once been a stone tower. Though the ruins still rose three times Kalin’s height, they’d long ago been outgrown by the nearby pines. He cast his dreamsight around again, then advanced, Solivar a pace behind him.

      Kalin reached out his hand and touched the stone of the wall. There were stories buried within this stone, locked away deeper than his skill could reach, but he ached for the chance to listen to the stone speak. What tales would it tell? This wall and tower had been ancient before the founding of Eranor, and yet the builders’ creation endured the ravages of time without complaint.

      The tower hadn’t fallen through any failure of the builders. The burned and shattered stone near the top told a tale of violence, not one of decay. In this, the ruins before them were no different from most of the other ruins found scattered throughout Eranor and beyond.

      Yes, these stones had stories to tell. They waited only for one skilled enough to listen. As with the Zarkun, there were legends of those who had come before the founding of Eranor, but separating truth from fiction was a fool’s errand. Despite his skepticism, though, the old stones moved Kalin to silence. They reminded him of when he’d first learned to use dreamsight, and he’d realized how little his physical eyes told him about the true nature of the world. The world was more, far more, than he thought it was, and it had a history much longer than he often imagined.

      Solivar shared the silence, though whether due to awe or simple respect for his friend’s feelings, Kalin didn’t know.

      “Want to climb to the top?” Kalin asked.

      “Of course.”

      They worked their way around what remained of the wall, which didn’t extend more than thirty paces uphill. The underbrush was thick on the other side, but there was a narrow gap between the wall and the brush, as though even the plants had enough respect to leave the walls alone. The door to the tower had long since rotted away, and Solivar was kind enough to bind a small light that floated ahead of Kalin so he could see the stairs as he entered. They climbed with the aid of the light until they came out on the third and final landing. The stairs and tower had once gone higher, but now the third level served as roof and outlook combined.

      They weren’t high enough to see past the tops of the trees, and Kalin briefly lamented that fact. They were high enough in the hills that if they were just a little higher they’d have a sweeping view of Eranor. Even so, he enjoyed the view of the surrounding woods.

      Solivar had gone to the other side of the tower, the side that looked uphill into what would have been the hold if the walls had stood. His voice held none of the appreciation Kalin enjoyed. “Kalin, I think you should see this.”

      Kalin lingered for one last moment, knowing from Solivar’s tone that whatever he was supposed to see wasn’t pleasant. He went over to his friend and swore under his breath. “Let’s check it out.”

      Solivar once again lit their way. They beat their way through the brush until they came to the clearing. Two bodies lay there, scorched nearly beyond recognition. They looked as if they’d been either setting up camp or resting. If they’d had a fire, any evidence of it had been consumed by the flames that had devoured them. The circle of destruction that surrounded the corpses was perfect, no more natural than the tower behind them.

      A pack with a pair of axes strapped across it identified the victims as woodcutters. The bag hadn’t been disturbed, and Kalin opened it to find several days’ worth of food and supplies within.

      Solivar walked in a slow circle around the devastation. “You still don’t think there’s a Zarkun somewhere around?”

      Kalin stood up from the pack and looked around. He’d closed off his dreamsight, for he would rather not absorb the impact of such violence until he was prepared, but there was plenty to see without dreamsight’s aid. “I don’t know what happened here, but I don’t think it was a Zarkun.”

      He walked around the devastation to the downhill side of the clearing. The soil here was softer and held tracks well. Kalin pointed. “See these? Those are too big to belong to either of the woodsmen. There was someone else here, and they were at least as tall as you.”

      Solivar measured his boot against one of the tracks. They were close to the same size, though the tracks were wider. “These are Kavenori.”

      Kalin had already come to the same conclusion. “More likely than a Zarkun, wouldn’t you say?”

      Solivar’s skepticism lined his face, despite the clarity of the evidence before him. “This far south? We’re days away from the border, even for a fleet-footed scout.”

      “I’ll grant you it’s unusual, but the print proves it.”

      “If that’s true, Valinor needs to know immediately.”

      “Agreed. Let’s see if we can find anything else here, then head back.”

      Both friends kept their eyes fixed on the ground as they searched for any sign of what the Kavenor were doing this far south. As they searched, Solivar said, “What about the shroud?”

      Kalin had already forgotten about it, but he understood Solivar’s point immediately. “It means they have a Bloodstalker with them, and a skilled one, too, if they’re using shrouds we’ve never studied before.”

      Some part of Kalin hoped they would run into the Bloodstalker soon. They were the Kavenori equivalent of a Calidryn, though it would be a mistake to think the two classes of warriors were the same. Calidryn were trained at academies throughout Eranor, studying the ways of the Nine under a carefully considered curriculum developed over hundreds of years of study. They were disciplined, ordered, and capable of controlling incredible energies.

      Little was known of how the Bloodstalkers studied, but it was under no order that Eranoran academics could discern. Their abilities within the Dream varied widely, as did their skill and strength. Many showed no fear at all about the madness of the Nine, and they were capable of both remarkable feats and of becoming mad berserkers, as likely to kill their friends and family as their enemies.

      They were, in short, an uncivilized disgrace, and Kalin would be honored to coat his blade with their blood.

      At the same time, he recognized the foolishness of that desire. Bloodstalkers, on average, surpassed the strength of their Calidryn counterparts, and it was plenty likely a single Bloodstalker could fight both him and Solivar without problem, especially one capable of casting a shroud such as the one they’d just banished. It was best they return to Valinor and reunite with the rest of their unit.

      Solivar interrupted his thoughts. “Do you recognize these?”

      Kalin stood beside his friend, then squatted to take a closer look at the tracks. There were many of them, though a few could be made out clearly. The depth of the tracks near the leading edge indicated strong, sharp claws, but the pad of the paw almost reminded Kalin of a wolf. Kalin shook his head and looked again, but the tracks made no more sense than before. “I don’t. Do you?”

      “No, but they lead straight to the circle. Makes me think they were involved somehow.”

      Kalin studied the tracks some more, but no amount of staring was going to unravel their mysteries. He turned back to the tower, simply to give his mind and attention something different to rest on. The tragedy of the woodcutters’ murder was only worsened because it had happened here, marring this place’s history and giving the stones yet another bloody story to tell.

      They needed to be on their way, but Kalin wasn’t content to leave with so many mysteries unsolved. “I’m going to dive deeper into the Dream.”

      “You sure about that? These deaths didn’t happen more than a day or two ago.”

      “I want to know what happened here.”

      Solivar blew out a long breath. “I’ll watch your back, then.”

      Kalin thanked him, then sat cross-legged on the uphill side of the burned circle. He closed his eyes and fully opened his dreamsight. The Dream crashed over him and he didn’t fight it, for in that direction, madness lay in wait. Dream washed through his awareness, threatening to shred any hint of identity he’d ever possessed. He held a firm grip on his memories, and he built an unassailable wall around his spirit.

      He endured the transition into the deeper levels of the Dream, but it didn’t take long for his spirit to find equilibrium. Will and attention filtered the unendurable flood of information, much like his mind filtered sight and sound in the physical world.

      Only once his will was centered did he dare turn his attention to the scene Solivar had discovered. Death by itself was a normal aspect of the Dream, woven among all the other strands. Violence, though, and especially the violence committed through ill-intent, was another matter. Animals killed to feed themselves, and such was a matter of course even in the deepest Dream, but to kill out of jealousy or rage or envy, that left scars that took more time to heal.

      Those scars, as Solivar had predicted, hadn’t healed here. The energies of the Dream, turbulent at the best of times, raged, stirred to outright chaos within the circle the fire had demarcated. Violence had torn the fabric of the world asunder, and the spirits ripped violently from their physical existence knew no peace.

      He’d be wise to leave the pain of the spirits alone. Many traps existed for the unwary mind, and sympathy could deceive a spirit as easily as jealousy could. They knew enough of what had transpired here to warn Valinor, and the gains to be had by remaining were slim. The trials of the spirits weren’t his problem to solve, but if he did, he may find some answers to the enduring questions. His uncertainty only lasted a moment, and then he extended his spirit through the Dream until it touched the chaos.

      The violence of the memories pulled his spirit from its center and the Dream, recognizing a fragment of itself, opened its arms in embrace. The temptation of accepting the embrace couldn’t be denied, for it was no more than the spirit returning home, an embrace of Eryndoril’s greatest mystery. The price was death, but within the Dream, that cost seemed so insignificant as to be meaningless.

      Kalin’s work upon the world wasn’t done, though, and his spirit had danced within the Dream often enough that he didn’t panic. Deep breaths centered his spirit once again, and his attention returned to the sword at his hip, the physical reminder of all that he was, a Calidryn of Eranor.

      Once balance was restored he turned his attention once again to the chaos, sensing the remains of the spirits. He reached out with his spirit and enveloped them both, granting them temporarily the mental discipline of a Calidryn. They struggled even after he pulled them from the chaos, for the world and the Dream were made of inertia, and it was some time before they realized their torments were at an end.

      Once they were settled, Kalin said a silent prayer to the Nine, commending the spirits into their care. He projected them deeper into the Dream, into realms he barely dared to tread. He gave them, in essence, a second death, a true death. In return, he glimpsed their memories, brief fragments he wove into an incomplete narrative.

      They’d taken shelter among the ruins, as fascinated by the tower as Kalin had been. Darkness fell before the sun, but by the time they’d realized they were in danger, it was far too late. The creatures swarmed down like a pack of wolves. Fire burned behind their eyes, but it was with teeth and claws they struck first. By the time flesh caught fire and released the woodsmen’s spirits for good, it was a relief.

      Kalin fled from the Dream as soon as the last memory faded, gasping the cool air of the hillside as he returned to a world of flesh, blood, and steel.

      Solivar bowed to him. “What did their spirits show you?”

      “Too much. We need to warn Valinor before it’s too late.”
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      Mendus stared across the narrow fields from the walls of the fortress the Eranorans had called Stoneward Hold and wondered if he would ever truly understand the people he had declared war against. Though he’d called them every insult he knew, both in private and around the council fires, he’d never once underestimated them. There was a strength in them he didn’t understand, but his advance hadn’t unveiled it.

      The fort alone was a prize worth nearly all the effort he’d spent building his forces. Thick stone walls to protect from storms and arrows alike. Rooms and beds that could be warmed for lifetimes with the wood easily found within a day’s walk. The kind Eranorans had even left behind enough clothing for an entire clan.

      The greater prize, though, was the fields. Fertile soil brought seed to life, already prepared by capable Eranoran hands. The seeds currently slumbered beneath the soil, but it wouldn’t be long before they sprouted, gifting the invading army food they would have been hard-pressed to come by on their own.

      All abandoned without even the pretense of a fight. Mendus well knew the Eranoran scouts had accurately judged his strength, and they’d no doubt reported to the commander that they faced an impossible force. He could guess well enough the paths the commander’s thoughts had taken, for he’d studied the Eranorans for years, but even with all that study he didn’t understand them.

      He would have gladly given his life to defend these treasures. His clans, from the strongest warrior to the youngest child capable of holding a spear upright, would have fought. No one would have thought twice.

      All of it meant so little to the Eranorans that they discarded it like it was worth no more to them than last season’s clothes.

      Yes, Mendus believed in the strength of Eranor, but their wealth had made them weak. Their comfort and security had sapped their vitality. They’d forgotten what it meant to struggle to survive, forgotten that life outside their borders didn’t resemble the life within.

      No matter. If their will was so weak, he would walk straight up to Ryvar Pass without problem.

      A strong wind blew from the north, capturing his long blond hair and whipping it before him. The breeze brought his thoughts back to the moment, and he condemned his weakness. If he began thinking so little of his enemies, it wouldn’t be long before he made a mistake. He’d been slipping lately, his thoughts running away without his permission, and there was no worse time for his control to weaken.

      Mendus would have protected these lands, but he could admit the Eranoran commander had been right not to. The land meant far more to the clans than it did to Eranor, and by retreating, the commander saved his warriors and his Calidryn for the fights yet to come. By retreating, he’d made Mendus’s future more difficult.

      No matter. What Mendus had started wouldn’t be stopped, and certainly not by the Eranorans.

      A shout from the fort’s courtyard dragged his attention away from the fields. His warriors had been pleased to find that in their haste to leave, the Eranorans had abandoned the many barrels of wine and liquor stored within the hold’s cellars. After several days of hard travel, the drink provided a welcome reprieve, and a group of clan leaders had gotten it into their heads to toast their chief Bloodstalker.

      One of his many sons came to offer him a horn filled with liquor, but Mendus turned it down. What good was drink when he had the Dream to sustain him? Besides, his mysterious ally would arrive soon, and that visit would demand a clear head.

      He summoned Velken, his firstborn and one of his strongest and most reliable sons, with a gesture. The broad-shouldered young man clad in furs reached him a moment later and took a knee. “Father.”

      Mendus took a moment to appreciate his son. Born of Iskara, his first wife, Velken had always held a special place in his heart. He loved all his children, but none had received the attention or the upbringing Velken had. How many days had they trained and hunted together? How often had Mendus personally accompanied Velken into the Dream, revealing as many of the mysteries to him as he could?

      The investment of time had been more than worth it, for before him stood the best of clans. He was young yet and inexperienced, but this campaign would strip the last shreds of weakness from him. When it was done, Velken and his children would inherit a bountiful land, and Mendus hoped Velken would take his place as Chief Bloodstalker. There was no one better.

      He cast away his visions of the future for the moment, for the present demanded his full attention. “What news of the Eranorans?”

      “The cowards have fled south. Outriders killed a handful, but were outmatched by the Calidryn riding with them. Given their pace and direction, we suspect they will arrive at Duskmere later this evening.”

      “Has there been any sign of counterattack or ambush?”

      “None yet. They may elect to sneak through the foothills in an attempt to strike at us, but our Bloodstalkers haven’t reported any advances yet. If you asked me to guess, I would suspect they aren’t aware of our infiltrations.”

      “I agree, but be careful about the assumption. Is there anything else of note?”

      “Some of the more enthusiastic clan leaders are already asking when we’ll be on the move again. They were promised blood, and the lack of fighting for Stoneward Hold smells to them of a broken promise.”

      “Reassure them that we’ll be on the move within a day or two at the most. They might disagree, but a day of rest will do our warriors good. You, too, should celebrate, for we’ve won a great victory today, even if we didn’t have to fight for it.”

      “Of course, Father.”

      Mendus dismissed his son, then caught a glimpse of something in his dreamsight. He focused his attention, then frowned.

      His dark ally approached, but not from the north. Had he been embedded with the Eranorans? Mendus would ask, but knew already he’d receive no answer. After all these years, he knew precious little of the man who had opened the doors of this invasion.

      Mendus looked both up and down the wall. Many of his best and most trusted Bloodstalkers were interspersed among the other troops, and their eyes glowed with dreamsight, but none raised alarm regarding the man in black’s approach.

      No matter how many times Mendus witnessed the feat, he never failed to be awed by it, which was no doubt much of the point. This ability and many others, performed as though the man considered them trifles, served as reminders that the two of them existed on different planes.

      His ally reached the walls and floated to the top, stepping more gently upon the wall than a falling leaf. Even this expenditure of the Dream’s energies didn’t raise an eyebrow among the Bloodstalkers.

      Mendus announced that he would be in his quarters, then turned and strode from the wall. His ally followed silently. Those not trained in the Dream looked away as he passed, their attention turned elsewhere just long enough for the mysterious man to slip through unobserved. The Bloodstalkers within the fort appeared to suffer a bout of confusion when he passed, one that was forgotten as soon as he was out of sight. As far as anyone else in the fort was concerned, Mendus walked alone.

      The journey of the past few years had often felt like that. Never in their oral histories did the clans have any record of unification, but Mendus had come closest. There were some clans, yet, that remained unsworn, but their allegiance was now only a matter of time. The battles he’d fought and the decisions he’d made would be studied and discussed for generations, but only he could have made them.

      His companion didn’t speak until the door to the former commander’s quarters closed behind them. “You were supposed to kill them.”

      “They fled.”

      “And you should have pursued. By themselves, those Calidryn couldn’t have stood against you, but now that they’ll join with the others, the outcomes are less certain.”

      “My warriors have already marched for almost three days straight to reach the hold in the time you demanded. The losses would have been extraordinary if I’d given chase.”

      “You’ll come to regret your leniency.”

      Mendus made a fist, but his companion unveiled a sliver of his power before it could seek his face. It held Mendus immobile, as though he was a child. Mendus settled for a killing glare, but his companion didn’t release the hold until he was certain Mendus had regained his reason.

      Once he was released, Mendus tugged on his sleeves, trying to hide his discomfort. This…man, if he was even a man, traveled with shrouds of silence and misdirection around his person at all times, but for him to casually unveil so much power in the middle of this hold and not raise so much as a speck of concern from any of the Bloodstalkers…

      It was a message, the same as always, but Mendus was slow to accept it.

      “You know there’s more that concerns me than just your objectives,” Mendus said.

      “A mistaken belief you continue to labor under. There is only what I desire. You were chosen because of your strength, but also because the Kavenor stand to benefit upon the completion of my task. I offer you an opportunity for us to both win what we seek.”

      “So you’ve often said, and yet I find that trust doesn’t come easy, for you tell me little.”

      “The world is full of mysteries, and that is as it should be. Instead of inquiring, you should thank the Nine you benefit from them.”

      Mendus waved away the platitude. “You came here with a purpose. What is it?”

      “You must press the attack against Eranor immediately. Ride by first light toward Duskmere.”

      “My warriors and horses are already tired. A single day of rest will hardly give Eranor time to ready their defenses. Selmara’s spies report that the closest forces are still several days away.”

      The assault against Mendus’s senses struck without warning. His dreamsight was forcibly opened as strands of possibility unraveled around him. Terrible futures marched one after the other. In one, he saw his tent torn asunder by unrelenting winter winds. A young child, face achingly familiar even though he had not yet been born, stumbled from the tent, so gaunt his meager clothes hung off his frame. In another, a Zarkun stomped through his camp, bringing fire and destruction even the strongest of Bloodstalkers couldn’t fight. In yet another, arrows rained down upon a line of his strongest warriors, his sons and daughters dying as the shafts pierced their flesh. Bloodstalkers turned coward and fled against the assault of energies beyond their understanding.

      When the last of the visions cleared, Mendus was on his knees. His chest heaved, and his breath came in ragged gasps, the sorrow of future losses tearing at his heart.

      His master waited for his self-control to return. Then he said, “You forget, always, that the only paths of survival open to your people are narrow and fraught with danger. A single day of rest might mean little to you, and your reason may argue there would be no harm, but my senses tell me otherwise. Forces are converging upon this valley and the next that will determine not just the fate of nations, but possibly the fate of Eryndoril, and maybe even the very fate of the Nine. There is no time for delay. No space for doubt. I will guide you as best I’m able, but you still must follow.”

      Mendus made a fist with his right hand and punched the open palm of his left, a gesture of respect among his people. “It will be done.”

      “Your success is my own. Never forget that.”

      Mendus didn’t. There was much his companion didn’t say, and there would soon come a day when Mendus would find a way to strip the shrouds of secrecy from this man and uncover the true purpose behind his servitude.

      For now, though, he accepted his companion’s tales as being true enough, for he had benefitted greatly. Little of what he’d achieved would have been possible without the foresight and strength he’d been given.

      His companion left the quarters, and though two of Mendus’s greatest Bloodstalkers stood watch outside, neither noticed the door opening nor the man departing. Mendus swore silently to himself, wishing once again he could fight this war on his own.

      Someday.

      If the cost of the freedom of his people was his servitude, it was a small price to pay. The winters had been growing more fierce, and the mysterious invaders from the distant north devoured the edges of Kavenor’s loosely defined border, and even the proudest among them had started to wonder if their people would last for many more generations. Mendus brought hope. He’d organized their strength so that they could finally challenge the Eranorans.

      The land they’d won here today was precious. It would feed his people not just this year, but for many years into the future. The strength granted to him by his mysterious companion prepared them for the challenges they had yet to face.

      Their immediate future might be filled with bloodshed, but in the distance, he imagined a world where his people might thrive.

      No matter what that future might cost him, he’d give anything to make it a reality.
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      Kalin and Solivar rode into a camp gripped by an orderly madness. Kalin slid smoothly from the saddle and handed his reins to one of the stable boys, who gently coaxed his tired horse into line with other recently arrived mounts. Older boys ran to and fro, preparing the horses as well as time allowed. From the half-struck condition of the camp, Kalin guessed the army would be on the move before noon.

      He slipped through the commotion like a fish swimming upstream, dodging around hurrying men and women as they completed their assigned tasks. He caught no one loafing or idle, though that was little surprise in Valinor’s command. Though they numbered only three hundred, they were as disciplined a unit as existed anywhere in Eranor. The Council of Lords didn’t consider them an elite unit, but that meant little to those serving under the young commander.

      Valinor’s command tent had already been struck, leaving Kalin’s friend standing beside a small table that held a pile of his maps. Despite the urgency of the situation, Kalin couldn’t help but break into a smile at the sight of his commander. They’d known each other since Kalin had entered the lord’s academy, and Valinor had earned Kalin’s loyalty many times over.

      Even so, it would be easy for someone who didn’t know Valinor to underestimate him. He was slightly shorter than the average Eranoran, and though he kept himself fit, he would never intimidate an opponent physically. Nor would he overwhelm them with strength from the Dream. He’d remained at the academy long enough to qualify as Sendryn, then quit his training.

      Kalin had never mocked him for that choice, though the opportunity had presented itself frequently in their younger years. Valinor was the firstborn son of Lord Parvis, and had grown up with an eye for lordship. Useful as the skills of a Calidryn could be, they came with the risk of madness, a risk he refused to entertain. His mind was his greatest weapon, and he wouldn’t blunt it in the pursuit of personal strength.

      Valinor looked up from his maps as they approached. “I take it you’ve heard?”

      The two Calidryn nodded. No one in the camp was talking about anything besides the surprising Kavenori advance.

      “How much of what we’re hearing is true?” Solivar asked.

      “That’s a question I wish I knew the answer to. It’s safe to assume the Kavenor have brought more warriors south than ever before. This isn’t some oversized raiding party, but a genuine army. Stoneward Hold has been abandoned, though I don’t yet know the fate of its garrison. Regardless, I’m pushing for Duskmere immediately, and I’ve sent birds to my father. I’m not sure how long it will take him to gather and mobilize, but it shouldn’t be more than a couple of days. We’ll have to find a way to hold out until then.”

      Valinor broke off suddenly, as he remembered the cause he’d sent them out for originally. “You two didn’t stumble across a Zarkun, did you?”

      Kalin gave his report quickly, their findings taking on an even greater ominousness given other recent events.

      Valinor quickly came to the same conclusion. “That might not be a raiding party. It might not even be scouts. They might represent an advance force moving through the high woods.”

      Their commander turned his attention back to his maps, muttering softly to himself while he ran his finger over the geographic figures, symbols for various villages, and markings that represented the disposition of his troops.

      The problem was easy enough for Kalin to spot. Stoneward Hold, and Duskmere to the south, stood on opposite ends of a narrow valley that ran roughly north to south. The woods were thick and dangerous enough that any advancing army was forced to stick to the valley, but if the Kavenori commander had risked smaller parties of advance warriors several days ahead of his main force, they could close in like pincers from the east and the west. If they advanced far enough, they could even flank an unsuspecting force.

      Valinor cursed softly. “I’m sorry, friend, but you and Solivar need to return. I need to know who and what is in those woods. If it’s just a raiding party that snuck too far south, I expect you two can take care of it.”

      “I’d feel better if we could wait for the others,” Kalin said.

      “So would I, but there’s no telling exactly when they’ll return. Besides, I’ll probably need someone to do the same for the eastern hills, and it will most likely be them.”

      At the silence that greeted his command, Valinor said, “No need to do anything foolish on my behalf. If it is an advance party, scout out their numbers and then retreat. No heroics.”

      Kalin gestured to a few of the symbols on the map. “And the mountain villages up there?”

      They were barely large enough to be called villages. Most were no more than a handful of homes gathered together for protection.

      “Use your discretion, but I’d encourage them to evacuate if they can. Even if there aren’t Kavenor currently in the foothills, the valley is about to become a battlefield, and they’re close enough to get swept into it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Is there anything else?” Valinor asked.

      “Begging your pardon, sir, but I will need to stop by the healers before we leave,” Solivar said.

      Valinor cast a questioning glance at Kalin, who kept his expression carefully neutral. “Is that so? You don’t look injured to me.”

      “Lingering wounds, sir. Just need to get them checked quickly before we leave again.”

      Kalin fought the grin that threatened to break out on his face. He was only partially successful.

      Valinor shook his head and sighed theatrically. “Fine. I couldn’t have it on my conscience if I sent one of my best Calidryn into the field in less than ideal health. Just make sure you don’t get lost staring in her eyes for too long.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir.”

      Valinor snorted and waved them away. Solivar started toward the healers, but Kalin lingered for a moment. “Do you need anything else?”

      “No. If you can make sure my flanks are clear, I’ll be indebted.”

      “Good luck. Do you have a plan for once you reach Duskmere?”

      “I’m working on that part. With luck, the garrison there plus the one from Stoneward will give us enough strength to hold the Kavenor back for a few days. Depending on how long exploring the foothills takes you, you can meet us there, or on the way.”

      “Will do. You be careful, too.”

      “I will.”

      Kalin bowed and departed, wishing his old friend well.
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      It didn’t take Kalin long to catch up to Solivar, and they were among the healers before Kalin had time to poke fun at his friend. Like the rest of the camp, the healers were busy packing their supplies in preparations for the move. Despite the organized confusion, Solivar’s height allowed him to find the subject of his search without problem.

      Narine saw them coming and shook her head. “I don’t have time for any of your games, Solivar.”

      Kalin could fault Solivar for many choices, but not for the woman he’d fallen in love with. Narine was a shorter woman, but made up for her lack of height with a fierce intelligence and one of the strongest wills Kalin had ever encountered in someone who wasn’t a Calidryn. She was a Sendryn healer, and Kalin understood she was one of the camp’s best. Solivar had been courting her for nearly a month now, but he’d made little progress against her defenses.

      Solivar didn’t protest, nor did he act wounded or aggrieved, which Kalin would have expected. Instead, he bowed and reached into his pocket. “I understand. I only came because Kalin and I were on a mission, and we came across these.”

      Solivar pulled a small pouch from his pocket and handed it to her. Narine opened it and peeked in. Her expression softened instantly. “These are rare, and they’ll be helpful. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      Solivar bowed again, then straightened and took his leave, surprising both Kalin and Narine. They stood together and watched him work his way toward the outskirts of the camp. Narine grunted softly. “When he’s not busy talking, he’s quite the good man, isn’t he?”

      “One of the best.”

      “You two are being sent out again?”

      “We are. Back to the western foothills. We’re going to scout a potential Kavenori advance and hopefully get some villagers out of harm’s way.”

      “Be careful. The only thing bigger than Solivar’s head is his heart, and if the villages are in trouble, you might be, too.”

      “I’ll keep him safe.”

      “It’s not him I’m worried about,” Narine said as she cast her gaze at him. Kalin suddenly felt as though his collar was too tight. “Solivar has a miraculous ability to dance through life without being harmed. Occasionally, I think a hundred expert archers could aim at him and miss, even though he’s wider than most trees. It’s those close to him that pay the price.”

      Kalin knew well the incident she spoke of, though in claiming Solivar never suffered harm, she revealed her ignorance of Solivar’s past. Though the giant hid it well, he carried more pain than most.

      It wasn’t Kalin’s place to share that history, though, and so he simply bowed. “We’ll return safely. I’ll do everything I can,” he promised.
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      Kalin and Solivar received fresh mounts from the overworked stable hands, and after filling their bags with food and feed, they took off again, riding hard. The distance normally would have been too great for the horses, so both Calidryn focused their wills to reach the calm center at their core that allowed them to interact with the Dream of the Nine. The landscape came alive in Kalin’s dreamsight as he saw not just what his eyes told him, but what his spirit sensed of his surroundings.

      The world was alive and vibrant, and Kalin gently reached his spirit into that energy and funneled it into his horse. The technique was subtle, for flooding the horse with all the surrounding strength would kill it in no time at all. It was more akin to skimming the cream off the top of the Dream than pouring strength into the horse. The added endurance allowed the horses to run faster for longer without pain or injury.

      Constantly connected to the Dream, Kalin took note of patterns in the flow of energy he hadn’t noticed before. The Dream was often a turbulent place, reminding Kalin much of the sea crashing against the shore during a storm, water tossed this way and that. The Dream was still turbulent, filled with energies that rushed to and fro, but there was a pattern that became clear in time. “Do you sense that?”

      “I thought I was imagining it. It feels to me like the Dream is pulling us forward.”

      Of the two, Kalin was more sensitive to the dream, but Solivar navigated its currents better. His confirmation strengthened Kalin’s own impression. The Dream wasn’t pulling them forward, but a subtle current ran north, though for what reason, Kalin couldn’t guess. Legends told of battles in which great powers had gathered and pulled at the Dream, but neither Kalin nor any living Calidryn had direct experience of such.

      Regardless, he leaned forward and encouraged the horse to greater efforts. They didn’t have time to waste.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kalin almost leaped off his horse as they rode into what passed for the village square. A handful of faces stared hard at him. Two elderly men sipped tea at a table while deep in a game of Sovarene. Their wives, if Kalin had to guess, sat on a nearby bench with matching teacups. Three children scurried into the protective shadow of a house.

      Solivar was only a moment behind, and when he slid off his horse, he took Kalin’s horse’s reins.

      Kalin approached the two men and bowed. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but where could I find the village elder?”

      The man who was losing at the board pointed to the other man, who slowly stood and bowed in return. “That would be me.”

      Kalin introduced himself, then informed the elder of the Kavenor invasion and the potential danger. “It would be wise if you gathered your people and made for Eldroska.”

      The elder considered for a moment, then said, “I appreciate your concern, but what possible interest could the Kavenor have in us?”

      Solivar interjected. “I think it’s less about interest and more about you being in their way.”

      “We’re more than seventy miles from the Kavenori border. How could they make it this far?”

      Kalin said, “It’s no mere raiding party. Our information is lacking, but we believe thousands of warriors have flooded over the border. Our commander, Valinor, is hurrying north to mount a defense, but he has only three hundred swords under his command. If the rumors of Kavenor numbers are accurate, we won’t do more than slow them for a bit. Lord Parvis is no doubt on his way, but he’s several days away, and we can’t rely on him to arrive in time to protect your village.”

      The elder didn’t look convinced, and though the disbelief frustrated Kalin, it wasn’t difficult to understand. The idea of the Kavenor reaching so far into Eranor defied belief, and the idea that his village, which had no strategic value, might be overrun, came close to madness.

      And perhaps he was right. It was possible the Kavenor would stick to the fertile valley between the ranges, and if so, they’d pass him by without trouble. Valinor’s orders were issued out of an abundance of caution.

      Unfortunately, they didn’t have the time to argue. “The decision, of course, is yours. The danger, though, is real, and I’d ask you to please consider evacuating for, if nothing else, your people’s guaranteed safety.”

      With that, Kalin took the reins back from Solivar and hopped back on his horse. The brief rest had done the creature good, but they had a long day of hard riding still ahead. Kalin bowed once more from the saddle. “Take care, and I shall wish you the very best.”

      Those in the square all returned his bow, and then Kalin and Solivar were off again, following the trails marked on Valinor’s map. The foothills and narrow trails slowed their progress, but it was faster than dropping down to the valley, riding north, then coming up into the hills again.

      Kalin sensed the creature long before he saw it. He looked up and saw a Voryn flying far overhead. He reined his horse to a stop once he had a clear view and pointed up.

      There was no need for him to point it out to Solivar, whose dreamsight picked out the creature without problem. Its spirit glowed like a second sun, brighter than any human’s in any of the recorded history Kalin believed. The Voryn flew north, as though pointing the way Solivar and Kalin needed to go.

      Kalin stared until the creature had flown beyond his sight, moved to silence by the appearance of a species that had little to do with humanity’s follies. The sight of the Voryn, combined with the shifting power of the Nine, unsettled Kalin’s calm, threatening to break the focus that kept his horse strong and fresh beneath him.

      He and Solivar repeated their warning in the next village, a process that closely mirrored their experience in the first. Once they were sure they’d been heard, they mounted their horses and again rode north through the wooded hills.

      A woman’s scream greeted them as they neared the third village. The two Calidryn urged their horses to a gallop, but arrived too late. They rode past shattered doors and broken windows until they reached the square, where a tall Kavenor warrior was removing the length of his sword from a woman’s chest. A glance at the scene boiled Kalin’s blood, for it was clear the victim’s final day had been a terrible one.

      Solivar rode past the man, his sword flashing in the light of the sun. The Kavenor raised his sword to defend, but a moment too late to stop his head from traveling in a different direction than the rest of his body.

      Kalin leaped from his horse and centered his spirit, connecting with the energies of the Nine and drawing freely from them. Wary footsteps padded softly on the other side of a house, approaching with the caution of a hunter closing on their prey. Kalin wrapped himself in silence as he strode toward the sound. He cut as he turned the corner, dreamsight guiding his blade.

      The two Kavenor fell before they could even shout in surprise, and Kalin continued through the village, working his way carefully through the western half of the homes. Solivar, through unspoken agreement, would take the eastern half.

      No spirits remained in the darkened houses, for the Kavenor had been thorough, sparing not even the children. The blood wasn’t yet dry in some homes. Kalin embraced the cold focus of spirit that kept him centered. Later, he knew the sights would return, sharpened by memory, and he would let himself feel the pain of what he had witnessed, but not yet.

      Power flared in the other half of the town as Solivar focused his will. The remaining Kavenor died without complaint, and a mournful quiet settled over the village, even the creatures of the surrounding forest maintaining a respectful silence. Kalin loosened his grip on his spirit but didn’t let go completely, needing the focus and clarity the technique provided.

      He met Solivar in the square, the dark look in his friend’s eyes telling Kalin that his need for justice hadn’t yet been sated.

      Kalin pointed the tip of his sword at the first man Solivar had killed. “Five warriors. This was just a scouting party.”

      He slammed his sword into its sheath. The villagers risked much by establishing themselves this close to truly wild lands, but they should have been safe from this fate.

      Solivar agreed. “Kavenori scouts usually don’t range more than a few miles ahead of the main force.”

      They looked north together, though the woods and buildings hid any possible enemies from their sight.

      “They might be a bit farther away. They may have sought greater honor by subduing a village on their own.”

      Solivar grimaced. “If this village had even had a few Sendryn, none of this would have come to pass.”

      His friend was right, but the time for it to matter had long passed. “Keep heading north?”

      “Your decision.”

      It was no decision at all. The next village was only a couple of miles distant, and there was no doubt of the danger posed by the Kavenor. “We ride, but keep your horse silent.”

      They mounted once more and rode, wrapped in cloaks of silence. Solivar maintained his with ease, but for Kalin to mask the sound of an entire horse required his complete focus. The miles passed quickly until Solivar raised a hand.

      Kalin brought his horse close and saw why. Thick smoke rose in the direction they headed, black against the dark blue sky. Kalin swore quietly, and his hold on his spirit loosened. After the previous village, it wasn’t the surprise it could have been, but his heart broke as he imagined the scene ahead. He stared for a moment before saying, “I’ll go on ahead to get a sense of numbers. Want to take the horses and get well off the trails?”

      “East?”

      “I think so. No point in us pushing much farther north.”

      Solivar agreed without complaint. Kalin was smaller and quieter, and it made far more sense for the giant to stay with the horses. He took Kalin’s horse’s reins and said, “Be careful.”

      “You too. I won’t be long.”

      Freed from the burden of silencing the horse, Kalin moved through the woods quickly. Sound died less than a pace from his core, and so he didn’t fear broken twigs or the scratch of limbs against his arm.

      He’d barely walked half a mile when he came across a group of Kavenor searching the woods. He cast a thin cloak of shadow across his body and pressed himself close to the trunk of a thick oak.

      The search party was only four strong, and they walked unsteadily enough Kalin suspected they’d helped themselves to whatever liquor had been in the village. It had been the largest of the five they were to visit, and undoubtedly held the greatest share of plunder. The Kavenor whacked undergrowth with the sides of their blades and grumbled loudly, their efforts pathetic. They passed within twenty paces of Kalin and never gave him so much as a long glance.

      They traveled from west to east, and once they were past, Kalin continued north. He kept the shadow close, even though he risked the wrath of the Bloodstalkers if there were any nearby. He judged the risk low, though, as he likely would have sensed them already.

      The village came into sight, though the all-consuming fire wouldn’t leave much in the way of ruins come morning. Kalin once again pressed himself close to a tree and squatted down to watch.

      Kavenori warriors swarmed through the trees, hauling loot between multiple campsites that surrounded the inferno. Many were intoxicated, but there were more than enough that kept their wits about them, keeping a close eye on the surroundings. Kalin didn’t dare approach closer, fearing the attention of keen gazes.

      He didn’t spot any slaves, which was a fact he chewed on for some time. The Kavenor prized Eranoran labor, and the acquisition of new ones motivated many a raiding party. Given the size of the attacking force and the paltry defenses here in the foothills, there was no reason they couldn’t have captured several villages’ worth of cheap labor. Yet they hadn’t. Even the scouting party had killed the entire village, though by Kavenori custom, they would have garnered more honor bringing the village’s citizens back in chains.

      The sight of the Voryn, the movement of the Dream, and the behavior of the Kavenor. All pointed to something greater than a mere invasion, but what it was, Kalin couldn’t begin to guess.

      Nor did he have to. His duty was to observe and report, and Valinor needed this information. The clans were much farther south in the foothills than they were in the valley, and Valinor had even less time than he thought.

      Kalin swallowed hard, then retreated the way he’d come.
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      His mysterious ally had long since disappeared and the sun was close to rising on a new day, but Mendus hadn’t yet given the orders to prepare to ride. Last evening’s visit had left a bitter taste on the tongue, and Mendus refused to leave before he’d reached his own conclusions. He’d fallen asleep the night before unconvinced, and was up well before the sun with the same uncertainty stronger than before.

      It was this insistence on haste that acted like a sliver beneath his skin. Assembling the clans together under his banner had taken three blood-stained years, and this invasion another year of careful planning. So far, everything leading up to the capture of Stoneward Hold had gone better than planned. The strategy Mendus and the others had agreed on before called for a few days’ rest at the hold while the wings of his forces slipped into position. To charge blindly forward rendered the advantage of his hidden forces meaningless.

      Mendus ran his eyes over his maps yet again, but a good night’s sleep had done nothing to resolve the questions troubling him.

      Muted sounds of a commotion trickled underneath the door to his chambers, and he opened it to find Velken in quiet argument with the guard. They both punched their open palms while he glared at them. Velken said, “We received morning dispatches from the wings. There’s trouble both to the east and west.”

      Mendus opened the door wider and invited his son in, then closed the door behind him. He led Velken over to the table where his maps lay. “What have you learned?”

      Velken pointed to the western range. “The messages from Selmara have been vague, which leads me to believe that she extended too far too fast.”

      Mendus fought the urge to swear under his breath. Selmara would love to stick a knife in his back, just so long as she didn’t get any blood on her in the act. He had few clan leaders as cunning, but her ambition this last year had been troublesome. She’d fought for command of the western range, and Mendus had always assumed it was so she could strike at Duskmere and claim its spoils as her own. He hoped he wouldn’t come to regret it so soon. “That’s not entirely unexpected. What happened?”

      “Her scouts and forward clans have encountered resistance. She’s once again vague, speculating that she’s found several Eranoran units, but she doesn’t know. She’s going to slow her advance, determine the strength of the resistance, then send further word.”

      It was important information, but nothing that would have sent Velken to him so early. “And the eastern wing?”

      “More confusing. Ozath is advancing as expected, but his latest report is filled with strange sightings.”

      “What sorts of strange sightings?”

      “Creatures we have no names for, and shadows that move of their own accord. One scouting group believes they found tracks from a Zarkun.”

      The news sent Mendus’s mind racing down trails it hadn’t yet explored. Was this the reason for his ally’s haste? In all their planning, the clans had only considered their invasion a duel between their people and those of Eranor. A reasonable assumption, but anyone who’d grown up in the harsh lands of Kavenor was well aware Eryndoril was filled with forces that weren’t human. They largely tended to remain aloof from human affairs, but not always.

      To stall for time, he asked, “What do you make of the reports?”

      Velken had expected the question, for he had his answer at the ready. “If the reports had come from Selmara, I’d question their authenticity. Ozath, though, doesn’t have a duplicitous bone in his body. There’s more happening in the eastern hills than we were prepared for.”

      “And if you were in my position, what would you do?”

      “Today is a day of rest for the main force, and there’s little here for you to do. I would travel to Ozath and investigate personally.”

      If not for his ally’s orders, Mendus would have done the same without hesitation. He was the leader of the assembled clans, but he was also the strongest Bloodstalker among them. If anyone could discern the truth of the matter, it was him.

      He clapped his firstborn on the shoulder. He’d been looking for an excuse, and this one would serve perfectly. It also gave Velken a chance to show his leadership qualities to the other clans. “It’s the same choice I would make. I’ll ride east today, and I’ll place you in command here while I’m gone.”

      Velken punched his palm. “As you command, Father.”
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      Mendus missed the days that he could have traveled unencumbered, alone in the wild, with only his strength, mastery of the Dream, and his focus to keep him safe. Years of command had taught him that he’d never been made for leadership. Warriors like Selmara lived for the attention and praise of others, and were never more comfortable than when every eye was turned in their direction. Mendus preferred solitude and the contest of his will against that of the wild.

      The Nine had other plans for him, though, plans that had planted their seeds within his spirit the day Velken had been born. At his child’s first cry, Mendus had sworn an oath that he would do everything in his strength to protect his son, to give him a world of possibility. It was an oath not unlike many Mendus imagined other fathers swore, but the difference with Mendus was that he had the strength to fulfill his oaths.

      Those oaths had forced him to take leadership of a dying clan, and those oaths had eventually led him here, leading thousands of clan warriors in a fight for survival. It was also those oaths that ensured his ride would be accompanied by no fewer than half a dozen Bloodstalkers riding in a protective circle around him. Far from testing himself against the wild, he imagined he was likely one of the safest men across all of Eryndoril. He almost wished for a Zarkun to appear, for only then would he feel the familiar pulse of fear beating in his chest.

      They reached Ozath’s location with little difficulty, and the commander of the eastern wing greeted him formally. He was a shorter man who carried more of a belly than most of the Kavenor, but his appearance was somewhat deceptive. He was both stronger and faster than he appeared, and his friendly nature made him a more natural clan leader than Mendus. Unlike Selmara, he wasn’t clever, but he was smart enough to realize his limitations, and he surrounded himself with excellent tacticians. “Leader, I didn’t expect you personally.”

      “Any report of a Zarkun is certain to get my attention. Can you show me?”

      Ozath agreed, and before long they rode further east, toward the mountains, and south. Ozath’s guards joined Mendus’s, and it wouldn’t be long before they rode with enough strength to simply continue the invasion on their own.

      Mendus kept his thoughts to himself and his eyes open. The woods here were old, a place the Kavenor would revere were it found in their own lands. He could well imagine young warriors jumping at shadows that only moved in their imaginations.

      The tracks Ozath led him to weren’t imagined. They came to a place where the trees parted and the late morning sun shone through. The undergrowth had been trampled, as though a stablehand had kept a dozen horses penned in the small clearing overnight. Soil still damp with last night’s melted frost held dozens of tracks, many of them foreign to Mendus’s practiced eye. He dismounted for a closer look.

      Most of the tracks looked vaguely wolflike, but with longer claws that spoke of an aggressive nature. There’d been many of them in this area, surrounding a pair of tracks Mendus had only seen once before. Each track was large enough for Mendus to easily stand in, and if he closed his eyes, he swore he could sense the lingering power that remained.

      The charred undergrowth made at least some of what happened here obvious.

      “This is more evidence than I expected to see,” Mendus confessed. “Your message implied your warriors had only caught fleeting glimpses.”

      “It was not my intent to mislead you. This was found just this morning after I sent scouts to investigate the sightings. My report only made mention of what my scouts saw, which was a Zarkun a bit north of here.”

      “When?”

      “Around dusk yesterday, sir.”

      Mendus gauged the depths of the tracks. “When would you say these were made?”

      He’d venture his own guess, but he didn’t want to influence Ozath’s opinion, which would naturally bend toward his own. “Last night, sir.”

      Ozath’s opinion matched his own. “There were no reports of flame?”

      “None, sir, but I kept the scouts close last night, and we’re miles from the camp.”

      “And nothing dead?”

      “Not that we’ve found.”

      “So the Zarkun was heading south when it was attacked by something. What else do we know?”

      “Scouts think they’ve seen the creatures that attacked the Zarkun, the ones leaving the other tracks. They say they look like small wolves with glowing eyes. They also followed the Zarkun’s tracks for a time, but they seemed to be heading straight east into the mountains.”

      The vague unease Mendus had been feeling in his stomach knotted tight. He didn’t need added complications, not when so much already balanced on a blade’s edge. “Have you had any casualties?”

      “None, sir.”

      Was this what his ally had feared? The addition of a Zarkun to either side’s forces could easily mean the difference between victory or defeat. The bloodless battlefield he stood upon would have been formed shortly before his master arrived.

      “Will you and the others clear the area?” Mendus asked.

      “You’re going to attempt a deep dive here?” Terror crept into the edges of Ozath’s voice.

      “No better place.”

      Ozath and the Bloodstalkers that surrounded them traded glances, but none had the courage to challenge him further. When it was clear none would stop him, they began a slow retreat, establishing what amounted to a wide and weak defensive perimeter.

      He sat down in the clearing, closed his eyes, and centered his will. His teachers, such as they were, had always instructed him to find what it was he fought for and center his focus on that. He called to mind Velken, of whom he was proud, and then so many others, faces both living and dead, that were his children. All wandering thoughts ceased, and he used his breath to direct his spirit into the Dream of the Nine.

      As Ozath had feared, Mendus descended into a turbulent storm of energies that still swirled after the battle’s end. The amount of strength in a single Zarkun defied any easy description, and it had tapped into that strength here. Echoes of its fiery defense lashed against Mendus’s spirit, but mere pain would never unbalance a Bloodstalker.

      He paused his spirit’s descent while he listened to the memories of the battle, immediately struck not by its physicality but by what it represented. The Zarkun was one force, directed by a will shrouded from Mendus’s sight, but the creatures that attacked were different. Mendus wasn’t convinced they had a will of their own, but if they did, it was distributed among many, as though those that attacked weren’t each individuals, but instruments of something else.

      He’d sensed something vaguely similar once before, when he’d crossed paths with a pair of siblings who had fought together for over a decade. When he’d challenged them for control of their clan, he’d had the sense he was fighting one person with eight limbs instead of two with four. Cooperation gave rise to something greater than its individual parts, a lesson he still hoped to teach to the clans.

      When he was content that there was nothing more to learn, he let his spirit descend deeper into the Dream. The dangers grew greater here, the Madness of the Nine changing from whispers to full-throated conversations, but Mendus was no stranger to these depths. To be a Bloodstalker was to embrace the dangers of the Dream, a teaching the Eranorans refused and were weaker for.

      He sensed the Zarkun more strongly here. Though they were creatures of stone and fire, Mendus’s senses painted them in the Dream more as a tree, the roots of their power reaching into the deep Dream, far beyond where even Mendus would dare.

      Though it was long gone from this place, the Zarkun sensed him, too. It caught him in its grip, its attention slow and constant, as stable as any stone. Mendus fought against it but soon surrendered the fight. No matter how deeply he plundered the Dream for strength, it wouldn’t be sufficient to overpower this ancient being. He surrendered to the Nine, for at the end of the day, he was only a man, born with a man’s limitations.

      The Zarkun pierced his spirit with the barest needle of its attention, stripping aside his lies and conceits to examine the core underneath. Memories poured from him like spilled wine, and deeper within the Dream, his futures were unraveled.

      Mendus would have screamed, but his body was not his to control.

      The Zarkun retreated, though it kept its spiritual gaze focused on Mendus. Its emotions had no human equivalents, but Mendus sensed his spirit was being weighed, and after two eternities had passed, he was released with a lingering sense of…satisfaction, maybe?

      Mendus opened his eyes and found himself surrounded by concerned Bloodstalkers. Their spirits hit him all at once, dazing him until they realized the Zarkun’s grip on him had vanished. Then they retreated, many wide-eyed at what they had sensed in passing.

      “Sir, are you hurt?” Ozath asked.

      Mendus didn’t trust himself to speak, but he shook his head. “Water,” he croaked.

      Ozath gestured to one of the guards, who ran to fetch a water skin. “What happened?”

      Mendus held up one finger for silence. The Zarkun had left him with his questions unanswered, but he’d learned that there was certainly far more happening than his invasion of Eranor. Greater powers were moving, and he felt like little more than a pawn on a Sovarene board. He cursed his shadowy ally for not sharing more, but it seemed certain that his visitor last night played the game, too.

      He looked up and saw that more of the day had passed under the dream trance than he’d expected. The sun was already well past the midpoint, and even if he were to send word ahead, it wouldn’t arrive in time. If they were to depart, it wouldn’t be until the following morning.

      Regardless, his ally had the right of it.

      The rising sun of morning would see the Kavenor continue their invasion into Eranor.
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      The hills crawled with Kavenor. He slid from shadow to shadow, fighting impatience as he retreated to Solivar’s position. Eventually, he reached woods beyond the routes of the westernmost patrols. He hadn’t relaxed long, though, when the sight of yet another patrol ahead pulled a whispered curse from his lips. He cloaked himself in shadow and used an ancient oak for cover.

      These Kavenor weren’t as inebriated as the ones Kalin had left behind. They glided like hunters through the woods, steps light and bows ready, and they didn’t look like they were hunting mere venison. Dreamsight revealed another pair hidden from his sight by undergrowth, as well as Solivar beyond that.

      His friend was moving slowly, but he wasn’t alone, and at least two of his companions were children, their spirits not yet fully developed.

      From his elevated vantage point, Kalin watched the pursuit unfold as though he was playing a game of Sovarene against his giant friend. The Kavenor were closing in, and even Solivar couldn’t shroud the noise of two children crying. To so much as try was to alert any Bloodstalkers in the area. Kalin could attack, but the Kavenor were spread out enough that he was unlikely to kill them all before at least one screamed for help.

      Best, then, to draw them away. He loosened the shrouds around him and darted through the woods, moving up the hill and away from Solivar. He brought his foot down firmly on one dry branch, the crack more than sufficient to draw the attention of all the hunters nearby. There were shouts from downhill, and Kalin raced south. When he’d put enough distance between himself and the last place he’d sensed Solivar, he pulled his shrouds tightly into place and turned downhill.

      His pursuit wasn’t far behind him. He slithered his way into light undergrowth and went still. Several Kavenor raced past, but more came behind, moving carefully, pushing aside thick clumps of undergrowth with their swords and checking within. A pair of Kavenor passed close enough for Kalin to spit on, but his shroud redirected their attention, and after a tense moment, they were past.

      While Kalin waited for them to move a safe distance away, he dropped deeper into dreamsight. Solivar once more came into view, and Kalin breathed out a slow sigh of relief to see them on the move.

      Kalin slid from the undergrowth and hurried downhill. He found Solivar leading a father and two children down a game trail. His friend had stretched a shroud as far as it could go without attracting undue attention, and if not for dreamsight, Kalin wouldn’t have spotted them.

      The giant greeted him warmly, though the effort of consistently using so much of his strength carved lines of worry into his face. They conferred quickly.

      “I drew them away, but our safety is far from guaranteed. These hills are crawling with Kavenor.”

      “I also noticed. Had to release the horses a while back so I wouldn’t be spotted.” Solivar subtly gestured toward the family. “They carry dark tales. Once the Kavenor are finished with the survivors, they’re killing everyone, and they’re tracking down anyone who tries to escape. They don’t want word of their presence here escaping.”

      “We’ll have to disappoint them.”

      “Any ideas how?”

      Kalin dropped even deeper into his dreamsight and searched. Then the corners of his lips turned up at the first good news he’d had in days. “There’s something about a mile distant. Elder. Might be something we can take advantage of.”

      They didn’t have many options, so Solivar gestured Kalin on. “Lead the way.”

      “I’ll scout a bit ahead with my shroud.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      Kalin took in the state of the survivors quickly. The father looked to have about ten years on him, and his eyes never stopped darting around his surroundings, ready for a Kavenor to jump out of any shadow. The two children were deep in shock. One was almost old enough to be searching for apprenticeships, but the other was several years younger. Their eyes were sunken and hollow, and Kalin didn’t care to know what horrors they’d witnessed over the past day.

      They were all on their feet, though, and appeared to have the strength to make the hike. He nodded once, sharply, then started south.

      Kalin was soon certain they approached an Elder beacon. It blended well into its surroundings, but the energy within resonated at a higher frequency, a harmony an octave higher than any natural tree. Most Calidryn would have missed it, but Kalin had long been fascinated by Elder construction, and this one was still active.

      To physical sight, the beacon was no more than an ancient oak, probably old when Eranor had been founded. Kalin gestured to it and asked Solivar, “Do you feel it?”

      Solivar cast his weary eyes upon the tree, and in Kalin’s dreamsight they began to glow. He breathed out reverently. “Incredible.”

      The friends stared together, thoughts elevated beyond the mundane concerns of their pursuit and the invasion. Both knew the Dream as a chaotic, clashing sea of energies, but beneath the beacon ran a corridor of order, the Dream smooth but strong, the distinctive work of Elders lost to all but legends and well-concealed ruins.

      All of Eranor’s impressive accomplishments paled in comparison, and Kalin felt like a child dabbling with powers he knew next to nothing about.

      The calls of the Kavenor brought Kalin crashing back to the present moment. He’d found the door, but so long as it remained closed it did him no good. He thrust his spirit into the beacon, sensing the hole it had to fill to unlock the door. His spirit connected to the familiar chaotic energies of the Dream, but when he tried to shape those energies, they escaped his control.

      Kalin didn’t bother trying again. If he didn’t succeed on his first attempt, a second was pointless. “You’ll need to open it,” he told Solivar.

      The giant turned tired eyes to his friend but uttered no complaint. He dropped the shroud around them and descended deeper into the Dream. Kalin wanted nothing more than to turn his dreamsight upon his friend and watch, but someone needed to keep a sharp eye out for advancing Kavenor, and none of their shocked companions seemed up to the task.

      Solivar’s success was marked by the collective sharp breaths of their companions. Kalin glanced back and saw that a door had opened in the tree, revealing a lit corridor that appeared to descend into the ground below. Dreamsight revealed incredible energies within, woven and knotted with a skill far beyond that of any living Calidryn.

      Solivar’s breaths came hard. “Not sure how long I can hold this open,” he said between gasps.

      Kalin ushered the others toward the door, though his help took the form of shoving as they came closer. He stopped them right before they entered and spoke softly with Solivar. “We’ll need to cast a complete shroud around them once we enter; otherwise their minds will break. I can go first while you recover, but I doubt I’ll be able to do it alone. Do you have it in you?”

      Solivar considered, then nodded.

      “Good.” To the others, Kalin said, “Stay very close. Solivar and I will need to protect you within, and it’ll be easier the closer we are. Don’t worry, it won’t be for long, and then we should be safe.”

      They were as ready as they were going to be, and so Kalin pushed his spirit deeper into the Dream and pulled a complete shroud around them. He urged them forward before a Bloodstalker sensed them, and the four of them passed through the door.

      Their companions experienced it as nothing more than stepping from the outside world into a corridor woven of living stone and gnarled root. Kalin felt more like he was stepping from a late spring day into a roaring inferno.

      Untrained minds heard the Calidryn speaking of “diving into the Dream” and imagined that the Dream was somehow underneath them, an infinite sea of energy hiding just beneath their feet. The reality was hardly so neat. The Dream was a part of everything, embedded in every rock, flower, ant, and flame in Eryndoril. Diving into the Dream was an imperfect attempt to describe the sensation of a Calidryn weakening the bonds of self and allowing their spirits to come into closer contact with the Dream.

      So one couldn’t dive into the Dream, nor could one get closer to it or further away. All were imperfect metaphors used by Calidryn to describe an experience beyond language. Only now, Kalin truly felt as though the Dream had come closer. His sense of it, usually carefully controlled, overwhelmed him. The energies didn’t lash or whip at him, for if they had, he would have broken, but they surrounded him and made it feel as though the air was being squeezed from his lungs, like he was drowning in the Dream.

      Solivar entered a moment after, and from his grimace Kalin knew he felt the same. He let the door close behind them, then stumbled forward until he, too, was underneath Kalin’s shroud. He dipped his head in a silent thanks.

      Kalin led them deeper, his steps slow. He paused when the slant of the floor changed so they were no longer descending but standing on flat ground. The sensation was every bit as odd as he remembered from his one other experience using these passageways, and he couldn’t say if he actually had flat stone beneath him or if his mind and spirit simply thought he did.

      Becoming a Calidryn meant training the mind to endure the stripping away of comfortable illusions most never questioned. What the merchant down the street called reality was nothing more than another layer of the Dream. In practice, it didn’t matter to the merchant that his fundamental understanding of the world was wrong. His coins still bought the food that fed his hunger, and fire still burned hot enough to heat his house in the winter. He didn’t need to cast aside the illusions of the Dream to live happily.

      Kalin’s chosen profession didn’t enjoy that luxury, and he called upon all his years of training and experience to keep his mind and spirit centered and calm among the powerful torrent of energies that threatened to sweep him away. He released threads of his spirit, allowing the currents to take them where they would, mapping out their passages.

      These—corridors—the Elders had built weren’t like roads in the countryside, with two endpoints. They were more like the roads built in a city, a complicated web with exits scattered across Eryndoril. Kalin searched for an exit that was still open and close. Two seemed within reason, and after sensing a bit more about their locations, he picked the closer of the two and began walking.

      After a time, the father of the boys worked up the courage to ask, “What is this place?”

      Kalin wondered how he could best describe it. “You can think of it as a collection of roads that were built by the Elder peoples.”

      “How far will it be before we exit?”

      No doubt the father considered it a simple question, but he was mistaken. Kalin struggled to find an acceptable answer. “Forgive me. A road was the closest metaphor I could think of, but it’s not, quite. It will take us from one place to another, but a step here doesn’t equal a step as you’re used to. This place doesn’t match the reality as you know it. Here, a step might carry you a mile, or it might carry you no more than the width of a hair. These ways are usually shorter, and our destination isn’t far, so I don’t think it will be long, but not even I could say for sure.”

      The father paled as Kalin’s explanation continued, but he still had the courage to ask, “If these are so useful, why doesn’t the army use them?”

      “They would if they could, but many of the exits have been closed. Beyond that, entering such a space if you’re not a Calidryn would tear your mind and spirit to shreds. You only survive because Solivar and I will create a shroud to protect you from this place’s effects. But even he and I won’t last long here. Our skill isn’t sufficient to make good use of what the Elders left us.”

      Somehow the father found it in himself to turn even paler, and that was the point when he decided it wouldn’t be wise to ask any more questions.

      Solivar soon regained his strength and volunteered to take over from Kalin, who gratefully agreed. The giant cast his shroud over Kalin’s, which allowed Kalin his first ease in what felt like a full day. Kalin continued to direct them, and before long they switched places one last time. The ground beneath their feet rose, and Solivar opened the door on their behalf. They stepped through into the sunlight, and given the position of the sun, either a full day had passed or almost no time at all. The weather seemed the same as when they’d left, though, so Kalin guessed almost no time at all.

      The other end of the passage dropped them out in a cave higher up in the hills and to the south of where they’d escaped from. A glance at the surrounding mountains told Kalin their approximate location, as he and Solivar had recently passed through this area. He took his bearings, then led Solivar and the family toward safety.

      Kalin looked back north as they walked. He was glad that he and Solivar had saved the family, and he hoped the other villages they passed would heed their warnings, but he still wished he could have done more. He knew it was foolish, for there was nothing more he could have done, but he felt like a failure of a Calidryn for saving so few.
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      Sorova’s mother only gave her permission to wander through Duskmere after committing to a long series of promises that seemed altogether excessive. The Kavenor weren’t here, and Duskmere was now filled with more noncombatants from Stoneward Hold than its own citizens. Sorova didn’t see how wandering through the small village would be much different than wandering through the hold, but Mother refused to see reason.

      Her opinion of Mother’s lack of reason lasted until she stepped out the door of Duskmere’s rundown inn. The inn only had a few rooms, and those had been taken by the families of Stoneward Hold’s ranking officers. Some kind families within the village had opened their homes to strangers, but even so, there weren’t nearly enough places for the refugees to sleep. Father had ordered the few tents his unit possessed to be left behind, but even with families packed tightly within, there wasn’t enough shelter. Many of Sorova’s neighbors had ended up sleeping in the street, bundling with as many layers of clothes as they possessed to keep warm on the cold nights. It was late enough in the season that the temperature didn’t dip below freezing, but Sorova was certain it had come close.

      Suddenly, the worn-down accommodations she’d suffered through the night before took on a very different feel. Shame flushed her cheeks as she realized she should have been far more grateful.

      The streets of Duskmere stank of human sweat and waste, and Sorova was grateful the air still held a bit of a chill, because once the sun warmed the streets, the place was going to stink worse than a stable.

      The village was busy, and Sorova found a quiet corner where she could stand and watch. Stoneward Hold, being under military command, had never had a magistrate or an enforcer, and Duskmere’s poor magistrate looked as though he was about to buckle under the weight of the burden he was now forced to carry. He called for people to form lines for food, and in time, his wishes were carried out. Unfortunately, the magistrate learned he’d called for the lines too soon and that the kitchen preparing the food wasn’t done yet. The magistrate’s cheeks flushed red at the news, and he shouted at the young girl who’d delivered the message until she ran away with tears in her eyes.

      The magistrate ordered those in line to wait, and he stood uncomfortably at the head as time slowly passed. Children were the first to break their composure, pulling at the hems of parents’ clothing to ask when food would come. After enduring patiently for a time, the parents began to grumble, but the only answer to their complaints was the magistrate reassuring everyone that food was coming, and they should wait quietly in line. The grumbling increased, but respect for the magistrate’s authority prevented any larger outbursts.

      Sorova noticed a pair of women, their dresses cut a hair lower than most would consider appropriate, approach the line. They focused on those refugees from Stoneward Hold that were better dressed and whispered into their ears. A few of the refugees shook their heads and were left alone, but others drifted off in the direction the women indicated.

      Curious, and not wishing to observe the suffering of so many of her friends and neighbors, Sorova pretended to wander in the same direction the chosen few traveled. They were directed by another woman to a house, which they furtively entered. Before long, most came out with large steaming bowls to bring back to their families.

      “You’re a curious one, aren’t you?” came a voice from behind her.

      Sorova startled, turned, then took a step back when she noticed a man standing directly behind her. He wore dark clothes that hung loosely over a lean body. He smiled slowly, then dipped his head in respect. The look of him made her wish for steel in her hand, but she’d lived around enough fighters to recognize one when she saw one. His languid movements were an act, and she had no problem imagining those hands leaping out like snakes to wrap around her throat.

      Still, they were in broad daylight with others around. She didn’t have to fear him. “Why are they getting food and the others aren’t?”

      “I don’t have enough to feed everyone, and so I’m offering to help those that can pay.”

      Sorova’s mind went blank, for the very wrongness of the man’s statement made her question whether she’d heard him correctly. Something in his eyes told her she had. “They just lost their homes!”

      “But not their coin purses.”

      Sorova made a fist, but didn’t dare swing. “What you’re doing is wrong!”

      That smile grew wider. “We’ll have to disagree, young miss. I suppose I could keep all my food to myself, but that strikes me as dishonorable when there are people I could help with it.”

      “If you were honorable you’d give your food away for free.”

      “But nothing is ever free, right?”

      Lacking further arguments, Sorova settled for crossing her arms and glaring, which was less effective against the man than it was against her parents.

      His eyes narrowed, and she took another step back, no longer so certain the presence of others would keep her safe. One of Mother’s many rules had been to avoid all strangers, and Sorova now saw the wisdom in the advice. Before she could flee, he said, “I recognize you. Aren’t you the commander’s daughter?”

      He didn’t give her time to deny it. He closed the few steps she’d put between them, close enough she could smell the soap he’d used that morning. “It’s dangerous for a girl to be out alone, especially when her father’s gone off to war.”

      “I’m not alone!”

      The lie sounded weak, even to her ears, and the man made an exaggerated look around. “You’re not?”

      Sorova hung her head, that fear that she thought she’d put behind her the day before suddenly returned, her bowels as cold as ice.

      He brought his face down close to hers. “Are you sure you’re not alone?”

      Her only possible answer was silence, though she looked down the street, wondering if she should just run away.

      His hand on her shoulder froze her in place, and the ice sloshing around in her stomach suddenly spread from toe to crown. He spoke softly into her ear. “It’s… Sorova, right? I think I remember that was your name. I’m worried about you. Duskmere is usually a safe town, but with all the chaos lately, I’m not so sure. It’s hard to say what people will do when they don’t have shelter or food. Some will get desperate, and there’s no telling what they’ll do. Don’t worry. My name is Terenar, and I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      A shiver went down her spine, and her mind shouted at her feet to run, but someone had come around and tied her feet tightly to the ground. She couldn’t even flinch away.

      “To keep you safe, you and I are going to head into that house. I’ll send someone to get your mother, whom I’ve heard is at the inn. It’s still not enough protection for someone so important, but I’d feel a lot better knowing a young woman such as yourself isn’t alone.”

      Sorova shook her head in quick, jerky movements. “I—I don’t want to.”

      “I know, but this is for your own safety.”

      She didn’t know where she found the well of courage, but she said, “No.”

      His hand squeezed tightly on her shoulder until it started to hurt. “I would have thought a commander’s daughter would have better manners. It’s rude to disobey adults, and I’m too worried about you to let you go back alone. Come on.”

      With that, he turned her around, and what small courage she’d worked up fled once again. He kept his fingers locked tight on her shoulder, preventing her from doing anything but walking forward.

      They passed several of Sorova’s neighbors coming out of the house, and she pleaded at them with her eyes to do something, but they would look at their bowls of purchased food and at the man accompanying her, and they would cast their eyes down as though they saw nothing.

      Their refusal to act shocked her into silence, and any pleas she might have uttered stuck in her throat. The next thing she knew she was inside the house, though she had no memory of walking through the door. The air was warm and heavy with the smells of food, the cooking fires burning hot.

      Her captor shoved her into a chair in the corner, and though she thought again of running, she had no chance of escape. Several men and women stood between her and the door. Terenar spoke softly to another man, his instructions apparently detailed, and when he was certain the other man understood, pushed him out of the house.

      He came over to Sorova and smiled so sweetly she thought she might vomit. “Have no fear. I expect your mother will be here shortly, and we’ll make sure you get home safe.”

      Sorova trembled, and there was a moment when she feared she would lose control of her bladder, but then she reminded herself that she was a Calidryn’s daughter. If she could control nothing else, she could control her composure.

      Terenar nodded, made a gesture to one of the other men, which Sorova interpreted as an order to make sure she didn’t try to escape, then went into one of the back rooms. The man who’d received the order shifted so he was between Sorova and the door.

      Sorova’s heart eventually stopped pounding in her chest. Rhydorin had once told her, when she was struggling to learn how to ride, that mastery meant pretending to be excellent until it was true. Sorova had found that the lesson applied to more than riding. Faking confidence led, in time, to real confidence. Fake bravery to true courage.

      With no threat of immediate physical violence, Sorova studied the kitchen and the people working it. Bread came out of the ovens at a furious rate and porridge stirred in pots sized to feed an army. A stack of bowls waited for the sustenance that would fill them, and as they were filled, they were traded for emberins by the people at the door. The scene reminded Sorova of when she’d wander into the kitchen at Stoneward Hold before a meal, and the thought occurred to her that even if Father wouldn’t approve of the purpose of these kitchens, he would respect their commander for the order he kept.

      Sorova also took note of the many weapons throughout the room. Swords remained illegal for all but soldiers and enforcers, but some of the daggers carried on belts came very close to being considered short swords. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find longer steel in the back rooms.

      Her observations kept her occupied until Mother arrived, a frantic look on her face. She pushed her way to the front of the line, but no one complained when they recognized her. She was stopped by the guards at the door, but she saw Sorova sitting in the corner.

      “Sorova!” she cried.

      The guards fetched Terenar, and he emerged with a smile on his face. Mother’s expression hardened when she saw him. “You’ve gone too far this time, Terenar.”

      “Now, that’s hardly the way to speak to a man who’s only had the best interests of your daughter in mind. I found her wandering without an escort and thought it best I bring her here for her safety. There are unscrupulous people around, you know.”

      Mother’s gaze flicked from the man to the kitchens. “Are you the reason Aethyris has had so much trouble finding food? He’s complaining that everything in the village has suddenly gone missing, but it looks like there’s plenty here.”

      “Everything here has been purchased fairly, ma’am, and before you arrived, too. If our dear magistrate feels like his food has gone missing, perhaps he should have kept better track of it.”

      Sorova had never seen the expression that Mother had on her face, and it frightened her. “Regardless, I came for my daughter.”

      “But of course, although a token of appreciation for our help would be most welcome. As you can see, we’re busy trying to help your neighbors, and we don’t have time to be protecting every girl wandering around the village.”

      “I’ll do no such thing.”

      Mother and the man stared at one another, and then the man’s grin grew even wider. “I understand. Times are difficult, and emberins are tough to part with. I’ll warn you, though, that there are dangerous people in this city, and if they were to find your daughter sometime in the future, there’s no telling what they might do.”

      Mother’s nostrils flared, and Sorova swore she was about to wrap her hands around the man’s throat. She twitched, then took a handful of emberin from one of the pockets in her dress and dropped them in the man’s hand.

      “Ahh, your generosity is much appreciated. I’ll do everything possible to ensure your daughter remains safe for as long as I can.” He gestured for Sorova to rise, and she did, but before she reached the door, he placed his hand on her shoulder and held her in place.

      “It is, of course, only appropriate that you bow before me as thanks for keeping your daughter safe, both today and into the future,” he said.

      Mother’s face turned red, and her gaze flicked between Sorova and the man holding her. Many of their neighbors and friends, waiting in line for food, also watched the exchange. Sorova started to tell her mother not to bow, but the man’s fingers dug deep into her collarbone and her cry was cut off.

      Mother bowed as deeply as she would to Lord Parvis. Those in line who watched cast their eyes down so they wouldn’t have to witness her shame.

      Terenar laughed and pushed Sorova toward the door.

      Sorova stumbled, then ran, wrapping her arms around Mother. The embrace only lasted a brief moment, and then Mother pulled her away. They didn’t stop until they were in an alley hidden from view. Mother stopped, then leaned against one of the buildings. She began to shake.

      “Mother?”

      Sorova’s voice brought Mother’s head up sharply. “You will never do anything so foolish ever again,” she said.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. I was just curious about the food.”

      It hadn’t been Sorova’s intent, but mention of the food turned Mother’s attention away from her. “The food. Yes. We’re in trouble if he has control over as much as I think he does.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Terenar? He’s the leader of the local den. He’s been a thorn in Magistrate Aethyris and your father’s side for months, but I’d never imagined he was so bold.”

      Sorova had heard of dens before, but had never had any personal experiences with them. Father had explained to her once that the laws of Eranor were harsh and the punishments strict, and that was by the design of the nation’s founders. Those same founders had recognized, though, that there would always be pastimes and goods that were illegal, and so the first dens had been born. Almost all had a legal side, whether that be a restaurant, an inn, or a shop. Those were just a mask for the illegal activity that took place within. Father said that a silent truce was in place. The dens were allowed their freedom by enforcers and magistrates, but in return, they kept illegal activity from spilling out into disorder.

      Terenar, it seemed, was pushing the limit of what was acceptable. “What will happen?” Sorova asked.

      Mother bit her lower lip. “I wish I knew. He’s got more guards in there than Aethyris has enforcers, and if he spoke true about buying the food fairly, he isn’t in violation of any laws. Although it’s an unbelievable coincidence he would buy so much food just before it was needed so desperately.”

      “Is there nothing we can do?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll need to speak with the magistrate, although I suspect he already knows. This village is too small for a secret that large to last long.”

      Talk of the food seemed to steady Mother, for she pushed herself off the wall and led Sorova back to the inn.

      “Mother?”

      “Yes?”

      “If Father was here, Terenar wouldn’t get away with what he’s doing, would he?”

      Mother shook her head and looked north. “No, he wouldn’t. But your father has an even more important battle to fight, and so he can’t be here now.”

      Sorova wasn’t so convinced, after hearing the argument that had sent Father away, that Mother told the truth.

      His family and the families of his soldiers needed him here.
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      Kalin and Solivar parted ways with the broken family once they reached the plains that stretched between Duskmere and Eldroska. Kalin extracted the man’s word that he wouldn’t speak of the Elder tunnel. They weren’t a secret, exactly, but they garnered little attention, and Kalin would have it remain so. Too many of the Elder’s works had already been destroyed by the innocent curiosity of the Eranorans who had built upon their bones.

      The villager was wise to part ways with them, though he was clearly loath to do so. The unmistakable tracks of an army on the march made it clear Valinor had already led his three hundred past this point on the road to Duskmere, and the Calidryn intended to follow their commander into the heart of the invasion. The farmer and his surviving sons would be much safer in Eldroska.

      They said their farewells, and being as Solivar had greatly recovered his strength since their escape, pulled the energies of the Dream into their bodies as they pursued the army. They fell into a comfortable rhythm, their quick pace a result of both physical training and their Dream-enhanced strength. Even so, half the day passed before they caught up to Valinor’s rearguard. The pair were admitted among the warriors on sight, and they both made their way to the center of the line, where Valinor rode with his captains.

      Their commander looked at them with weary eyes. “Welcome back.”

      The Calidryn bowed, then took up position beside Valinor, walking to match the horse’s pace. “You’re pushing them hard,” Kalin observed.

      “The reports from Duskmere haven’t been encouraging. I intend to reach the village before the Kavenor.”

      “They haven’t stopped at Stoneward?” Solivar asked.

      “I’ve received conflicting reports. The commander of the Hold sent a note that said he’d been ordered to counterattack by Duskmere’s magistrate, but that he’d come across Kavenor far south of Stoneward in the eastern hills. The report from Duskmere says that the Kavenor are camped at Stoneward and haven’t moved.”

      “We came across Kavenor in the western hills, too,” Kalin added. “Also far south of Stoneward. Most of the villages have been destroyed and the citizens killed.”

      “Killed? You’re sure?” Valinor asked.

      “I am.”

      “Perhaps they mean to draw you into the valley north of Duskmere, then hit you from both sides,” Solivar said.

      “Very possible, though thanks to you and Stoneward’s commander, that surprise will no longer work. Even so, I’m inclined to believe they have designs for more than just Stoneward.”

      With that many soldiers marching south, Kalin thought that a foregone conclusion, but he supposed there was a danger in that assumption, too. “What would you have of us?”

      Valinor studied them before answering. “What’s your condition?”

      “Ready to fight, sir,” Solivar answered for both of them.

      Valinor rode for a while before saying, “You two should stay here with us. We’ll reach Duskmere sometime tomorrow, and from there we can plan the next part of our defense.”

      “Sir, if there’s fighting in the eastern hills, we should be there,” Kalin objected.

      “I’ve already sent a bird their way telling them to retreat. I don’t know why Aethyris gave them the order to counterattack, but hopefully my orders reach them before it’s too late. We’ll need their forces if we’re going to have any chance of holding Duskmere.”

      “Even so, sir, we aren’t doing any good here. If our experience is any clue, the Kavenor have committed considerable forces to the hills and forests. We could aid the retreat.”

      Valinor gave half a smile. “That eager for another fight, my friend?”

      “The Kavenor have become too bold, and they think too little of us. I’d like to show them that a Calidryn is every bit as strong as their Bloodstalkers.”

      Valinor considered a moment longer. “Permission granted. This will be a long fight. Don’t let your Calidryn’s pride get you killed early.“

      Kalin and Solivar both bowed, and before long were riding hard toward Duskmere on fresh horses.
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      They reached Duskmere as the last of the light faded from the sky. Though night hadn’t yet fallen, it already looked as though the town had been put to the torch. Fires both big and small burned at most corners, each surrounded by families with no roof over their heads. They found a boy to take care of their horses, impressing upon him that they were Calidryn and that come the next day, an army unit would be here for the mounts. In exchange, the boy told them where they could find the magistrate.

      At the magistrate’s house, they learned he’d been summoned to the inn, and so they turned around and made for the inn.

      They passed several fires, and Kalin’s heart broke at what he witnessed. Those who had fled Stoneward were dirty, tired, and hungry, and it had only been days since they’d left. It would be weeks, at best, before Eranor could muster enough soldiers to retake Stoneward and return these refugees home. And that assumed Lord Parvis chose to fight for the captured hold.

      For all his strength, he could do next to nothing for them, and his thoughts turned bitter. What good was becoming a Calidryn if he couldn’t protect Eranoran children from starvation and frostbite?

      At one fire they passed, a pair of young ones were crying. Solivar spoke to the parents and asked if there was something he could do to help.

      The mother answered, “Thank you, sir, but there’s nothing to be done. The magistrate couldn’t put together an evening meal tonight, and so they had to go hungry.”

      Solivar slipped off the pack he carried, rummaged through it, and pulled out some of his rations. He handed them to the mother. “I’m the one who’s sorry for the suffering I’m about to inflict upon you. These are soldier’s rations, and you may very well wish you’d gone hungry after eating them, but they’re yours now.”

      The woman dropped to her knees and bowed until her head was pressed against the dirt of the street. “May the Nine bless you.”

      “And you also,” Solivar said.

      Once they were out of the woman’s hearing, Kalin said, “You might miss those rations if we have several days of fighting ahead of us.”

      Solivar was indifferent to Kalin’s criticisms. “If I need food, I can find it. She has a much more difficult future ahead.”

      Kalin let the matter be, for he knew his friend too well, and knew that any attempt to change his generous nature was doomed to failure. Solivar lived with more honor in a day than most men lived with in years.

      They reached the magistrate, easy to spot in the black robes of his office, before they reached the inn. He stomped down the street accompanied by two enforcers, ignoring all the questions that rose from the fires as he passed. Neither Kalin nor Solivar wore the blue uniforms of their order, and so it took Solivar placing all his considerable bulk in the magistrate’s way to get his attention.

      The enforcers reached for their swords, which caused Kalin’s eyes to narrow. A lone man standing in the road hardly merited such a strong response. They took one look at Solivar, who also carried a sword at his side, and rapidly decided they wanted no part of the fight to come.

      The magistrate nearly ran into Solivar before noticing him. “Get out of my way!”

      Instead, Solivar offered a small bow. “I’m Solivar, a Calidryn in service of Commander Valinor.”

      The introduction froze the magistrate in his tracks. He forced himself to bow in return. “Apologies for my manners. The evening grows late, and I am weary.”

      Solivar was outwardly generous and forgiving. “Of course. My companion and I only came because we were passing through and had some inquiries.”

      “If I can, I will answer.” The magistrate’s previous haughtiness was gone, replaced by an obsequiousness that bordered on pathetic. Magistrates this close to the border tended to be chosen for reasons Kalin found distasteful. Some were relatives of more important nobles, offered the positions as a minor gift from a lord to a vassal. Others had previously fulfilled official duties closer to the capital but had been found wanting, and so had been shuffled off to where their incompetence could do less harm. He wondered what path had led this particular magistrate here.

      “We have heard from the refugees that there was no evening meal tonight. Why not?”

      The magistrate didn’t hesitate. “There can be no meal when there is no food. Our supplies diminish quickly, and I made the decision it would be better to serve one meal per day for a greater length of time than serve two and run out twice as fast.”

      “The situation has become so desperate so quickly?” Solivar asked.

      “I’m afraid so.” The magistrate fidgeted, then explained, “There was less food in our stores than I had believed. The responsible parties have already received their punishment.”

      That struck Kalin as a half-truth at best, but without the full story, he kept his mouth sealed. Questions carried more weight when Solivar asked them.

      “Why did you order the commander of Stoneward Hold to counterattack?” Solivar asked.

      “Because it was his duty to protect us! Instead, he fled at the first sign of trouble, not only surrendering our most defensible position, but burdening us with his soldiers’ family and supporters.”

      “There are thousands of Kavenor invading. You sent him to a needless death.”

      Under better circumstances, the magistrate might have guarded his words more carefully, but he was tired, and Solivar had caught him by surprise, so he spoke more honestly than he might have. “We have only his word on those numbers, and they can’t be true. Kavenori clans can’t share a meal without fighting with one another, much less coordinate that many warriors.”

      That was the fatal flaw in the man’s reasoning, and the reason so much tragedy would come to pass. The magistrate knew only what had been true in the past, and it had closed his mind to the possibility that the future could look different.

      Solivar sounded almost nonchalant as he said, “The numbers have been confirmed by other scouts.”

      Of the men nearby, only Kalin knew how close Solivar was to violence. He was a gentle man by nature, slow to anger and patient under abuse, but like all people, there was a limit to his endurance. No personal trial came close to pushing him over the edge, but his patience for the suffering of others was thin at best. It was unfortunate for the magistrate that they’d met him after the crying children.

      The magistrate must have recognized some degree of the danger he faced, for he took a step back and held up his hands, as though he had a hope of stopping one of Solivar’s blows. “How could I have known?”

      Kalin interceded. “We came to inform you that Commander Valinor will reach Duskmere sometime tomorrow. We have some supplies, but not as many as you’ll need. It will be up to you to prepare for his arrival.”

      “And you?” the magistrate asked.

      “We’re going to aid the soldiers you sent to die and see if any can be rescued. We’ll need every possible sword if we hope to hold Duskmere.”

      The magistrate’s face paled. “If the Kavenor numbers are accurate, shouldn’t we retreat?”

      Kalin couldn’t help himself. “Why should you, when you sentenced the Stoneward soldiers to death for the same decision?”

      The magistrate’s face lost all hint of color, and for a moment Kalin thought he might faint.

      Kalin said, “The decision will be Commander Valinor’s, and you can make the argument to him.”

      Afraid that either he or Solivar would strike the magistrate if they remained longer, he pulled Solivar on. Their path took them past the inn, though Kalin didn’t intend to step inside.

      A girl sat just beyond the open door. Raised voices shouted at one another from within, some sort of discussion about food. Kalin had no help that he could offer, and planned to walk by on his way out of the village, but he was stopped by the girl’s sharp look. “You two are Calidryn?” she asked.

      Kalin bowed to her with the respect he’d show a competent noble. “We are.”

      “Have you come to help us?”

      He squatted down beside her. “I’m afraid not. We’re on our way to help the soldiers who marched out to fight the Kavenor.”

      “My father commands them,” the girl said.

      “He must be very brave.”

      “He is, but if he were here, we would have food.”

      The bitterness in the girl’s voice caught Kalin unprepared. “Why do you say that? I’m guessing the army didn’t take that many rations with them.”

      “No, there’s food in the village. It’s just being hoarded by a den, and the magistrate is too frightened to do anything about it. That’s why they’re arguing in there.”

      Just then, a woman came rushing out of the inn, almost tripping over Kalin. She glared at him with a hate that seemed entirely undeserved. “Can’t you leave a poor girl alone?”

      “He’s not from the den, Mother. He’s a Calidryn with the big one. You should have seen them talking to Magistrate Aethyris. They just about made him wet himself.”

      The woman’s attitude shifted faster than a spring’s breeze. She bowed. “Many apologies. My name is Kelestia, and I’m the mother of Sorova.”

      “No apologies are necessary. Your daughter was just telling me that the den here is hoarding food.”

      The woman nodded. “Which they’re happy to sell at a fair price, to hear them tell it. But many here don’t have the coin for more than a meal or two.”

      Kalin glanced at Solivar, though he already knew the expression he’d find there. Solivar’s family had once gotten mixed up with a den, and the cost had nearly broken Solivar for good. To hear them causing trouble here was more than enough to light a fire under his simmering anger. Solivar nodded once, tightly. Kalin found himself of the same mind.

      He turned back to the pair of women. “We’ll take care of the problem. Where are they?”

      The girl hesitated. “There’s a lot more of them than there are of you.”

      “I appreciate the concern, but you don’t need to worry. You just point the way.”

      The girl gave them directions, and Solivar and Kalin bowed before leaving. The fires still burned in the intersection, and many were trying to find warmth wherever it might be found. Their destination was easy enough to find, as all the windows glowed brightly. Kalin slipped into dreamsight to search the house. He didn’t sense anyone stronger than a Sendryn.

      “Don’t kill anyone unless you have to,” Kalin said.

      “I know,” Solivar grunted.

      Kalin gestured and Solivar led the way. He weaved Dream-energies into a spear that he thrust at the door, which exploded inward. Cries of pain told Kalin at least a few had been wounded by the shrapnel, but Solivar charged in without mercy. Kalin followed, more worried about Solivar doing too much damage than his friend’s health.

      The giant didn’t give the den guards time to draw their weapons. He moved as though he was fighting other Calidryn, driving fists and elbows into anyone who stood in his way. When he finished, only the man the two women had described as the leader was conscious, and Solivar backhanded him across the face so hard he twirled like a top and fell. He looked around the rooms, satisfied with his work, then nodded to Kalin. “I’ll be outside waiting.”

      Kalin waited for Terenar to rise. When he did, there was murder in his eyes. He looked like a man accustomed to violence, but whatever skill he had with a dagger meant nothing to a Calidryn. Kalin let him glare. “We’re Calidryn serving under Commander Valinor, who will arrive here tomorrow. It’s come to our attention that much of this town’s food supply is in your hands. We expect that tomorrow, it will be shared in a more generous fashion.”

      “I purchased that food with my own coin. Why should I give it away?”

      “Because you’re a citizen of Eranor, and in times of hardship, it’s our sworn duty to come to the aid of our neighbors. I am sure that once you speak with Lord Parvis, you may request any adequate recompense.”

      Kalin held back a smirk. Valinor’s father was despised by the dens, for he ruled over them far more strictly than the previous lord had. They both knew Lord Parvis would likely deny any request for funds coming from a den leader.

      “I’ll have your head for this,” Terenar snarled.

      Kalin’s sword leaped from its sheath and pressed against the man’s neck, drawing blood. He swore and tried to retreat, but Kalin followed.

      “Care to reconsider?” Kalin asked.

      The man’s eyes darted left and right, seeking any escape, but the Calidryn had left him none. He swore once more, then nodded. “Fine.”

      Kalin stepped back and wiped his sword clean. “Excellent. I’ll pass the word onto Commander Valinor about your cooperation. If there are any unforeseen problems, my friend and I will be happy to visit tomorrow and speak with you personally about them.”

      The den leader nodded again as Kalin sheathed his sword. The Calidryn took one last look around the room, then left. Solivar waited for him outside. “Are you worried he’ll break his oath when he learns we’ve left town?”

      “It’s possible, but we’ve thrown his den into enough confusion it will take them some time to get around to tracking us down. He’ll play it safe tomorrow, and by then Valinor will have arrived to straighten the matter out for good. We should also send a message to Valinor so he’s prepared for what he’ll find here.”

      Solivar looked north into the darkness, his worries a mirror of Kalin’s own. What good they had done here would matter little if they couldn’t stop the Kavenor, and that promised to be a much more challenging task than intimidating a village’s den leader with delusions of riches.
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      Mendus looked around the campfire where all the major clan elders and commanders were gathered and idly wondered if it wasn’t too late to kill them all and start afresh. Though many of the gathered were Bloodstalkers, he was confident he could remove many of them from this world without much of a fight. A few might react quickly enough to provide some sport, though none here could stand against him.

      Tempting as the idea was, he denied himself the pleasure. Such a mass murder might unite the clans more fully under his leadership, but it was just as likely they would fall upon each other with bow and steel as soon as they sensed violence around the council fire. Today the clans marched in the same direction, but that hardly meant they were of one mind. The unified clans were a patchwork of alliances, promises, marriages, and rivalries. It reminded him of a stack of stones balanced precariously. A single wrong move would send it all crashing to the ground.

      There had been a time when he had hoped their bonds would solidify like mortar between stones, but that hope had been dashed time and time again. The ways of the clans were often foolish, a relic of an age that had passed them by when they weren’t paying attention, but the ways had become tradition, and their distrust of one another came as naturally as breathing.

      “You’re a fool to march us out again so quickly!” Draeven argued.

      Were Draeven alone, Mendus would have ignored him and refused to dignify his outburst with a response, but many heads nodded in silent agreement, and those that didn’t turned judgmental gazes at Mendus, weighing, as they always did, his leadership.

      A sharp, stabbing pain blossomed in the back of Mendus’s head, just above where his spine ended. He schooled his face to neutrality, aware that the slightest sign of weakness would be endlessly dissected once this council ended. How much would he have to sacrifice, and how much would he have to accomplish, before he earned the slightest amount of trust?

      Draeven was a competent Bloodstalker and the commander of a respected clan. He’d joined the invasion because he was infatuated with Selmara and hoped to win her hand by his deeds. She played him like a war drum, and he danced to whatever beat she created.

      Draeven said, “Not only are horse and warrior tired, but our supplies haven’t caught up with us yet, and the Bloodstalkers who gave our mounts the strength to reach Stoneward so quickly are exhausted. You yourself argued just days ago that the only reason we could push so hard was that we could rest upon our arrival.”

      To this, at least, Draeven spoke true. The original plan had been to recover for several days at Stoneward, and for good reason. It gave the main force time to rest, gave the supplies traveling behind them time to arrive, and gave the forces in the hills to the east and west time to get in position for the battle to come.

      Mendus had little patience for yet another argument. Too many of these leaders had forgotten how to fight with steel. They picked words as their primary weapon and were weaker for it. “Our circumstances have changed. There are other powers moving in the hills, and if we don’t move quickly, we’ll find ourselves at their mercy.”

      Draeven didn’t retreat, so much more confident on this battlefield than he would be if Mendus stood across from him with a bloody sword in hand. “So you say, and while I find the presence of a Zarkun concerning, we don’t know what that presence means. Instead of rushing forward, we’d be wise to stick to our plan.”

      Mendus was saved from further argument by the approach of a messenger. His heart sank, for all messengers knew well that council fires weren’t to be disturbed except for the most dire of circumstances. The messenger punched his palm and dipped his head. “Sir.”

      Mendus gestured to the circle. “You can tell it to us all, unless the words only impact me.”

      “Yes, sir. We just received word from Ozath. His scouts have encountered an army of about a hundred Eranoran soldiers, with at least half a dozen Calidryn. He’s holding position and waiting for further orders.”

      Mendus frowned. Where had those soldiers come from? He glanced at Draeven, but the man looked as confused as Mendus. Selmara hadn’t gone so far as to hide the movement of troops from him, then. But the spy had given them no warning of additional troops. Ozath’s clan still outnumbered the mysterious unit, but not by a decisive amount, and the numbers of Bloodstalkers about equalled the number of Calidryn.

      Then he considered the numbers the messenger had reported more carefully and frowned. “Those were the approximate numbers of the garrison of this hold. Did they abandon the hold, only to attack us in the woods?”

      No other explanation made sense, though Mendus couldn’t imagine their strategy. Consensus around the circle was that the Eranorans were fools, but Mendus found such simple explanations detestable. The Eranorans were a different people, yes, but fools didn’t build one of the strongest nations in all of Eryndoril. Perhaps the commander had thought to ambush the main force from the hills, much as Mendus had planned to ambush Commander Valinor? It was the only answer that made any sense, and it might have had some effect if the hills weren’t already crawling with Ozath’s warriors.

      Regardless, the arrival of the Eranorans would force a change in their plans. His master would no doubt tell him to march on regardless, but Mendus wouldn’t be so cavalier with his warriors. He’d marched south to save the clans, and all this was pointless if they all died in the attempt. Mendus needed control of those hills, but there was no point in wasting warriors.

      “A single crushing blow would be best,” he decided. This, finally, won the agreement of most of the elders around the circle.

      The solution followed naturally. “I will send out a call for volunteers. Those who are ready to fight can join me in the morning to meet Ozath. More Bloodstalkers, especially, would be welcome. We’ll march to meet the Eranorans and crush them while the others rest. Upon my return, we’ll continue the invasion as planned.”

      No one argued, and the council was dissolved. Mendus returned to his quarters, where he planned on asking Iskara to massage the pain out of his skull.
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      The sight of Iskara lounging upon the former commander’s bed forced all of Mendus’s lesser concerns to flee. She had been the first of his wives, and she’d willingly bound her fate to his back when that fate had been even more uncertain than it was today. She accepted him when he’d had next to nothing, and though she liked to claim it was because she’d seen the greatness in him even then, he suspected the answer was more straightforward.

      Iskara had fallen in love with him.

      Tonight she wore one of the thin dresses they’d raided from the Eranorans, a dress that wrapped tightly around a body more used to long miles than gentle beds. Her long blonde hair was loosely braided, and she stretched languorously when he entered. Seeing her there made him feel like a young man again. She beckoned him to the bed, and her orders were among the few that Mendus gladly obeyed.

      Once they’d properly greeted one another, they lay beside one another in the bed. Mendus kept shifting, the softness of the bed making him uncomfortable.

      “Why did you come tonight?” he asked, for he hadn’t invited her, and it wasn’t like her to appear without one.

      “I’ve been worried about you. Rumors trickle through the camps about you. Some are ridiculous, like that you talk and argue out loud with yourself when you’re alone. Others have the ring of truth, that you’re short-tempered and indecisive. Your allies and enemies both sense a weakness in you, and I came to find the truth of the matter and see what I can do to help.”

      “Any man would be short-tempered who has to put up with those fools! They talk and talk, as though the Nine bend to those who stay silent the least.”

      “Better an argument around the fire than a dance of steel,” Iskara said.

      “Once I would have agreed, but I find myself less certain these days. They’d challenge me less if their lives were on the line, and I’ll confess there are days when their impertinence brings them closer to death than they know.”

      Iskara stiffened at that, then rolled onto her side so she was looking at him. “Are these truly the paths your mind takes?”

      He would never lie, not to her. “I’m afraid they are.”

      “It is no wonder such rumors spread. You are a man of incredible control, but one as strong as you can’t mask the strength of your emotions completely. Is it the leaders alone who cause such distress, or is there more on your mind?”

      She asked as though she had already guessed the answer, and Mendus wouldn’t be surprised if she had.

      To this question alone, though, he couldn’t reveal the entire truth. His alliance with the mysterious man was one of secrecy, and the consequences of the truth escaping might very well end this invasion and doom his people. “There is much on my mind, the sum of many small problems. Though I detest her ambition, Selmara would be much better suited to the role I currently inhabit. She naturally finds paths that balance the needs and wants of many, whereas I only see what must be done to save our people.”

      “Don’t sell yourself for so little. It may be true that Selmara would lead this alliance well, but she is driven only by the desire to be respected by the others. Were she in command, we would still be deep in Kavenor. It is your will that has moved us here, and your will that our children depend on. I can only imagine the burdens you bear for our sakes, but you must do so for a while longer yet. We are close. Fix your purpose firmly upon your heart, and if you need help, you can rely on Velken. He doesn’t have Selmara’s touch or experience, but he possesses more of her qualities than you.”

      Mendus kissed Iskara firmly. “Good advice, and I thank you for it.”

      She ran her fingers from his chest, down his stomach, and then lower. “You’re welcome, but you’ll be thanking me again soon enough.”
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      His warriors moved through the woods like ghosts, each foot carefully placed as they glided from shadow to shadow. The sky overhead was gray with heavy rainclouds, casting the otherwise vibrant forest in flat colors that served the clans well. A brief downpour had walked through these woods earlier this morning, cushioning the ground and freeing the scents of pine from the trees.

      Mendus walked well behind the advancing wall of Kavenor warriors, muttering silently to himself. The proper place for a leader of a clan was at the front of an advance, but the past few years had taught him it was sometimes necessary to make concessions to greater needs. Some might accuse him of egotism, but his death would mean the end of the alliance, and thus, in time, the death of the clans. He’d weighed his desire to fight with his desire to save the clans and found, once again, his needs were subservient to a greater calling.

      Thus, he lived vicariously through Velken, who led their clan’s warriors as they snuck through the woods. His son hadn’t seen as much fighting as Mendus had by that age, due largely to Mendus’s growing strength and position among the clans, but he’d still seen his fair share. He was perhaps too eager to make a name for himself, to prove to everyone he was worthy of his father’s mantle, but Mendus could hardly fault one of his children for seeking glory. The need ran strong in the blood.

      The Eranorans were close now. At times, when the wind swirled from the south, Mendus smelled them on the breeze.

      Ahead, Velken signaled for his warriors to take positions. Archers crouched behind trees and stuck their arrows in the rain-softened soil. Infantry hid in undergrowth and drew their steel, and Bloodstalkers centered their spirits, ready to draw strength from the Dream. Though Mendus wouldn’t be needed, he joined the other Bloodstalkers in centering his spirit.

      He dropped into dreamsight and the forest came alive, a vast web of interconnected life that never failed to move him to awe. The miracle of the Nine lay before him, and he was blessed to possess the strength of will to witness it firsthand. Anyone with the will could become a Bloodstalker, but few endured the trials necessary, and many were frightened of the Madness of the Nine, despite what the Eranorans believed of them.

      Mendus didn’t understand how anyone could be content to skim across the surface of this life when so much more was available. The Dream was available to all, a gift from the Nine to all of humanity, and yet only a small fraction dared open the gift.

      Long years of training helped him to see beyond the trees and the undergrowth, past the birds, squirrels, and deer that wandered through this stretch of the woods, and at the edge of his awareness he sensed the advancing Eranorans. Many of their spirits were weak, hazy and indistinct at this distance, but there were a few that might make worthy opponents, at least for a lesser Bloodstalker.

      Velken held the signal to attack longer than Mendus would have, letting the Eranorans walk deeper into the ambush but risking the chance of discovery. Ozath, ambushing a unit of Eranorans higher up the hill, struck first, and the war cries of the other Kavenor carried down the hillside.

      Velken dropped his hand as the Eranorans’ attention was pulled east for a terrible moment, and Mendus’s heart swelled with pride at the perfect timing. Archers released carefully aimed arrows, and at least a third of the Eranoran unit opposing them was wounded or dead before they knew they were under attack. The Bloodstalkers glowed in Mendus’s sight as they gathered the strength of the Dream into deadly projections. They targeted the Calidryn, but one of the Calidryn near the front reacted too quickly, throwing up angled shields against the assault.

      Mendus was impressed. Most dreamwalkers met projections with shields or domes that absorbed hostile weavings, but such a defense would have been overwhelmed by the much greater strength of the Bloodstalkers. Instead of fighting against it, he’d redirected the blows, and in so doing, saved his life and the lives of the other Calidryn.

      Mendus kept his eye on that one. If this were his battle to command, he would have directed his Bloodstalkers to focus their efforts on him. Once the strong were dead, the weak would scatter.

      Velken and the other Bloodstalkers showed no such focus, too confident in their overwhelming strength. They spread out wide and sent another volley of projections through the trees, but their surprise had been lost. Calidryn threw up defenses, often cooperating to block particularly powerful projections.

      Mendus’s attention settled on three Calidryn walking behind the main force of soldiers. They were stronger than the average Calidryn, their spirits burning bright and easily visible despite the distance that separated them from him.

      Bloodstalker and Calidryn exchanged projections, but the battle was more even than it should have been, thanks largely to the efforts of the three separate Calidryn. Mendus almost stepped in, but Velken was in no immediate danger, and it was worth observing how his son responded.

      Velken chose the most Kavenori solution he could have. He pulled strength into his limbs and darted through the trees, breaking upon the Calidryn lines with his sword. Infantry and other Bloodstalkers followed him into the breach, and within moments the brief stalemate was broken.

      The enemy commander realized it as well. He stood tall, risking the arrows of the clan archers, and called for a retreat.

      Those Eranorans who weren’t engaged took flight immediately, and the commander ordered the three Calidryn to protect their escape. Their spirits flared, and Mendus thought they might disobey, but Eranoran discipline held, and they guarded the fleeing soldiers.

      Not that there were many. The surprise of the assault and Velken’s breaking of the line meant the battle was a decisive victory for the clans.

      Velken ordered pursuit, but his way was blocked by the enemy commander, who drew his sword and challenged Velken to a duel.

      Mendus pulled at his beard, impressed. The Calidryn had judged his opponents well, for Velken wouldn’t refuse a duel, and his soldiers wouldn’t pursue the fleeing soldiers when they could watch their commander fight a worthy Calidryn. For the cost of his life— for the action would cost him his life— the commander had bought the lives of all those who had survived his doomed commands.

      Velken accepted, and both men burned brightly in Mendus’s dreamsight, but Velken’s strength, honed by a difficult upbringing in the wilds of Kavenor, was by far the superior. Swords clashed with tremendous strength, and the speed of the enemy commander allowed him to slip more than once past Velken’s guard, but he could not land a fatal blow.

      The end, which Mendus had foretold, was long in coming, though. Velken struck two mortal blows against the Calidryn, and yet he stood, as defiant as any proud clan Bloodstalker. A third mortal blow disarmed the man, but still, he stood, his eyes blazing with the spirit of a legendary hero.

      Velken took a step away from the man and, with sword still in hand, slowly punched the fist holding the sword into his open left palm. He held the position and dipped his head. The other Kavenor, likewise moved, mirrored their commander.

      The Eranoran soldier bowed as he was able, though the movement almost cost him his balance. He held the bow, exposing the back of his neck, and with a single smooth cut, Velken took the hero’s head.

      Mendus’s chest was full of pride in his firstborn. There was much yet he had to learn, but at that moment, Mendus knew his son was a warrior worthy of someday carrying the burden of Mendus’s leadership.
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      Kalin and Solivar reached the foothills by the time the sun rose the next day, but neither sensed their companions, so they chose to stick closer to the valley and cover more ground. They were at greater risk of being spotted in the open, but they considered it necessary. Both pulled gently from the Dream, and because they did, they sensed the battle when it happened. It was still miles away, but such were the energies involved, the currents of the Dream shifted around them in noticeable ways.

      The two warriors turned east and fought for both elevation and distance. The battle, such as it was, ended quickly, and Kalin and Solivar drew more strength from the Dream to lengthen their strides.

      Kalin sensed his Calidryn well before he saw them. They ran toward him like deer spooked from hiding. They met in a clearing, both parties breathless as they released their hold on the Dream. Jhalon, who stood almost as tall as Solivar but with half his size, spoke for the three, eschewing greetings in favor of the most pertinent news. “We were ambushed by a full clan, complete with Bloodstalkers. It was a rout.”

      Kalin looked beyond Jhalon. Maybe fifteen soldiers had escaped the ambush, and none of them were Calidryn. He thought of Sorova and Kelestia waiting back in Duskmere. “The commander?”

      Jhalon spoke softly so only Kalin could hear. “When the lines broke, he challenged the Bloodstalker in command to a duel. They weren’t matched, but he gave us the time to escape. His final orders were for us to protect those of his soldiers who remained.”

      Kalin’s heart broke for the girl, whose suffering was already more than one so young should have to endure. A courageous death was still a death, and did little to ease the loss suffered by the living.

      Kalin had command of the full unit, but knew too little to issue an effective order. “What would you recommend?”

      Jhalon looked at the two women behind him. Melienne shrugged and Selindra nodded, which equated to permission enough for Jhalon. “We’d like to return to the battlefield. There was an eastern unit that also got ambushed, and there might be survivors.”

      “Then Solivar and I will accompany you.”

      Kalin needed a little time to find a survivor willing to take command of the Eranoran forces. He settled on a younger woman who still had her wits about her, and he gave her orders to return to Duskmere with all haste and report to Commander Valinor. The survivors required little other encouragement to flee the forest that had claimed the lives of so many of their friends.

      As Kalin watched them leave, he spoke with Jhalon. “How bad is it?”

      “Bad. Their numbers weren’t overwhelming, but their Bloodstalkers were. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of so many in one place, and the worst of them didn’t even fight. He was a giant of a man, like Solivar, but I’ve never sensed a spirit like his. All he did was stand behind the line and observe. Felt like he was eager to fight but was holding himself back for a reason.”

      Solivar had come up behind them. “A Bloodstalker who chooses not to fight? Now I’ve heard it all.”

      Jhalon ignored the giant. “How about the rest of the valley?”

      Kalin said, “There’s another force moving up the western hills that Solivar and I tangled with. They’re killing everyone they come across. Rumor has it there’s a lot more at Stoneward, but I haven’t seen them with my own eyes yet.”

      Jhalon whistled softly. “Pray to the Nine we don’t have to. What are we doing here, if their numbers are that great?”

      “Right now, we’re going to search for survivors. After that, you can ask Valinor, but I couldn’t guess how he’ll answer.”

      “Seems like if we were smart, we’d be retreating into Lord Parvis’s arms right about now.”

      “You’ll hear no argument from me,” Kalin said, “but let’s see if we can bring some other Eranorans home with us.”
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      They cast shrouds over themselves instead of limiting their speed, so it was barely midday when they reached the scene of the battle. A quick glance with dreamsight told Kalin that his Calidryn were the only people alive in the area. The Kavenor had apparently had their fill of blood for the day and returned north.

      The Calidryn didn’t linger long. There was little to learn, as the others had been present during the battle. Kalin found the body of the commander, which rested farther north than any of his soldiers. He’d taken incredible damage before the Kavenor took his head.

      Melienne came and stood next to Kalin, who took a moment and bowed toward the corpse, a small gesture of respect that wasn’t sufficient, but was all he could afford.

      “They gave him a warrior’s death,” Kalin observed. “A rare honor.”

      Melienne snorted. “He was a brave fool, though every survivor in his unit has him to thank for it. They would have died otherwise.”

      “You wouldn’t have protected them?”

      “Not against that force. You might not like it, but it was far more important the three of us survive than the dozen or so you sent to Duskmere.”

      Melienne’s logic was as cold-blooded and ruthless as he’d expect from her, but Kalin couldn’t deny the truth of it. Every spirit had the same weight in the eyes of the Nine, but on the battlefield, three Lords’ Calidryn were worth far more than fifteen mere soldiers.

      The five Calidryn climbed the hill until they reached the other detachment, which was a scene every bit as bloody as the one they’d just left, and with just as many survivors.

      After a brief check to ensure they hadn’t missed anyone, the five gathered in a small circle. Solivar said, “The next time I meet that magistrate, he’ll be lucky to leave with his life.”

      The same thought had crossed Kalin’s mind, but as their commander, it would be inappropriate for him to share that feeling. They knew him well enough to know it was in his heart anyway.

      Instead, he said, “The question before us is what to do next. Valinor gave us a fair degree of freedom, so long as we don’t take too much risk upon ourselves. We could scout the forest up ahead, or we could return to Duskmere and meet with Valinor.”

      Kalin paused and weighed the reaction of his friends. None seemed eager to return to Duskmere.

      Melienne said, “It sounds like you have another plan.”

      “Not a plan so much as an idea. This war has gone too smoothly for the Kavenor, and if nothing is done, they’ll advance without fear. We should strike at them tonight.”

      Jhalon nodded. “They won’t be expecting it after watching us running with our tails between our legs.”

      “Objections?” He looked to Selindra, who was likely the most reasonable of them all. She was a short woman, built like a master smith but silent as a deep cellar in winter. That silence pushed many away, but Kalin had always found her dependable and honorable, though she kept her honor in her own manner. She shook her head, and after Kalin gave the others an opportunity, he said, “It’s decided, then. Let’s hunt some Kavenor and show them what Calidryn are capable of.”
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      Kalin kept his shroud close and light. It deflected the dreamsight of a Bloodstalker as well as the gaze and hearing of the eye and ear, but a sufficiently sensitive Bloodstalker would still notice it. The shroud might make the pebble that dropped into a still pond silent and invisible, but it couldn’t smooth away completely the ripples that spread outward. By keeping the shroud light, Kalin reduced the chances of the Bloodstalkers noticing him.

      He wasn’t sure his caution was necessary. The camp they’d stumbled upon was small, with only ten people within. One was a Bloodstalker, but she was asleep and her spirit was weak. The opportunity was so promising it was tempting to view it as a trap, but a thorough search of the area had revealed nothing threatening.

      The animosity between Kavenori families and clans was legendary, but to see his enemies weaken their defenses brought Kalin up short. He searched the area once more, then conferred with Melienne, the next most sensitive of them. When she confirmed there was no one nearby, it placed the final decision squarely in Kalin’s hands.

      He sat with the decision another long moment. The extent of his combat experience came from a few brushes with Kavenor raiding parties, and though he’d studied the art of waging war for years at the academy, his three years in Valinor’s service hadn’t come close to preparing him for this. But this was why he’d become a Calidryn, to serve Eranor and protect it as it had once protected him. His unit had made their plan together; they only waited for his signal.

      He drew his sword and moved forward. Selindra snuck toward the pair of guards who remained alert, quieter than snow falling softly to the ground. The two Kavenor had developed no abilities within the Dream, and so had no chance of noting her approach. Her daggers struck with the precision of an experienced healer cutting open a patient. The throat of one guard opened wide, both killing him and choking off any scream. The second guard died in the same manner within the blink of an eye.

      Kalin barely noticed Selindra in his dreamsight, so skilled was she in shrouding her presence, but he noted that she moved deeper into the camp without hesitation. The others, all shrouded to different degrees, entered from different positions.

      He prayed to the Nine for forgiveness as he ghosted from tent to tent, completing the bloody work alongside his companions. He ensured his cuts were immediately fatal, both to avoid complications and also as a small act of mercy. Violence was an unavoidable aspect of the Dream, but so much death in such a small area stirred the Dream to even greater chaos, an unsubtle reminder that the Nine didn’t condone acts of war.

      Memories of the girl in Duskmere, of the refugees huddling around their fires as the cold nipped at exposed flesh, strengthened his resolve.

      The matter was concluded more quickly than Kalin expected, and he dropped his shroud as he stood in the middle of the camp that wouldn’t stir at morning’s first light. The Dream rumbled around him, and releasing the shroud was a relief. Solivar and the others did the same, and Kalin searched their eyes for any sign of regret.

      He found none.

      He’d intended to return to Duskmere, but the night was young, and a particular madness had seized him, grown from the seeds of their success here. More Kavenor camped north of here, and his dreamsight revealed that they weren’t a single camp, but a collection of smaller camps spread apart from one another. He didn’t trust his judgment, and he put the question to the others. “We could return to Duskmere to meet with Valinor, or we could continue the hunt.”

      Of the five, Solivar looked the most uneasy, the act clashing most strongly with his strict code of honor, but he uttered no complaint. Jhalon asked, “Can we?”

      Kalin didn’t understand his sudden confidence, but he was as certain about their chances as he was of the sun rising in the morning. “We’re Calidryn. The Kavenor can’t stop us.”

      Melienne and Selindra agreed immediately, and Jhalon wasn’t long behind. The group’s attention turned to Solivar.

      Kalin regretted framing the decision as one against many, but he spoke true. “It’s all or nothing, friend.”

      It tipped Solivar, as Kalin knew it would. “Very well,” the giant said, though he said it in such a way that Kalin expected he was already planning his penance to the Nine.

      At the moment, Kalin couldn’t bring himself to care. He had become a sword of Eranor, and it was time to strike a blow against the monsters that had hurt his people.
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            Full Stomachs and Broken Hearts

          

        

      

    

    
      Her encounters with the intimidating Calidryn the night before had settled Sorova’s spirit and allowed her to sleep peacefully through the night. Mother had called them Lords’ Calidryn, which was a term Sorova had heard before but hadn’t understood until last night. Most Calidryn, in her experience, weren’t much different than anyone else. She’d seen Father form projections and knew he could move faster than most humans could sprint, but they were abilities he rarely used, and he didn’t seem any different from Mother or others who’d never studied the Dream. The same was true of Rhydorin.

      Those two, though, she had felt. When they’d come close, it was as though their presence twisted the air around them, as though they pulled the fabric of the world into their very beings. The instincts that had fired when in the presence of Terenar burned even hotter around them. They were dangerous men, but the same instinct that told her that also informed her she would never have to worry, for the sharp edge of their wills would never turn against her. She almost felt sorry for the den leader.

      Almost.

      She woke feeling well rested despite the terror and adventure of the day before. The sun shone brightly through the window, and Mother ate from a full bowl of porridge. When Mother saw Sorova was awake, she gestured to a second bowl. “You should eat up while the food is still warm.”

      Sorova rolled out of bed, and her eyes widened slightly when she saw the full bowl. Her stomach rumbled at the sight. “So much?”

      “The friends you made last night appear to be as good as their word. The den parted with a fair amount of their food for free this morning, and so for a time, at least, we don’t have to worry about full stomachs.”

      Sorova dug eagerly into her porridge, eating so quickly her mother warned her to slow down. The sun pouring through the window felt like an omen of good tidings, and she dared to look forward to what the day may hold.

      Her excitement was soon rewarded, for word came to the inn that Commander Valinor and his small army had been spotted on the horizon. Sorova dressed in the best clothes she had available and joined her mother and many other neighbors as they wandered to the southern edge of Duskmere.

      Sorova had grown up on Father’s retellings of both myth and the stories of Eranoran heroism, and it was as if she’d woken up in one of those great tales. Unlike the disordered and haggard retreat they’d beaten from Stoneward Hold, Commander Valinor’s army marched in formation, their lines curving and following the lie of the land. A small host of mounted warriors rode near the center of the formation, carrying the banners of both Eranor and their unit.

      When Commander Valinor grew close to Duskmere, the army broke into several divisions, each going about their tasks with quick efficiency. The camp was halfway assembled by the time Sorova understood what they were building. Most of the mounted troops, as well as several of the soldiers who walked beside them, advanced toward the crowd.

      The man who dismounted first was young, and Sorova wondered if he was Commander Valinor’s aide. When he advanced through the press of bodies, though, she saw the insignia stitched upon his breast, and her eyes widened.

      This was Commander Valinor? He was younger than Father, and his uniform didn’t look like it had been introduced to a day of hard labor since it had been stitched together. How could the Calidryn she’d met last night serve him? She almost stuck out her tongue before remembering her manners.

      “Where’s Aethyris?” Commander Valinor asked.

      The magistrate worked his way through the crowd and bowed deeply to Commander Valinor. “I am Aethyris.”

      The young commander’s expression hardened, and his eyes became as cold as frozen stone. Sorova’s impression of him changed in a heartbeat as she glimpsed for the first time why the Calidryn she’d met might serve such a man. “You gave the order for the Stoneward garrison to return to battle?”

      Aethyris froze in mid-bow, the tone of the commander’s voice warning him of approaching danger. But he couldn’t equivocate or lie in front of so many. He rose, attempting to mask his sudden uncertainty, but Sorova saw the worry lurking in the back of his eyes. “I’m certain you must be weary after such a long journey. If you like, I’d be happy to offer you tea and⁠—”

      “I asked you a question,” Commander Valinor interrupted.

      Aethyris’s throat bobbed, and he looked around, but Commander Valinor took another step forward and captured his full attention.

      “I—I did, sir.”

      “And would you care to explain why you sent a hundred warriors into battle against untold thousands?”

      “S—Sir, there’s no evidence of thousands of Kavenor. Never have so many come close to our borders.”

      “The information has been confirmed by other scouts. Once again, why did you order the garrison back into a battle the commander had already determined he couldn’t win?”

      Aethyris’s face paled, but he’d been too long in control of this small slice of land, and he’d forgotten humility. Fear transformed to outrage and bluster. “How dare you come into my land and question my decisions! When your father hears of this disrespect, you’ll be thankful to be cleaning latrines.”

      The threat carried a real weight. Even Sorova knew that military commanders were subservient to local magistrates, a measure originally designed to prevent the abuse of military power. Only the five generals of Eranor stood above the magistrates, and of course, the lords above them, though most lords rose from a military background.

      Commander Valinor didn’t even blink at the threat. “I’d hoped to find you more cooperative, maybe even repentant. You are hereby relieved of your position. The elders of the village may select another magistrate to serve in the interim until Lord Parvis can appoint another.”

      “On whose authority?” Aethyris snarled.

      “Mine. Do you question it?”

      “I reject it.”

      Commander Valinor’s answering stare chilled Sorova to the bone. “One last time, I offer you the chance to reconsider and cooperate. The invasion of Kavenor qualifies as an act of war and makes the governance of Duskmere a military matter, and my word is as law.”

      Aethyris hesitated, too late sensing the trap the commander had laid for him. He could continue to resist, but if the Kavenor had invaded as Sorova’s father had insisted, his disobedience to wartime rule was tantamount to treason. Unfortunately, if he cooperated and the Kavenor had invaded, he was guilty of sending many troops to their deaths. His actions were within the letter of the laws, but Lord Parvis was not forgiving of failure.

      Sorova bit back the urge to cheer Commander Valinor on. Aethyris’s only hope was to resist and somehow prove the Kavenor hadn’t invaded. He clutched at that hope. “Stoneward was abandoned to nothing more than a raiding party. I sent them to remedy their error.”

      Commander Valinor sighed. He looked around the crowd as though weighing a decision, or perhaps taking their measure of the argument. Then, in one smooth motion, he slid his sword from its sheath and cut Aethyris’s head off. Sorova’s eyes went wide as saucers, and she just had time to see the head strike the ground before her mother wrapped her arms around her and pressed Sorova’s face to her dress.

      Commander Valinor’s voice silenced the crowd before it could erupt. “Magistrate Aethyris, I find you guilty of treason and sentence you to immediate death. Elders of Duskmere, you have until noon to appoint an interim magistrate. I care not who it is, so long as they recognize my authority. At noon, I’ll also expect a full report. I want to know the numbers of people in the village, the amount of food available, and who among you is capable of combat or is a veteran. Get to it, please.”

      Commotion erupted, but Mother kept Sorova pressed tight against her stomach. In any other circumstance, Sorova might have fought the control, but now she welcomed Mother’s strong arms. She hated Aethyris for sending Father away, but the sight of his head spinning lazily through the air was not one she would soon forget, much as she wished to.

      Sorova both sensed and heard the island of stillness that approached. “Do I have the honor of addressing Kelestia?” The voice was Commander Valinor’s, warmer now.

      She felt her mother bow. “I am, but how⁠—?”

      “The Calidryn who visited you last night left a detailed report. You and your daughter were recommended to me. Although I cannot promise your husband’s safe return, the Calidryn were sent to retrieve the soldiers and return them to Duskmere. On behalf of all Eranor, I apologize for the orders they were given.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      “No. The decision of every magistrate reflects upon Eranor as a whole, and I do not think I speak alone when I say Aethyris’s decisions are a stain upon us all.”

      Sorova felt the pounding of her mother’s heart. “How can I serve, Commander?”

      “Your husband made a difficult choice, but the right one. The elders will choose a magistrate, but the number of Stoneward families will likely outnumber Duskmere’s villagers. I need someone who will speak for Stoneward, and I’d hoped you might accept the role.”

      Mother didn’t hesitate. “I accept.”

      “Good. I will dispatch soldiers to take control of all food stores, so your problems with the local den will be over. Are there any other immediate needs?”

      “What shelter you can spare. Every bed in the village is full, and there are many families sleeping in the street at night. Even the warmth of a tent would be an improvement. Healers, too. We do not have any injured that I’m aware of, but sickness is a constant threat this time of year, and the nights outdoors will have done no favors.”

      “It will be done.”

      There was a moment of silence, and then Sorova found herself being turned around by Mother so she faced Commander Valinor. He squatted down before her, so his face was close to her level. She bowed deeply. “Sir.”

      “My Calidryn told me you are brave.”

      Sorova rarely found herself without something to say, but in the presence of this commander, words failed her. She bowed even deeper, not knowing what else to do.

      She had the sense that there was more the commander wanted to say, some reassurance he wanted to give, but upon a moment’s reflection he held his tongue. He dipped his head to her, and shame rushed to her cheeks, for no commander should bow to a child.

      “Stay brave, my young friend. Eranor needs all the courage we can find.”
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      The surviving Stoneward soldiers returned that afternoon. Sorova heard the rumors while she scrubbed dishes on the inn’s behalf, and she was out the front door before Mother could stop her. She ran north, reaching the end of the village before Mother caught her. The survivors were close enough to identify, and her father was not among them.

      Mother placed her hands on Sorova’s shoulders, then wrapped her arms around her child. Sorova felt her arms tremble, and at that moment, the truth struck her like an unexpected blow. Her whole body went still and suddenly empty inside, as though one of the Nine had come while no one was looking and stolen muscle, bone, and organ.

      There was just…nothing. Even her thoughts were blank, and she stared at the approaching soldiers as though they were strangers.

      He couldn’t be gone. He’d told her, right before he’d left, that he would do everything in his strength to return, and he was a man who kept his promises. She’d always been able to trust him.

      The soldiers reached the edge of the town and many of them came to Mother. Their words sounded distant, filled with meaningless phrases about bravery and sacrifice. They wanted her to understand that he had saved them, as though that somehow excused him for breaking his promise to her.

      Mother responded, her voice equally distant, and there was much bowing, but Sorova could only stand, still as a statue.

      In time, the soldiers trickled past into Duskmere, to find the families they’d left behind. Only Sorova and Mother remained, and Mother tugged gently on Sorova’s shoulders and called her name.

      Sorova kept staring north, but there was no movement upon the empty grasslands. The sun burned her face, and when she went to brush her hair away from her eyes she found tears running down her cheeks. She wiped them away and flung them into the grass, for they did her no good.

      The emptiness inside her remained, and at that moment, she was certain that nothing would ever fill it again.

      Sorova turned back to Duskmere and the inn.

      There were still dishes that needed scrubbing.
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      Mendus stood on the walls of Stoneward Hold and watched the camps prepare for the day’s march. A full day on the move would bring them within a quarter-day’s march of Duskmere, and by the end of the day tomorrow the village would fall. They would regroup at Duskmere, then make the big push for Eldroska and Ryvar Pass. There the mountains narrowed before opening up to the main lands of Eranor. Mendus wasn’t so ambitious to strike into Eranor’s main territory. The pass was a defensible position, and the land they’d capture if they were successful would more than ensure the clans a future. The visions he’d been shown would never come to pass.

      To the west, one of the clans had already stowed their tents and were ready to ride. They loitered aimlessly, gesturing rudely to the clans who hadn’t yet finished their preparations. Mendus contemplated sending out messengers, but what was the point? They all knew they were supposed to hurry, but the head of each clan and family did as they pleased.

      Velken climbed the stairs two at a time and stood by his father. He watched the same scenes and spat over the wall. “It’s disgraceful.”

      Mendus felt more patient this morning, perhaps because they were on the move again and preparing for battle. “It’s hundreds of years of tradition that have seeped into our very bones. No matter how strongly we wish it, the traditions won’t be broken simply by us yelling at them.”

      “Laggards could face punishments. We could force them to give food to other families or lend their horses to another clan for a few days.”

      “Worthy ideas, but they once again assume the other clans will submit to our rule. Some might, but others would turn around and return to Kavenor, and others would stir up dissent. They agreed to follow me for the opportunity to settle on Eranoran land. Beyond that, I have little hold on them besides the threat of violence, and once we start turning our swords against each other again, all of this is for naught.”

      “It will be difficult for us to beat the Eranorans if we can’t cooperate better.”

      “That was always the challenge. Individually and in small groups we’ll always be stronger, but their culture gives them a strength we cannot match. It’s why we must take what we can before they can turn their full might upon us.”

      Velken, to his credit, listened carefully. If he had a weakness as a leader, it was that he was too quick to think about what the world should be like instead of accepting it as it was. His vision of a better world drew warriors to him like firelight drew moths, but when reality fell short of that vision, his moods grew dark and he acted rashly.

      “You could simply ride out. Once you were moving, the others would hurry to follow.”

      Mendus glanced at the position of the sun. “There’s time yet. I hope to hear from Ozath before we leave.”

      As if his wish had made it so, a rider burst from the eastern tree line. He shouted something, though he was too far from the hold for Mendus to hear. Mendus leaned forward. The rider wasn’t one from Ozath. It was the same one he’d sent out this morning.

      Mendus cursed under his breath.

      “What?” Velken asked.

      “There will be trouble. Come.”

      The two warriors left through the main gate and met the messenger outside the walls. Several of the nearby clan commanders had also seen the messenger coming and split from their clans to hear the news, too.

      The messenger looked shaken, but he dismounted and waited for Mendus’s command. “What news?” Mendus asked.

      The messenger lacked the courage to look him in the eye. “It’s Ozath, sir. He and all his clans are dead.”
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      Mendus didn’t call for the council to gather, for they’d delayed long enough. The temptation to put the advance aside and investigate Ozath’s destruction pulled at him, but he accepted the messenger’s report readily enough. Ozath and the clans under his command had been killed in their sleep, without a shred of the famed Eranoran honor given to them.

      It had to be Calidryn. The three that had escaped from the ambush the day before? Possibly, but Mendus suspected more. His grip on the reins tightened as he imagined the suffering they’d endure when he caught them.

      Velken had objected quietly, eager to ride for vengeance and even more eager to test his skills against powerful Calidryn. Mendus burned with the same desires, but the needs of the clans came first, and the Calidryn would be as good as gone with a solid half-day’s head start. Now Velken sulked, riding among his clan members.

      Mendus made no move to stop the word from spreading, though, and it wasn’t long before Draeven, as expected, rode hard toward him.

      He didn’t bother with formalities. “You wouldn’t even send a party after those who did this?”

      “They’re most likely powerful Calidryn with most of a day’s lead in the woods where a Zarkun has been spotted. Sending pursuit only risks more lives and distracts us from what matters most. Besides, I’d guess they’ll return to Duskmere and Commander Valinor. We’ll meet them soon enough.”

      Draeven looked as though he was angry enough to draw steel, and Mendus almost wished that he would. It would give him an excuse to remove at least one of the thorns in his side. Unfortunately, Draeven saw reason before his disrespect carried too far. Like so many clan leaders, he turned to words instead of swords, thinking they cut just as deep.

      “You were a fool to choose Ozath for the position. You chose blind loyalty over competence, and now our eastern flank is exposed.”

      Mendus almost winced, for if there was an insult that could cut his thick skin, that was it. The only words that could wound were true ones, and Mendus’s darker thoughts had been turned in exactly that direction since the messenger had arrived. Ozath had been a promise of stability, a certainty that Mendus’s plan and orders would be followed on at least one of his flanks. But Ozath wasn’t as strong a commander as Selmara, and too many precious warriors had paid the price for Mendus’s choice.

      Draeven saw that he’d drawn blood, and he twisted the dagger. “Choose wisely next time, for there are many whispering against you. A real leader chooses competence over personal loyalty.”

      He rode away before Mendus could retort, and it was a good long while before Mendus could loosen his grip on the reins enough to shake out his hands.
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      They made camp that night only a few miles from Duskmere. Mendus ordered the separate clans camp closer together than they preferred, as there was no doubt the murderous Calidryn had taken advantage of the spread-out camps. Complaining followed, but Mendus would hear none of it. He also ordered the clans to keep Bloodstalkers on watch throughout the night, with specific instructions to watch for shrouded Calidryn. There was no other way an Eranoran could have gotten close to a clan warrior without raising an alarm.

      The confidence the clans had gained since their easy conquest of Stoneward Hold wasn’t entirely undeserved, but every mile they advanced would become more difficult than the ones behind them.

      Once he was confident he’d done what he could, he summoned Velken to his tent. When his son arrived, he threw aside the flap of the tent, stepped inside, and crossed his thick arms. Mendus, who’d been sitting on a cushion, raised an eyebrow. “There’s no need for any of that.”

      “You’re not the one who has to listen to what they’re saying about you. Draeven senses a weakness in your armor now, and he’ll poke around it until he finds a crack he can thrust a killing dagger in. They say that you don’t care about the fallen, that we’re nothing better than pawns on a Sovarene board.”

      Velken’s anger took the shape of wounded pride, but Mendus knew Velken well and saw it more as the result of doubt, of the frightening suspicion that maybe, just maybe, his father’s enemies had judged Mendus better than he had. Perhaps he even worried that he’d been a fool to so blindly accept the rightness of his father’s orders.

      Mendus didn’t fault Velken’s doubt, but it cut him deeply all the same. A son should never have cause to doubt his father’s judgment. Regardless, it made his decision to summon Velken that much more prescient.

      “Do you agree?” Mendus asked.

      Velken mastered himself before speaking rashly, though the temptation was strong. “Your reasoning was sound, but even a token force sent in pursuit would have quelled much of the frustration. By the Nine, if you’d done so much as summoned a council and explained your reasons, Draeven wouldn’t have any firm ground to stand on.”

      The careful phrasing of his son’s disagreement filled Mendus’s chest with warmth, and he was once again made certain of what he must do. Even gripped by frustration and worry, he spoke well, voicing disagreement without disrespect. He had it in him to become a better leader of the clans than his father.

      “That is what you would have done?”

      “It is, but I don’t know everything that you do, do I?”

      Mendus’s breath caught, and he looked at his son in a new light. He’d misjudged Velken, underestimated his flesh and blood. He didn’t hold a sliver of doubt against his father. No, he was only frustrated his father hadn’t seen fit to trust him with the entirety of Mendus’s plans.

      Mendus swallowed the stone in his throat. He had many children by many wives, and one of his greatest regrets was that to give them the life they deserved, he needed to sacrifice the time with him they also deserved. He spared what he could, which was precious little, and forced himself to be content with being an observer as they grew. But what a joy it was to watch them grow. He cared less about his achievement of joining almost all the clans together than he did about any of his children’s first steps, or their first words.

      The same feeling suffused him now, to see the depth of Velken’s ability. Once he swallowed the stone, he said, “No, you don’t, which is why I summoned you.”

      Velken’s arms dropped and he leaned forward. “Yes?”

      Mendus gestured to the cushion across from him. “Sit and center yourself. I could tell you, but it’s better in this case if I open my memories to you, so you can experience it as I have.”

      Velken faltered on the way to the cushion, but didn’t question his father’s decision. Bloodstalkers with a well-developed sensitivity could share memories, but despite the advantages it was rarely done, for memories were more vivid than imagination. Sights, sounds, and touch were accompanied by unguarded and unfiltered emotion, the experience more revealing than standing naked in the middle of camp. Few Bloodstalkers enjoyed the process.

      Velken prepared himself and stretched his awareness toward his father’s spirit. Mendus sensed the approach and released the mental defenses he’d formed around the memories, opening himself to his son. He didn’t flinch as he presented his memories for Velken’s exploration.

      There was much to sift through, from his mysterious ally’s first arrival on a bloody battlefield, one of many that Mendus had triumphed upon. The realization, always known but rarely experienced, that for all his strength, Mendus was as nothing compared to the enigmatic man. Velken’s surprise at the revelation was barely less than Mendus’s had been that day.

      Mendus walked alongside Velken as the memories rushed by. He witnessed, once again, the visions the dark figure had revealed, relived the heartbreak as he’d journeyed across Kavenor to confirm what visions he could. Mendus’s own conversion had been the work of years, but Velken repeated the journey before the sun had finished falling from the sky.

      Following the conversion came the long unification of the clans, if Mendus’s campaign deserved the title. Velken examined then tossed aside most of these memories, as he’d been of an age to experience most of them, in some capacity, on his own. He focused instead on the visits of the man Mendus had come to call his ally, listening carefully to the words exchanged.

      Mendus sensed his son turn his attention deeper, to the vast array of memories still secured by mental defenses. This deep within Mendus’s mind and spirit, it was the flip of an Eranoran coin whether Velken could break the defenses and lay all of Mendus’s life bare.

      The temptation was but a moment, and Velken turned away. He passed once more over the memories Mendus shared, searching for anything he’d missed before, but when he was reassured, he retracted his spirit and allowed Mendus time to reestablish his defenses and center himself.

      “I wish you would have shared this with me earlier. I could have helped.”

      “Perhaps. I misjudged you before, and I apologize. Your pride as a clansman burns bright, and I feared that if you were to find my success was influenced by outside forces, you would no longer support me.”

      “It’s not about supporting you, though. It’s about saving the clans.”

      “A truth I’ve tried to spread, but to little avail. Most still consider this to be a land grab and little more.”

      “What do you need of me?”

      Mendus stood. “Truthfully, right now, I do not even know. This knowledge should stay between us, for if Draeven were to learn what you now know, he would call into question everything I’ve accomplished. I hope that you will be a voice of reason among the other commanders, a shield against the arrows Draeven will continue to fling at me. Regardless of my reasons, we need to advance quickly, for the Eranorans are already mounting their resistance. We need the land as quickly as possible.”

      Velken also stood. “You have my sword, Father. May I never give you cause to doubt it.”
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      The weight that slowed Kalin’s steps to Duskmere wasn’t all found in his pack, and from the lack of complaints from the others, he wasn’t the only one feeling it on his shoulders.

      The night before had, by all the standards of war, been a wild success. Kalin had hoped only to ambush a few of the outlying camps, but all had been spread far enough apart that an attack on one wasn’t noticed by the others. Many of the camps within the outer ring hadn’t even bothered to post a watch.

      Time and time again, Kalin had been certain he led his Calidryn into a trap. Even now, after they’d put miles between them and the Kavenor and it was clear no pursuit was forthcoming, he wondered if he’d somehow fallen into his enemy’s plans.

      Their revenge for the Stoneward garrison had been complete, though, and they’d even crept close enough to the tree line to better judge the forces currently arrayed around the hold. Valinor would be more than grateful when they returned.

      With the strength of the Dream granting them endurance, they made it to Duskmere by late afternoon the following day. The sight of the familiar banners waving to the south of the village put a much-needed spring in their step, and the Calidryn returned to a camp holding its breath in anticipation.

      The other Calidryn bid Kalin farewell and returned to their respective units. Valinor believed his Lords’ Calidryn too valuable to be clumped together, and so Kalin’s unit was most often found scattered among the rest of the army.

      His duty was to report to Valinor, but he wandered instead through the camp, no real destination in mind. The normal order of the camp was disturbed by all the new arrivals, and the disruptions grated against senses worn raw. Kalin wandered out from the camp and sat in the grass.

      Their actions had been in the service of Eranor, which was all he’d ever wanted. He breathed deep and clutched at his chest. Was there a bath nearby? He needed to bathe before stepping foot in Valinor’s presence.

      Only the dirt wasn’t on his hands. It had worked its way deeper.

      He shook his head.

      It was no more than what the safety of Eranor demanded. Sorova, Kelestia, even Terenar. He’d done it for them.

      He wrung his hands, but there’d be no resolution today, and Valinor needed to hear his report. Kalin stood, brushed himself off, and returned to camp.

      He was given admittance to Valinor’s tent without delay, and before he’d even settled he had a cup of tea in front of him, which he sipped gratefully from. He bowed in thanks, then took a moment to collect his thoughts before giving his report. His friend would no doubt sense the war raging within, but he composed himself as well as he was able. Valinor listened without interruption, and when Kalin finished, sat in silent contemplation.

      In time, he said, “I believe that you chose well last night, but I wish, with all my heart, that the burden of that act wasn’t yours to carry.”

      Kalin’s vision blurred and he bowed. “If it protects Eranor, I will try to bear it gladly.”

      Valinor searched for a way to comfort his friend. “What you did might save many lives.”

      Kalin was too tired to pretend to politeness. “Maybe, but I fear even that is unlikely. Our mission was a success, but we barely scratched the monster coming toward us.”

      Valinor had no easy answer to Kalin’s challenge, and for a time they sat in silence, lost in their thoughts.

      Kalin asked, “What of Duskmere?”

      Valinor’s gaze darkened at the question, and he gave a brief account of his day. Kalin’s eyes widened at news of the execution, and Valinor noticed. “He was a fool my father sent out here thinking he would be out of the way. Instead, he cost us nearly a hundred invaluable warriors for no gain. He was fortunate I passed judgment on him as quickly as I did. His suffering should have been greater.”

      “And the den?”

      “Obedient for now, but Terenar’s a dark one. He’ll cause trouble down the road. I’ve got my soldiers watching the den closely, and for now they don’t even have space to breathe.”

      Kalin was glad to hear it, but Valinor still danced around the more important question, and the one more difficult to answer. “What will you do?”

      “I’m still undecided. Any suggestions?”

      “It all comes down to what’s more important. Are we here to save the people, or save the land? We can’t do both, and to be honest, I’m not sure that we could save the land even if we wanted to.”

      “You’d rank our chances that low?”

      “You’re outnumbered at least ten to one with no defensive fortifications, and they have far more Bloodstalkers than you have Calidryn. Even if we had walls protecting us, we wouldn’t have a chance.”

      Valinor sipped at his tea. “Duskmere has been part of Eranor for nearly five generations. Would you have me abandon it without a fight?”

      Kalin’s thoughts turned to Sorova, who’d already lost her father. “In a heartbeat.”

      “You forget that this land is more than just its people. We pushed the Kavenor north generations ago because this land is filled with precious metals, endless forests, and vibrant fields. Materials and supplies that are the fuel to the fire of Eranor’s growth. If I retreat without a fight, there’s an excellent chance I never become a lord of Eranor. The council doesn’t reward cowardice, especially when it will harm so many.”

      Kalin knew Valinor too well, and didn’t rise to the bait. There was no doubt the fact was on Valinor’s mind, but Valinor had once risked his future lordship for a single friend. He wouldn’t blink at risking it for an entire village. “All true, but there’s no honor in fighting a battle that gives you no advantage. It’s your father’s arrival that will determine how this war ends.”

      “But if I sacrifice my soldiers to delay the Kavenori advance, then isn’t that a worthy cause?”

      “Perhaps, if the delay was meaningful, but you’re again underestimating the difference in the size of our forces. It’s the same decision Stoneward’s commander faced, and his decision, which you’ve praised, is the same now. Your forces wouldn’t even last half the day, which will make no difference at all.”

      Valinor took the last sip of his tea, then left his hands, relaxed, on his lap. “Thank you. It’s the right decision, but knowing that doesn’t make it any easier. The consequences will be felt for years, if not generations.”

      Kalin cocked his head to the side like a bird confused by the antics of its prey.

      “What?” Valinor asked.

      “I don’t think like you do. I see the invading army that we can’t stop and the civilians who will be killed or worse when the Kavenor arrive, and the decision is simple. You’re mapping out consequences, considering future generations, and thinking about the impact on the rest of Eranor.”

      Valinor raised an eyebrow. “You think I should think more simply?”

      “Not at all. You’ve honored me by giving me a chance to see the situation as you do, and it makes me grateful, again, you’re a commander and I’m a mere Calidryn. You’re suited to your role in a way I could never be.”

      “Perhaps you sell yourself short. Maybe, if you found yourself in my position and with my training, you’d be better.”

      Kalin acknowledged the possibility with a shrug. “I doubt it. Training and education matter, of course, and practice can develop a skill, but there is such a thing as innate talent. Mine involves the Dream, and yours is”—Kalin gestured to the camp and Duskmere—“all of this. If we were to trade positions, we’d do nothing but harm.”

      Valinor considered him carefully. “May I confess something, a thought I’ve had that you won’t like?”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t think you’re meant to be a Calidryn, either.”

      From the lips of anyone else, the words would have sparked outrage and violence. Even from Valinor, Kalin clenched his fists and pressed them tight to his side so he wouldn’t lash out. Valinor knew, better than almost anyone, how much being a Calidryn meant to him. “Explain.”

      “It’s not meant as an insult. If anything, it’s a compliment, for I can’t quite understand how you’ve accomplished it. Your spirit is too sensitive for the work of a Calidryn. It grants you the strengths you’ve developed, but that same sensitivity cuts you deeper than most when you’re called to be Eranor’s sword.”

      Kalin understood the intent behind Valinor’s observation, and if he’d been given more time for reflection, might have even agreed with it. As it was, he stood and bowed before he did something he wasn’t proud of. “May I be excused?”

      Valinor didn’t bother to hide his hurt, but he nodded. “Certainly. Get some rest, friend.”

      Kalin left before he hurt Valinor worse.
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      His eyes drooped and his legs felt as though weights had been attached to his ankles, but Valinor’s parting words sent his thoughts racing and denied him the simple and necessary pleasure of sleep. After tossing and turning for a time, he rose from his bed, strapped on his sword, and went for a walk.

      The night was early yet, and many soldiers were still around the campfires, accompanied by Stoneward’s survivors. It lifted Kalin’s spirit to see the survivors gifted warmth, companionship, and shelter. His steps took him through the camp and across the empty space into Duskmere. The village was much quieter than it had been when he’d visited last, with almost all sign of the refugees gone.

      Someone sniffled around the corner, and when Kalin stepped into the next street he found young Sorova sitting at one of the inn’s outdoor tables. She was alone, staring at the night sky and wiping tears from her eyes. Kalin turned away to give her privacy, but she called to him.

      “Would you join me?”

      He didn’t care to keep her company, but he wouldn’t deny her, knowing what she’d so recently lost. He came and sat at the table. Movement from the upstairs window revealed Kelestia’s concerned gaze, but when she saw it was Kalin, she bowed and returned to her needlework.

      “I’m sorry about your father,” Kalin said.

      Sorova’s answering noise was noncommittal, and her gaze remained fully fixed on the stars.

      A dozen platitudes ran through his mind, words he’d uttered often enough in his brief service as a Calidryn. Polite words, commonly accepted. How time would heal all wounds, or how her father had died as a brave man who had saved many lives with his selfless actions.

      All true, yes, but still empty.

      He looked up at the stars with her. The night promised to be a cold one as the warmth of Eryndoril was stolen by the pitch-black skies above, but the clear sky promised a beautiful display in return.

      Looking at the stars made him think of Valinor, who had a minor obsession with tracking the movements of the lights across both the seasons and the years. He knew the sky better than he knew his maps of Eranor, and he knew the name of every village, creek, and well in Eranor.

      Kalin had always found Valinor’s obsession with the sky fitting, for only a canvas so large could contain the scope of his plans.

      The thought was random, but a deep intuition told him it was the one to follow. “You know who else I always find staring at the stars? Val—Commander Valinor.”

      That finally pulled her gaze down from the stars above. “Really?”

      “Truly. Whenever he’s facing a difficult decision, I can always find him outside at night, staring up. He’s even made maps of all the ways the stars move. He says that staring at the night sky helps him think.”

      “They make me feel small, like a mouse. Sometimes I like feeling small.”

      Kalin understood all too well. “I feel like that when I dive into the Dream. It always reminds me that no matter how strong I am, I’m still only one human walking in a world that’s so much vaster than I am.”

      “Is my father part of the Dream now?”

      “He always was. We all are.”

      She gave him a look that reminded him of Sylvenna, his old headmistress, when she’d eagerly picked at his beliefs until he understood what was true. “That’s not faith for you, is it?”

      Kalin shook his head.

      “Does it bring you comfort, knowing that?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      He had her full attention now. “Why not?”

      “Because the mystery remains, and it’s the not knowing that scares us. Our spirits might be part of the tapestry of the Dream, and dying doesn’t change that, but it doesn’t answer the questions I care about. It doesn’t tell me anything about what happens to my perceptions, my senses, or my will after I die.”

      She turned quickly back to the stars. “Everyone keeps telling me that I’ll be fine.”

      “They mean well enough. It’s hard to know what to say when someone loses a person they love.”

      When she looked back at him, there was a desperation in her eyes. “Will I be fine?”

      How he wished he could bring himself to say yes, because he saw in that gaze that she’d come to trust him, and that if he were to reassure her, she’d believe him and sleep easier tonight. Comfort was not healing, though, for healing belonged only to the domain of truth. “I can’t promise you that.”

      He saw then, at that moment, how he’d won her trust forever even as he’d plunged a dagger into her heart. Her tears fell freely now, but she nodded. “Thank you.”

      “May I say one more thing?” he asked.

      She nodded again.

      “I, too, lost my father, though I was a little older than you.”

      He thought of his anger at Valinor, so much of it rooted in a promise he’d made when he was just a child, that he’d become a Calidryn to make his father proud.

      He said, “I won’t tell you that you’ll be fine, or that the grief will go away. It’s been more than ten years for me, and sometimes I still feel as I did the day he died. But I will tell you that life will go on, and it will still become what you make of it.”

      With that, he stood. His anger and frustration was gone, swept clean away by Sorova’s grief, and now he was tired.

      “I am sorry. I didn’t know your father, but everything I’ve learned about him tells me that he was a good man. In some ways, it makes his loss even worse, but I’m glad you had him in your life.”

      She bowed, and he returned the gesture, and he left her to her grief.
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      Mendus wandered the camp alone, with few to turn to. His clan, his family, flesh, and blood, had been given to Velken’s leadership to assuage fears he wouldn’t be able to balance the demands of leading his clan and all of them. The decision had been the right one, but it left him feeling like an arrow without fletching. Most noted his passing, but few invited him to their fires, and when they did, it was begrudgingly.

      Once, he’d been welcome wherever he traveled, a mug of ale thrust into his hands no matter where he’d been or how long he’d been gone. His wives had been eager to warm his bed, and his children had laughed when he approached.

      Some warriors still invited him to their fires, but it was more often to ask him a favor than to enjoy his company. His wives still warmed his bed, but they sensed the darkness that surrounded him, and too many of his children treated him more as their leader than their father. None of the costs of his ascension were unexpected, but he hadn’t realized how much he missed those small moments of companionship until they were gone.

      He’d made the choices that led him here of his own free will, and the blame was his to shoulder alone.

      He allowed himself another few moments of self-pity, then straightened his spine and began the journey back to his tent. Tomorrow would doubtless be another full day, and his body demanded rest.

      So of course Draeven was waiting outside his tent as though busy laying a new ambush. Mendus would have swept past him without a word, except Draeven wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a young man, clearly of Eranoran descent. Despite being in the very heart of the Kavenor camp, he looked around as though he was a hunter scouting for a new profit. Mendus didn’t like him, and liked even less that he was in Draeven’s company.

      He gestured for them to enter the tent. Once the flap was closed behind them and he’d stoked the coals of his fire back to life, Mendus asked in their shared language, “What’s this about, Draeven?”

      “This is Terenar, sir. He came to us from Duskmere this evening to speak with us, and I believe it’s worth hearing his offer. He’s the spy that’s been communicating with Selmara, and he speaks our language fluently.”

      Mendus turned the full weight of his attention to Terenar, and was unsettled when the man didn’t blink. Either he had enough courage to join the Kavenor, or he was a great enough fool he’d be better off dead. “Go on.”

      The man bowed deeply, the foolish Eranoran custom that only exposed necks to unsheathed swords. Mendus resisted the urge, strong as it was, for this man’s information had been a great help in planning the invasion.

      The Eranoran, as promised, spoke the language of the clans fluently. “As your commander said, my name is Terenar, and I’m from Duskmere. I came because we both have problems that could be solved by our cooperation.”

      Mendus almost laughed out loud, but the lateness of the night and his displeasure at enduring Draeven’s company in his tent gave him the strength to resist the urge.

      Terenar continued, “As of this morning, Commander Valinor arrived with more than three hundred soldiers, including many of the dangerous Lords’ Calidryn. If your plan is to assault Duskmere, you won’t find it as soft a target as Stoneward Hold.”

      Mendus wished he’d invited Velken, so he could at least have someone to share silent glances with. Commander Valinor had ten Lords’ Calidryn at most, but more likely five, and Mendus’s forces would wash over them with ease. Nevertheless, Terenar believed he’d made a salient point, and Mendus was more than happy to watch the fool hang himself with his own words. “And what, exactly, do you propose?”

      “Simply put, to help you take Duskmere with minimal risk to your warriors. No wise commander wishes to place their warriors in more danger than is necessary.”

      “And in exchange, what problem do I solve for you?”

      Terenar held up two fingers. “Two, actually.” He brought one down. “Commander Valinor has stolen goods that are rightfully mine, and I’d like to see them returned.”

      “What goods?”

      “Enough food to feed an army for weeks,” Terenar answered.

      Despite the man, Mendus found himself interested. A single clan could feed itself with little difficulty, but all the clans together quickly depleted all the game in an area. Food was already proving a challenge, and would only become more so the farther south they marched. He’d hoped to use Duskmere’s reserves to bolster his own larders for the campaign.

      “And the second?”

      “Kill the Lord’s Calidryn. They were the ones who first stole my grain, and if the rumors I hear are true, they’ve cut you, too. The world would be better off without them.”

      This time, Mendus met Draeven’s gaze. The man shrugged, and Mendus sighed. For all their vast differences, Mendus would much rather live in a world with hundreds of Draevens than one Terenar. At least Draeven would challenge him to a duel. Terenar would stab him in the back and find a way to claim it was honor.

      “You’ve seen the size of the forces at my command. Say I do accept your help. That I will destroy the Lord’s Calidryn goes without saying, but why should I return food to you that would help my soldiers?”

      Terenar had been prepared for the question, for he answered without a moment’s hesitation. “Because Draeven tells me you’re a leader with a vision, and that you would see the Kavenor installed in these lands for generations. It’s a noble vision, and one I can help make a reality.”

      “Do tell.”

      “I’ve seen your camp, so I know your numbers. There’s no doubt you will acquire the land, but can you keep it? Eranor is slow to react, but its sense of justice is absolute. The only way to protect your land is to have friends in Eranor, friends I can help you make. Friends who would be only too eager to assist.”

      Mendus almost laughed again at the audacity of the man as the full extent of his plans became apparent. He would establish himself as a messenger between two nations, no doubt profiting greatly from the position.

      Mendus encouraged him to finish his proposal. “Such friends do not come cheaply, in my experience.”

      “Fortunate for you, then, that the land you conquer is rich in resources.”

      “Tell me. How would you help me in Duskmere?”

      Terenar leaned forward, warming to the subject. “Tomorrow I will set fire to a group of houses, homes where Commander Valinor believes most of the grain is being kept. His soldiers will have no choice but to respond, and you will seize the moment to attack. Your victory is already guaranteed. My help means you won’t spill as much blood.”

      Mendus rubbed at his beard as he considered. He glanced at Draeven, whose greatest strength was the manipulation of fire, and wouldn’t be surprised to learn the two had hatched this plot together. Draeven would see his own opportunity in the action.

      Despite that, Terenar’s plan would reduce the risk to his warriors, and that wasn’t to be easily dismissed. The criminal was a fool, though, to think Mendus would honor their bargain once Duskmere was taken. Terenar thought too much like an Eranoran, in which one’s word bound them tight as chains.

      The clans, too, believed in a promise made, but only when one had the strength to back that promise up. Terenar didn’t have the strength to protect his own land.

      Mendus said, “I am intrigued by your offer. May I speak with my commander in private for a moment?”

      Terenar smiled and bowed, so confident for a man who’d be dead by the next night. He slid from the tent and Mendus said, “You didn’t bring him out of the goodness of your heart.”

      Draeven didn’t bother denying it. “I want my clan to lead the attack against Duskmere.”

      It was no great surprise, but no doubt Draeven thought it a very clever trap. Mendus had originally planned to let Velken lead the assault, for there was no chance of failure and the victory would raise his son in the estimation of the other commanders. Allowing Draeven to lead was as good as taking the respect meant for his son and pouring it over Draeven instead.

      He could attempt to thwart Draeven, but the man had no doubt planned for any of Mendus’s obvious counters. And if he refused Terenar’s offer, Draeven would let the commanders know Mendus hadn’t taken advantage of a clearly beneficial opportunity.

      It was, Mendus was forced to admit, well done. He almost congratulated Draeven, but couldn’t bring his tongue to form those words. The lives that would be saved were worth it, though. “Very well. I expect you to appropriately reward Terenar for his help once Duskmere is ours, though.” His tone left no doubt as to Mendus’s true meaning.

      Draeven understood and grinned viciously. “It would be my honor.”

      “I don’t want that filth back in my tent. You can inform him that I agree and that you will lead the assault tomorrow night.”

      “As you wish.”

      Draeven left, no doubt proud of his small accomplishment.

      Mendus pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes. Soon, it would all be done, and his children’s future would be secured.

      Some days, that day couldn’t come soon enough.
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      Sorova stumbled as she climbed the last of the stairs to her and Mother’s room, but she caught herself on the railing before falling. She paused for a moment to summon the last of her strength, then shuffled down the hallway to the room. She didn’t even bother undressing before flopping into the bed. They’d be on the move again before long anyway, so there was little point. Better to enjoy the last night with a bed she was likely to get for some time.

      Mother wasn’t far behind her, and despite Sorova’s exhaustion, she wasn’t yet asleep when the door cracked open and Mother peeked in. When she saw her daughter was still awake, she stepped in quickly and shut the door behind her. “I thought you might be asleep.”

      “Soon. Is everything ready?” Per Commander Valinor’s request, Mother had been an important part of the day’s preparation, her authority among the Stoneward survivors unquestioned.

      “Ready enough.” Mother looked to the corner of their room, where their packs lay side by side, filled once again after a few days of respite in Duskmere. Her gaze rested on the packs and her eyes glistened, but the moment passed in the beat of a heart.

      “Are we going to be fine?” Sorova asked.

      Mother wrestled with the question, and Sorova felt guilty for asking it, for she was learning the answer for herself. Routine was a blessing that she’d taken for granted, her parents’ presence a gift the Nine could take away whenever they wanted. Thanks to the efforts of her family, she’d largely experienced life as a predictable pattern of events, but nowhere was it written that her tomorrows had to be anything like her yesterdays.

      She’d clutched at anything resembling normalcy, including their new life in Duskmere, until that, too, had been yanked away by Commander Valinor’s orders that they were to retreat in the morning. All of Duskmere had spent the entire day preparing, and every man, woman, and child, had worked themselves to the bone. Food and grain were transferred to carts, and cattle were gathered from nearby ranches.

      Mother finally answered the question with, “I don’t know. I hope we will, but I can’t make you any promises. Too much is beyond me.”

      Sorova dipped her head, acknowledging Mother’s honesty. She couldn’t say why, but a bitter truth was more comforting than a well-intended lie, even as its delivery stung.

      Mother looked about as exhausted as Sorova felt, and it wasn’t long before she was in her bed, the lamps were extinguished, and Sorova was asleep.
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      She came awake to the sound of watch bells pealing. Her heart pounded even as her body demanded more rest. By the time she convinced her eyes to open, Mother was already at the window. It was still dark out, and from the way Sorova’s body felt, she hadn’t been asleep for long.

      Heavy footsteps pounded down the hallway as men rushed downstairs. Shouts penetrated the thin walls without problem, but none told Sorova what was happening.

      “Mother?” she asked.

      “I don’t know what’s happening, but you’d better get out of bed.”

      Sorova groaned but didn’t complain. She shuffled over to the window to stand beside Mother. The stars and moon were out, and at a glance, the streets were quiet. Off in the distance, the fires of the Kavenori camp burned, but Sorova didn’t think they were like stars anymore. The stars brought comfort and the Kavenor only brought death and suffering.

      The streets came alive as Sorova watched. Men with torches and swords met with one another, their gazes turned to the south, opposite the direction Sorova’s window faced. The groups that formed didn’t last long before they split and ran to the other side of the inn.

      “What should we do?” Sorova asked.

      Mother stared out the window a moment longer, tight-lipped, before she answered. “For now, I’d like you to stay here. I’ll go down to the common room to find out what’s happening. I won’t be gone long, and as soon as I find out the reason for the bells, I’ll come straight back up.”

      The idea of being in the dark room alone, the bells pealing in the background, made her knees weak. “Can I come with you?”

      “No, dear. I know you’re safe here, and I promise I’ll only be gone a moment.”

      Sorova tried to be brave for Mother, for Mother had done so much lately, not just for Sorova, but for all the survivors. She wondered how Mother did it, so soon after the loss of Father. Sorova bit her lower lip and nodded. The light from the moon illuminated the room enough that she could find her bed without tripping, and she sat down. “I’ll wait right here.”

      “That’s my girl,” Mother said. She slipped on her clothes from the day before and opened the door. A commotion rose from the common room below, and Sorova wondered if maybe Mother was right. It sounded like half an army was arguing.

      She doubted that her mother was gone for long, but the time stretched like an intestine when she made sausages, and she became increasingly certain the sun would rise before her mother returned. She tapped her foot and fidgeted on her bed, but whenever she was about to stand, she remembered she’d told Mother she would stay. Her word became an anchor tied around her chest, squeezing the air from her lungs as she waited and waited.

      The door opened again and Mother returned, and Sorova found herself in her mother’s arms before she’d even realized she’d left the bed. Her mother held her for only a moment, then gently pried her loose. “You need to grab your things. I think we need to be ready to leave.”

      “Tonight? What happened?”

      “Some fires have been started. One is under control, but the other two aren’t. Two of the food carts have been destroyed.”

      “How?”

      “No one knows for sure. We may never know. It could be the Kavenor snuck some of their warriors past Commander Valinor’s defenses. Maybe we have some traitors in our midst. Regardless, if I was the Kavenor commander, this would be an opportune time to strike.”

      “You really think they will?” Sorova didn’t want to believe it.

      “I can’t predict the Kavenori mind. All I’m saying is that if they were waiting for a moment to attack, it would be now. Commander Valinor realizes it, too, and he’s waking his army up to keep watch overnight, but it will be a bit before they’re in position and helping with the fires.”

      Sorova had more questions, but Mother put a finger to her lips. “I know, but all that matters now is getting ready. Check your pack one more time, then have it next to you.”

      She did as she was asked, even though she recognized it as work assigned to keep her busy. They’d already both checked the packs twice, and nothing had happened in the few hours they’d slept.

      While she worked, Mother looked out the window. When she cursed, Sorova looked up. Mother’s face had turned pale. She stood at the window, frozen for a moment, before reaching down and throwing on her pack in one smooth motion. “We’re moving now,” she said.

      She didn’t give Sorova a chance to ask questions. As soon as Sorova had shouldered her pack, Mother’s hand locked around her wrist tight enough to cut off the circulation to her hand. She pulled Sorova to the door, swung it open, and stepped into the hall. They ran down the stairs, and Sorova considered it a minor miracle they made it to the bottom without falling.

      The common room wasn’t as full as how it had sounded earlier, but there were a fair number of women waiting for husbands and fathers to return. Mother spoke loudly enough to carry over the din of the room. “There are Kavenor in town. Grab your families and make for Commander Valinor’s camp.”

      Mother was the first to follow her advice, and she didn’t wait around to answer any of the questions that pursued her. She pulled Sorova to the front door of the inn and looked out through the window. Sorova tried to catch her breath, but her lungs refused to pull in a full breath of air.

      Mother flung the door open and stepped into the street. Sorova looked up and down, and she swore that every shadow that moved was a giant Kavenor warrior. She wasn’t given time for her panic to build, though, as her mother pulled her west. As soon as they were past the inn, Sorova saw the flames that had called the Kavenor to war. They were taller than she expected, with flames that licked at the stars. Noxious black smoke, darker than the night sky, rose from one, and though the fires were surrounded by shouts, Sorova didn’t see how anyone could stop them. The firefighters would need to drain the well to tame the flames, and they didn’t have time. Not with the Kavenor in the streets.

      At the first intersection, Mother turned south, toward Commander Valinor’s camp. Sorova’s gaze was locked on the fire, but they made quick progress.

      Sorova sensed the danger a bare moment before her world erupted. Father had always said she was sensitive to the Dream, and that if she wanted to become a Calidryn, he believed she would pass the exams with little difficulty. Tonight, all she knew was the crushing weight of power descending upon the village. She pulled Mother with all her strength, and together the two of them tumbled behind a house.

      A volley of projections struck a moment later. Dream energies unravelled, unleashing forces that punched holes through solid walls and shattered all the glass in the village. A wave of power knocked the wind from Sorova’s lungs, and she gasped for air as the surrounding buildings shook.

      The rumblings faded and Mother was the first to return to her feet. She pulled Sorova up after, but they couldn’t return to the street they’d come from, for the building beside them had collapsed into it. Mother nodded once in thanks, then wrapped her hand firmly around Sorova’s wrist. They went forward, and once they reached the next street they found it full of survivors looking numbly around.

      “The Kavenor are here! Retreat to Commander Valinor’s camp!” Mother shouted, and once again set an example as she pulled Sorova through the crowd.

      The others were slower to react, but then the crowd surged forward, like an avalanche of snow falling down the side of a mountain. Sorova and Mother were caught in the currents, and only Mother’s death grip on Sorova’s wrist kept them together as fleeing citizens jostled and shoved one another to reach safety.

      The crowd went mad when the first Kavenor appeared in the street, his enormous sword already dripping blood. One young man, desperate to put as much distance between himself and the new arrival, shoved Mother hard to get her out of his way. Mother stumbled, tripped, and fell, but released Sorova’s wrist before she pulled Sorova down with her.

      Mother letting go was like losing her anchor. Sorova, suddenly bereft of her mother’s weight, could do nothing but keep her balance as she followed the force of the crowd. Within a heartbeat, she was pulled away from where Mother had fallen out of sight. “Mother!”

      There was no answering call, but Sorova’s scream was one among many, and there was no telling if it reached the ears of its intended. Sorova struggled and fought, but against the adults fleeing south, there was no hope of her pushing north.

      She fought until she realized the hopelessness of it, and then she gave herself to the primal wisdom of the crowd as it fled from danger. She focused only on keeping her balance and moving forward. At one point the heat from the fires was close, and the smell of burning wood overwhelmed the stink of panic of the crowd, but so tight was the press of bodies that she saw little more than the top of the towering flames.

      Somewhere off in the distance she heard other children crying, but she had no more ability to help them than she could help herself. Someone beside her grunted, then fell, and Sorova saw that a Kavenor was close. The crowd around her thinned suddenly, and she sprinted back into it before the Kavenor could bring his sword up again.

      Once they reached the outskirts of Duskmere the press of bodies lessened, spreading out like a river coming out of a narrow gorge and into a wide grassland. They still flowed south, driven by Mother’s warning. Sorova could finally stop and look around, and she called for Mother, but there was no answer.

      Any thoughts of returning to the village were banished by the sight of the Kavenor hunting among the tail end of the survivors. Soldiers streamed north from Commander Valinor’s camp, but there was no place for her in the battle to come. She stared for longer than she should have, watching for any sign of Mother, but she saw none.

      Mother would want her to get to safety, though, and so, with a heavy heart, she turned away from Duskmere and the growing fires and toward the welcoming darkness of Commander Valinor’s camp.
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      Kalin summoned his Calidryn together once the bells began ringing in Duskmere. Valinor found him as the others gathered. His instructions were simple and terse. “They’re going to hit us hard. Make them pay for it, but get back here alive. I’ll need you tomorrow.”

      They were off a moment later, each of their spirits skimming the surface of the Dream and drawing strength into their bodies. The fires burned as beacons, drawing friend and foe alike.

      It quickly became apparent that their quick response wouldn’t be quick enough. The fires and the raid were too close together to be anything but planned, and Valinor had left enough space between his camp and Duskmere that any reaction would be too slow. Kalin’s Calidryn were among the first from the camp to reach Duskmere, but already Kavenor spread through the streets.

      Kalin didn’t sense any Bloodstalkers among them, and so he sent out his Calidryn in pairs to clear the immediate area. Solivar and Selindra paired up, as did Jhalon and Melienne. They spread out and began their bloody work. Kalin wandered deeper into Duskmere, quietly slipping between buildings as he sought the Bloodstalkers he was sure were close.

      They announced themselves in another part of the village with a volley of projections that tore down houses and ripped up the streets. Kalin thanked them for revealing themselves. He counted three, all strong and all deep in the Dream. No easy fight, then.

      He’d fought Bloodstalkers before, but never three at once, and never their best. He drew his sword and thrust a weak projection into the Dream.

      The Bloodstalkers might sense it, although it was weak enough and the Dream around Duskmere was chaotic enough that was far from guaranteed. Even if they did, they wouldn’t understand its purpose.

      The other Calidryn came to his call, and from the blood on their uniforms, they’d already been busy.

      “Three Bloodstalkers grouped together to the north. What do you think?”

      “We hunt them down,” Solivar said.

      No one argued with the assessment, and so Kalin nodded. “On me, then. Keep quiet.”

      He led them through the streets and alleys, keeping buildings between him and the Bloodstalkers. They moved quick, although none did more than gently skip across the surface of the Dream, not wanting to warn the Bloodstalkers of their imminent arrival.

      They found the Bloodstalkers guarded by a ring of soldiers, but they’d set up a stationary position with the intent of raining more projections down upon the village. Kalin frowned, then risked diving deeper into the Dream to scout around. Bloodstalkers usually fought alongside regular Kavenor. He’d never seen them fight like this. He found no hint of ambush, though.

      Kalin nodded, then dove his spirit deeper into the Dream, dissolving more of the boundary that separated him from a truer reality. He breathed the strength that flooded into his limbs and senses, and he turned the final corner and charged.

      The ring of guards reacted, but against what he’d become, they might as well have been practice dummies. Kalin’s sword flashed twice, and the two who sought to block his way fell.

      A wall of woven Dream energies blocked his path, but Solivar opened it with a mighty projection of his own. Kalin thrust at the closest Bloodstalker, who slid to the side and opened Kalin up to a projection from another Bloodstalker. He blocked the projection with his sword and the battle was well and truly joined. Solivar and Jhalon blinded the Bloodstalkers with a wall of vicious projections, while Melienne sliced her way through the guards. Kalin skirted around the battlefield, consuming Bloodstalker attention while he searched for openings to strike through.

      None appeared until one of the Bloodstalkers collapsed to her knees, a dagger having suddenly appeared in her back. The shroud that had hidden Selindra from sight dropped as one of the surviving Bloodstalkers blasted it away, but it was too late to matter. The delicately balanced scale of the battle had tipped, and the overwhelming force of the Calidryn ended the Bloodstalkers’ destruction of the village.

      Kalin caught his breath while he took stock of the situation. The fires that had started continued to grow, and he wasn’t sure there was anything to be done about them. Even if all of Valinor’s soldiers reached Duskmere without the Kavenor wandering the streets, there might not be enough people or water to quench the flames.

      It was a terrible blow for those who called Duskmere home, but from a strategic perspective, the destruction of the village meant little. They would have abandoned it come morning regardless.

      Something about the situation left him unsettled. The Bloodstalkers had been strong enough, but even a single clan should have fielded more. The advance of the Calidryn, contested as it had been, still seemed too easy. There were thousands of Kavenor to the north, so where were they? He cast out his senses, seeking an answer, but after the amount of violence committed here he was as good as blind in the Dream.

      “Stay together,” he said. “Let’s look for survivors and get out of here.”

      Kalin led them toward the inn, and the five of them checked the bodies as they passed. The Kavenor had left no one wounded in their wake, though. There were a handful of Kavenor corpses scattered among the Eranorans, but not many.

      “I’m starting to not like the feel of this,” Solivar said.

      Kalin agreed. “Let’s retreat to the camp. They’ll need us there, regardless.”

      They were in the center of the village when Kalin felt the entire Dream reverberate, as though someone had struck it like the surface of a drum. The flames burning on the south side of the village erupted skyward, a living, breathing tornado of fire that spun like a child’s top. Dreamsight revealed the careful control that resulted in the spectacle, and Kalin cursed as the shape of the trap finally revealed itself.

      For the briefest of moments, he admired the deadly beauty of the ambush. Fire was dangerous enough on its own, and no one had stopped to consider that the flames themselves might serve multiple purposes.

      His appreciation ended as the swirling tunnel of fire fell toward the southern end of the village. Most of the surviving civilians had already fled, but no small number of soldiers still wandered the streets, searching for more invaders. If the flame didn’t kill them outright, it would cut off any retreat.

      Kalin could do nothing. His gift was the physical manipulation of the Dream within his body, and though he could perform some basic techniques, such as a shroud, that wove the Dream into patterns beyond his flesh, he knew nothing that stopped a falling wall of flame.

      Solivar and Jhalon threw up a barrier of Dream energies, but the fire simply swirled around their efforts and ignited any poor building or soul underneath. Kalin flinched away as uniforms burst into flame, the soldiers’ wails echoing in his ears. Buildings caught fire as though they were tinder.

      The roar of the fire was deafening, but even as it cut the soldiers off from their commander, another vortex of flame rose into the sky.

      Among dreamwalkers it wasn’t uncommon for individuals to develop affinities, a technique that came more naturally to them than others. On rare occasions, that affinity aligned with the use of an element, such as fire. It was the only reasonable explanation for the wild manipulation of the flames. The Bloodstalker responsible wasn’t strong in an absolute sense, but he’d created an environment where he was second only to the Nine. As the flames grew hotter he’d grow stronger. Maybe even strong enough to reach out and engulf Valinor’s camp in flames.

      Unable to shout over the roar of the flames, Kalin gestured with his hands, and the others nodded their confirmation. Jhalon and Melienne rushed west to round up the survivors, hopefully to drag them away from the conflagration. Kalin and the others strode deeper into the village, to where the techniques originated from.

      The second vortex of flame tipped over onto the eastern side of the village. There was already more than enough fire to turn the village to ash, but Kalin sensed the Bloodstalker gathering strength, no doubt taking aim for Valinor’s camp. He pushed faster through the ruins of the village. Selindra, as was her way, cloaked herself in a shroud and vanished as they came close. Solivar, large enough to intimidate most Kavenor, led the way.

      As they neared, Kalin found it more difficult to keep his spirit immersed in the Dream. This Bloodstalker’s ability pounded the Dream into something flat and lifeless, making him the sole controller of its energies. It was the will of one who sought to dominate the Dream and bend it to their desire, rather than shape what it offered.

      Solivar no doubt struggled with the same, and he decided to solve it in the most straightforward, most Solivar-like way possible. He bound projections and threw them over a pair of buildings at where he sensed the Bloodstalker standing. Kalin almost cuffed him for giving away any chance of surprise, slim as it was, then reconsidered when other Bloodstalkers revealed themselves to defend their peer with the fire affinity.

      Kalin stopped cold. The three of them were outnumbered by one, and these Bloodstalkers were nearly as strong as they came. He tried to call Jhalon and Melienne back, but even if they’d heard his call through the chaos of the Dream, another pillar of fire fell across the western border of the city, effectively blocking the other Calidryn from returning.

      The flames grew closer, every breath burning down Kalin’s throat. He glanced at Solivar, who shrugged, nonchalant in the face of his doom. Valinor might get angry at them for never returning, but the only chance of saving the camp lay in assassinating the one who wielded the fire. Better the loss of three Lords’ Calidryn than them all.

      Kalin nodded, took a deep breath, and pushed his spirit even deeper into the Dream. His spirit burned nearly as hot as the flames, and his flesh began to feel insubstantial, as though physical reality was the Dream masking a far deeper truth. The Bloodstalker’s pollution didn’t reach quite so deep, and the Dream hummed through every fiber of Kalin’s being.

      He and Solivar entered the village square together. Three Bloodstalkers stood in a loose triangle around the fourth, a slightly older man who lacked the absolute control of the Dream the others had. His weakness, though, was more than compensated by the manner in which he weaved fire, as though he was its commander and flame his obedient soldier.

      Kalin attacked the guards, for his skills were a poor match against the older man’s, and he found himself in a duel with a guard possessing many of the same gifts he did. His cut should have found flesh, but the Bloodstalker parried with nearly impossible speed. The guard’s sword came up, and Kalin would have died from the blow if not for Selindra, who appeared beside the guard with her dagger ready. The Bloodstalker’s reaction was inhumanly quick, but no amount of speed could protect him from a dagger already speeding toward his heart. Selindra struck true, then vanished from sight as Kalin turned to the next guard.

      She was a tall woman with long braided hair and a glittering gaze that followed Selindra with ease. She greeted Kalin with a wall of force that sent him tumbling backward. A moment later Selindra’s shroud vanished as the woman stripped it from her. The third guard was engaged with Solivar, their swords clashing hard enough to be heard over the roar of the flames that grew ever closer.

      The flame-wielding Bloodstalker turned his attention to his defense, forming balls of fire that dropped from the sky upon the Calidryn. Solivar and Selindra were forced back, but Kalin let one strike him as he cut at Solivar’s opponent. Flame met the Dream energies coursing across Kalin’s skin. Hairs on his head and arms burned briefly before the Dream overwhelmed them, and he’d no doubt have minor burns come morning, but he ignored the pain and focused on killing the Bloodstalker.

      He cut through most of the Bloodstalker’s left arm. It hung from a strip of flesh, and the Bloodstalker roared in pain. Rather than retreat, though, the Bloodstalker thrust his spirit deep into the Dream.

      Kalin swore to himself. He’d never come across a Bloodstalker berserker before, and he’d never complained about that fact.

      Fueled with more energy from the Dream than any human body was meant to handle, the Bloodstalker waved his enormous sword around as though it weighed no more than a knife. Kalin didn’t dare engage, and he darted backward like a startled hare. The berserker caught sight of Solivar hiding from the fiery rain that fell from the sky and charged him. Solivar brought his sword up, but even his enormous, Dream-enhanced muscles couldn’t grant him the grip necessary to hold his blade against the berserker. Solivar’s steel went spinning from his hand, and the berserker brought his foot back. A powerful kick sent Solivar flying into a burning building.

      Wooden beams already weakened by fire snapped like twigs as Solivar’s body plowed through them. The giant disappeared as the flames swallowed him whole. Solivar had cast protection around him at the moment before impact, though how long it would last and how much damage had already been done, Kalin couldn’t tell. The question became moot as the rest of the building collapsed on top of Solivar. The giant still lived, but he wouldn’t return before this fight ended.

      A peculiar calm settled over Kalin as the certainty that he wouldn’t survive the night seeped deep into his spirit.

      He gripped his sword tight, sent his spirit a little deeper into the Dream, then charged the flame-wielding Bloodstalker. Fire twisted as it fell from the sky, no longer focused on Solivar, but on the space between him and his target. He ignored the pain, sharpened by the sensitivity of his senses. Fire couldn’t kill him before he reached the Bloodstalker, and that was all that mattered. Then he could rest and lay his burdens down for good.

      The third guard, the long-haired woman with the sharp eyes, shifted so she stood before Kalin, short sword ready to meet his attack. She hurled another wall of energy at him, but he thrust his sword forward and cut through it. Another two steps and then he cut at her neck, his blade as fast as he’d ever swung it. She deflected the cut and sent another wall of energy at him, and this time he had no defense. It knocked him back into the falling flames.

      Kalin smelled the burning of his hair and flesh, but pushed every sensation aside. He’d trained every day since he was a child for the honor of serving Eranor as a Calidryn, and he’d be cursed before he failed Valinor so completely. He snarled and attacked again, only to find the third guard had every bit of speed he possessed, but had mastered projections as well. His sword never came close to her, and any time she had an opening, another projection rocked him back into the falling flames, which burned hotter every time he became reacquainted with them.

      The flame-wielding Bloodstalker’s strength had to be close to sufficient to destroy Valinor’s camp. Once the Calidryn were finished, nothing would stop him. Selindra was no good, as her energies were spent dodging an increasingly erratic berserker, and Kalin was outmatched by the final guard.

      There was nothing to do but attack and attack again, but he felt his focus failing and his spirit weakening. The chaos of the Dream, this deep, pulled at his spirit, tempting him into the sweet oblivion of madness. His body neared the end of its strength, a point when pulling more from the Dream would only eat it alive. The final guard defeated him with less effort each time he tried, to the point where it was clear she was tempted to finish him herself.

      The rain of fire suddenly stopped. Clear dark skies shone overhead, their pale light refreshing as a cold mountain stream on a hot summer’s day. The Dream rippled as though struck, returning the calm surface to the chaotic patterns Kalin best recognized.

      Something—enormous—stirred, like the feeling of a mountain deciding to stand and brush itself off. Kalin stared at everything and nothing, an exhausted and battered mind struggling desperately to make sense of this latest mystery. The flames that nearly encircled the battle vanished, and cold air blasted across Kalin’s scorched skin. Wood that had burned nearly hot enough to melt steel a moment ago was now so cool it didn’t even smoke.

      The third guard turned east, her back to Kalin.

      Summoning the last of his focus and will, Kalin centered himself in the Dream, filling tired limbs with one last pull of strength. The guard didn’t even turn as Kalin passed her, removing her head from her neck, and then he was before the flame-wielding Bloodstalker, whose eyes bulged from their sockets as his face turned red from effort.

      Kalin asked no questions. He thrust his sword through the Bloodstalker’s throat. In another part of what had been the village square, the berserker stood still, drool trickling from the corner of his lips. His spirit, in Kalin’s dreamsight, was shredded by the Madness of the Nine, leaving the body an empty shell. Selindra dragged one of her daggers across his neck, freeing the last remnants of his spirit.

      A burned building on one side of the square shifted, and Solivar emerged from the rubble, clothes tattered and burned, but otherwise unharmed.

      He took one look at Kalin and said, “You don’t look so good, captain.”

      Kalin stumbled, then surrendered to the pull of the world and sat on his rear. “I didn’t take a break to see the sights the way you did.”

      Solivar grunted and brushed himself off. “Jests aside, do you have any idea what that was?”

      Kalin shook his head. It hadn’t been human, but beyond that, he couldn’t tell. Selindra, likewise, had no opinion.

      He tried to stand but failed, and Solivar came over and helped him up. “Back to camp?”

      Kalin nodded. “I think I could use some healing.”

      Solivar supported him, and they shuffled together back toward the camp, Kalin fighting the darkness that crowded at the edge of his vision. He kept glancing back even after they left the village, trying to understand what had saved Valinor from the flames, because it hadn’t been his Calidryn.
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      Mendus tightened the straps that held his scabbard secured to his back, then tugged on them to ensure they wouldn’t come loose if the need came to draw his sword. Though if that need arose, he’d no doubt failed his duty to the clans, and had almost certainly been the cause of his own death.

      Velken watched from a cushion in the corner of the tent, lounging with the ease only the young could attain. Mendus stifled the familiar pangs of jealousy. The active life of a clan leader kept his body strong, and his mastery of the Dream meant that almost no one would dare cross swords with him in anger, but he couldn’t deny the slow and inexorable advance of age. He never came to his feet quite as quickly as he once had, and his muscles held on to their soreness far longer than they had when he was younger.

      The clans eschewed anything resembling a uniform, for a uniform was nothing but a wasteful symbol, but that didn’t mean he didn’t suffer from some trappings in regard to his position. A horn of fine craftsmanship dangled from his belt, a gift given to him by Selmara when she pledged her loyalty to him. His belt, much thicker than the one he wore daily, was a gift from the late Ozath. He felt less like his own person and more like a tree decorated with trinkets from the various clans.

      “What do you think?” he asked his son.

      “You haven’t slighted anyone important with your attire, so I suppose we can count that as one victory today.”

      “Is it my only victory today?”

      Velken stared at the ceiling of the tent, carefully considering his answer. “Last night’s battle will become the story you tell about it. If you declare Duskmere a victory, they’ll believe you.”

      “You don’t need to play games with me, son. I’m searching for your thoughts. Was Duskmere a victory?”

      This time, Velken didn’t hesitate. “It was. The Eranorans are routed and their food destroyed. They lost soldiers they couldn’t spare, and likely Calidryn as well. Duskmere is no more, a village we never had need of. And Draeven, who was a thorn in your side, is dead. Not only that, our actions have finally brought that creature out of hiding, and now we may learn the truth of its mission.”

      Mendus couldn’t stop the bitter smile that spread across his face.

      “What?” Velken asked.

      “If only the Dream and reality itself were as malleable as the stories we tell about it.”

      A look of genuine surprise greeted the proclamation, and Velken said, “I’ve long maintained that it is. Our thoughts and beliefs are ultimately every bit as powerful as our ability with the Dream. Perhaps even more so, for belief moves nations more often than naked power.”

      “Your mother’s teaching?”

      Velken didn’t deny it.

      “She has always been the most clever of my wives. You remind me that it has been too long since I’ve summoned her.”

      “She understands the demands on your time, Father.”

      Mendus waved away the attempt to placate him. “Are we ready?”

      Velken’s answering smile was insolent. “I’ve been ready this whole time. I’ve only been waiting for you.”

      “You’re lucky I let you join me at all. A wiser leader would leave you behind, so that if something were to happen to me, the clans wouldn’t be leaderless.”

      “If something happened to you, the clans would be leaderless no matter how hard you try to convince them we should adopt an orderly succession.”

      Velken’s observation struck true again. No matter how Mendus positioned Velken, this alliance of clans would be short-lived, and if he died, even shorter. No one could command the respect Mendus had accumulated.

      They left the tent together and walked through the camp, holding position a few miles north of the remains of Duskmere. There was no need to move yet. Once the matter in Duskmere was resolved, the chase could resume. Better to give his clans another day of rest before he hunted down the last of the Eranorans and claimed this land as his.

      Mendus brought with him a full contingent of his best guards, each one a Bloodstalker of renown, but the truth was that if it came to a fight, he wasn’t sure their presence would matter. Other clan elders joined them as they walked through the camp, until their party numbered nearly thirty. Mendus would have preferred to meet the creature alone, but that had always been a distant hope.

      Velken went silent as he approached the ruins of Duskmere. “All this was Draeven?”

      “Close enough. I imagine he was beside himself with the amount of fire at hand, even if it wasn’t enough to save his life.”

      “How could a man like him have died in a place like this?”

      “I am not sure, though I hope to learn the answer to that question today. Our visitor may have been involved, but it might be the Lords’ Calidryn serving under Commander Valinor are a special unit. Draeven’s gift was a powerful one, but the man himself didn’t have much control over the Dream. Fire is a destructive and deadly force, but Draeven’s manipulations didn’t kill instantly. I’m more curious how mere Calidryn got through Draeven’s honor guard. Each was nearly as accomplished as my own, and none should have fallen to Calidryn.”

      They reached the ruins of Duskmere. Mendus paused to let his eye travel over the scene and absorb what details he could. Draeven’s power had raged unchecked until it had been abruptly choked off, but without outside intervention it would have burned the entire village to ash. As it was, little more than ash remained of most of the village’s perimeter, the fire burning so hot that not even bones remained. Fire could cleanse as well as destroy, and Mendus suspected that in several years the soil beneath Duskmere would be fertile, a final gift from Draeven.

      They stepped into the devastation. The interior of Duskmere showed only the signs of destruction. Bodies, most of them Eranoran, filled the streets. Some looked to have fallen victim to projections, with parts of their bodies missing or broken at unnatural angles. Most had fallen to cold clan steel, and Draeven’s warriors had been thorough before they’d either died or retreated.

      Closer to the center of the village they found more of Draeven’s fallen warriors. They’d likely been retreating to the square when the Calidryn had mounted their fierce counterattack, and the lack of defensive wounds among the warriors spoke of the Calidryn’s skill. They’d mowed through Draeven’s clan like a farmer through a field of wheat.

      He paused once again at a pair of corpses, an Eranoran mother and child. She’d been running when something had pierced both of them. It looked like the sword had gone through the child first and into the mother’s heart.

      Mendus was no stranger to violence, but even so he had to master himself with a deep breath at the sight. His combat experience came from the days when the clans had fought among themselves, and though they didn’t ascribe to the Eranoran concept of honor, there were traditions that were respected. Clan life was brutal and short, and younger women and children were often spared and welcomed into the arms of the conquering clan.

      His stomach felt sick, though he mastered it in a moment. This was no more than he had ordered. His visions demanded no less. Cold logic wrapped its fingers like a tourniquet around his heart, reminding him that this was the cost of the clans’ future. He hoped that the mother and child were safe in the arms of the Nine, then continued onward to the center of the village, where a monster awaited.

      He sensed it before he saw it, the buildings in this area burnt but still largely intact. Its power rested like a weight upon the fabric of the Dream, and if Mendus had been younger and more foolish, he might have wondered if he approached the physical embodiment of one of the Nine.

      The Zarkun were no gods, though. Despite being long-lived and nearly impossible to kill, they were still mortal beings, even if it was rumored that their elders had been present at the birth of the second age.

      He’d crossed paths with a Zarkun once before, when he’d been a much younger man, and only at a great distance. In his foolishness he’d tried to track it, but it had disappeared before his eyes and he’d not seen one since.

      That experience did little to prepare him for what awaited him in the square. It had been squatting, but once the party arrived with Mendus in the lead, it stood and revealed its true size.

      It stood more than twice his considerable height, a walking statue of stone and flame. Horns curled out from its head, lit by an inner fire that appeared to be trying to escape through cracks in the stone. The stone plates that served as its skin bent in some places and slid over one another in others. Between the seams of the stone the Zarkun glowed, as though a roaring bonfire of shifting colors raged within its chest.

      Clan warriors were no strangers to the mysteries of the wild, but in their lands, the clans were mostly left alone. It was all too easy to forget that there were far more powerful creatures that called Eryndoril home. They were slow to stir, but the legends were full of tales of their wrath, and no wise leader was eager to antagonize them.

      So what was this Zarkun doing here?

      The Zarkun’s fiery gaze settled on the party, and it was as if the creature stripped Mendus’s soul from his body and carefully weighed it. What good were lies when it could see straight into the heart of reality? The deep Dream, which sent humans straight into madness, was this creature’s home, and it saw more deeply and truly than Mendus could imagine.

      A powerful ally, if such an agreement was possible.

      Mendus brought his fist carefully to his palm, careful not to make any sudden movements that might startle the creature. He dipped his head, a gesture of respect he’d shown to no man for almost five years. “My name is Mendus, and I have the privilege of speaking for the assembled clans.”

      The Zarkun’s careful examination of the party continued. One of the elders near the back whimpered as his spirit quailed under the Zarkun’s judgment. Mendus waited for some reply, but after a time, it seemed as though none was coming. He would have had any human’s head for such lack of respect, but such impulses meant nothing here.

      The Zarkun stood over the bodies of Draeven and his Bloodstalker guards, just as the scouts had found it this morning. To cool his frustration and gain a fuller understanding of what had happened here last night, he turned his attention from the Zarkun to the bodies. All three guards had been cut down with blades, and none of the three looked like they’d died easily.

      Draeven’s cause of death was likewise easy to spot, the hole in his throat a reliable indicator of a fatal wound. None showed injuries consistent with the Zarkun attacking them, so it was indeed the Calidryn who’d bested Draeven and his clan. Even more telling was that there were no Calidryn bodies. It was possible they’d carried their dead back to camp, but considering the violence they’d done here, a more terrifying possibility seemed more likely. A possibility that also helped explain Ozath’s brutal end.

      Commander Valinor was stronger than reports had led Mendus to believe. His Lords’ Calidryn were likely stronger than even elite Bloodstalkers.

      The news didn’t come close to ending their campaign, but it did shape the decisions Mendus would soon have to make.

      Satisfied that he’d learned what he could from the scene, he turned once again to the Zarkun. Just because the Zarkun hadn’t killed the Bloodstalkers didn’t mean it wasn’t involved in the battle. “What role did you play here?” Mendus asked.

      The creature fixed its gaze on Mendus, and the weight of its presence once again fell squarely on his shoulders. Mendus pressed his lips together and met its stare. “Were you the one who put out the fires?”

      To this, the creature nodded.

      The legends all claimed that the Zarkun could speak human language, but Mendus had little else to guide his conversation. For all he knew, the Zarkun only spoke Eranoran, or some other dialect further from the south. Except the creature clearly understood him.

      “Did you kill these warriors?”

      Once again, the creature made no response. The elders behind Mendus were starting to mutter to one another, and Mendus felt his control of the situation slipping outside his grasp.

      “What do you want? Why are you here?” he asked.

      The creature maintained its infuriating silence, leading Mendus to honestly consider whether he should attempt to strike at the Zarkun.

      Velken stepped forward, and to Mendus’s horror, bowed deeply in the Eranoran style. When he rose, he said, “Forgive us for any rudeness, for it is unintended. How may we serve?”

      With that question, Mendus knew his son had lost all chance of ever taking his place, and his heart ached at the loss. The clans bowed to nothing, and a leader who bowed to a creature like this would never last.

      Though the cost had been far too high, the Zarkun responded. It cocked its head to the side for a moment, then bowed shallowly to Velken. The muttering from the elders behind Mendus grew louder, until an angry glance behind him silenced them.

      The Zarkun studied Velken a moment longer, its spirit probing Velken’s. Mendus couldn’t guess what the creature sought, but when it withdrew its spirit it pointed north with its clawed hand.

      “You want us to retreat?” Velken asked, and Mendus cursed the child for leading with such a foolish question.

      But the Zarkun shook its head, and then it pointed again.

      It turned out to be downright conversational with Velken, though Mendus wondered why it didn’t speak. Much was lost in this game of guessing and pointing.

      Velken’s patience far exceeded Mendus’s, though, and he guessed twice more before settling on, “Would you like to join us?”

      At this, the Zarkun nodded, and Mendus swore to himself again. Who knew what the consequences of inviting a Zarkun into the camp would be? But who knew what consequences resulted from the refusal. He didn’t believe the Zarkun alone could turn aside his invading army, but the chaos it could unleash was likely to render all his sacrifices worthless.

      It would have been better not to bring Velken, though the boy rightfully had a place among the elders and the commanders. Still, he took too much upon himself.

      Velken asked Mendus if it was possible, and once again the Zarkun’s gaze fell upon him. Something deep in Mendus wanted to hide from that gaze, but he was not such a coward that he would flee from a look. He stared straight into the Zarkun’s eyes, and his thoughts suddenly shifted. He exhaled something toxic and inhaled what smelled of a fresh pine forest after a rain.

      Mendus stared into the Zarkun’s spirit, and it was as though spring had come for his soul. He could rest the burden of his long winter, and his thoughts took on new shapes. There was no need to pursue the Eranorans, not yet. He’d been wise to let his people rest while they could.

      Mendus’s spirit surged at the sight of his son. Precious Velken. A man so strong he wasn’t afraid if the others called him weak. He was an ore of the highest quality, and it fell to Mendus to beat him into the finest sword the clans had ever produced.

      Mendus didn’t know the wisdom of inviting the Zarkun into the camp, but his instinct told him it was true and correct. Velken had judged well, even if the value of that judgment was lost on the others.

      Mendus brought fist to palm and again dipped his head toward the Zarkun. Perhaps this was the first step towards gaining an ally of incredible strength. Possibilities opened before him as the Zarkun dipped its head in return.

      The party left through the ruins of Duskmere, one greater than what they’d come with.
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      Kalin woke in a healing tent bustling with activity. He blinked, disoriented, as though he’d gotten turned around in dense woods and couldn’t find north. Mind, spirit, and body were disconnected, and the unexpected details of his environment only heightened his confusion. The sounds beyond the walls of the tent were those of camp being made, familiar to him as the sounds of steel on steel.

      A subtle but large presence shifted beside him.

      “How long have I been out?” Kalin asked.

      “The full day. I asked Narine to keep you under, and she agreed.”

      Kalin heard no heightened worry in Solivar’s voice, so he assumed that all was well enough, at least for the moment. “What happened?”

      “Duskmere is destroyed. Dozens of Valinor’s soldiers are dead. He’s hurting deep, feeling like he failed, though anyone with reason is telling him he’s fortunate the losses were as light as they were.”

      Kalin’s heart went out to his friend and commander. Those with reason could try to convince Valinor all day, but they’d make no progress. This was the first time Valinor had fought an engagement that was more than trading blows with an overeager Kavenor raiding party. Valinor was cursed with a kind heart. Possibly too kind to become a Lord, but only time would tell.

      “What about the civilians?”

      “Maybe two thirds made it out alive. Several hundred, at least. There’s more of them than there are of us. The biggest problem is that almost all the food burned, and it’s five days at best to Eldroska. The only other problem is that we think a couple of clans are sprinting through the hills in an effort to cut us off.”

      That was dark news. The pass to Eldroska wasn’t an easy journey, and they’d only go slower as starvation sapped their strength. A well-fed Kavenori clan could easily outpace them, even traversing the far more rugged hill terrain.

      “Why’d you make me sleep?”

      Solivar snorted. “Revenge, for one.”

      The giant held up a hand before Kalin objected. “More because you wouldn’t have rested otherwise, and you pushed yourself hard in Duskmere. Narine and the others needed more time to heal you, and your body needed the rest. You’re no good to us if you aren’t at full strength, especially with what’s coming. You weren’t needed, so don’t get all upset about it.”

      Any further debate on the matter was ended when Narine came to the cot. “I trust Solivar isn’t causing you any problems, Captain?”

      Kalin’s thoughts were still fuzzy around the edges, but his first thought was that Narine was far too beautiful a woman for such a hard place. Her dark brown hair stretched below her shoulder blades, bundled loosely and tied with a dark ribbon. She smiled lightly at him, making him feel as though he was the only person who mattered in her world.

      Solivar cleared his throat and broke Kalin out of his brief reverie. As far as Kalin knew, Narine hadn’t yet returned any of Solivar’s affections, but Kalin hoped for his friend’s sake she someday would. She was a skilled healer and a kind soul.

      “Quite the contrary,” he said, “for there are few greater pleasures in life than waking up beside Solivar.”

      He cringed inwardly, regretting his choice of words before they finished flying off his tongue.

      Solivar said, “You’ll have to forgive the captain. He just woke, and I don’t think he’s recovered his wits yet.”

      Narine’s smile told Kalin she was nothing but amused. “Mind if I take one last look at you?”

      “Of course.”

      She placed her hand on his shoulder and settled her gaze upon him. If he dropped into dreamsight, he knew he would see her eyes glow with her own specially trained dreamsight. She took her time, as he was a Lords’ Calidryn, and much of the camp’s safety would eventually fall to him and his unit. When she finished, she squeezed his shoulder and let go, and a part of him wished she would stay. “You’re healed and ready to return to duty. Be careful out there.”

      A girl ran up to Narine’s side, clean bandages in hand.

      “Sorova?” Kalin asked.

      Narine wrapped a protective arm around the girl. “You two have met?”

      Kalin nodded as he sat up. “When I was patrolling Duskmere.”

      To the girl, he asked, “How are you?”

      Sorova shifted so Narine mostly stood between her and Kalin, and Narine spoke for her. “She’s fine. Better than fine, actually, because she’s been busy helping around the healing tents since we left. I have no doubt her help saved lives today.”

      Though Narine didn’t volunteer more, Kalin’s heart sank at what wasn’t said.

      “What of Kelestia?”

      Narine looked surprised Kalin knew Sorova’s mother’s name. “She was badly injured during her flight from Duskmere. Sorova tells me she got knocked over as people rushed to flee. She was brought to the camp by two soldiers, though. Her ribs were broken and one of her lungs punctured. I was able to heal her fatal wounds, but she’s still under until I can heal her completely, which should be later this evening.”

      Kalin reached out and took Narine’s hand. “I know you will, but please do everything you can to save her.”

      Once the surprise of Kalin’s concern wore off, Narine nodded. “I will.”

      The healer bowed as she left, Sorova right behind her. Kalin watched the two of them move to another part of the tent to speak to the next patient waiting for their attention.

      Hoping to fend off the barbs he was sure Solivar was about to unleash, he said, “She’s a remarkable woman, isn’t she? I wish you the best of luck in seeking her hand.”

      “Jealous?”

      “No,” and Kalin was surprised to find that it was a lie, “you know I don’t have time for marriage.”

      Solivar waved the argument away like it was the stink from moldy food. “Yes, yes. Our duty to Eranor must come first and all that. I’d be a wealthy man by now if I had a lieran for every time I’ve heard some variation of that speech.”

      Kalin rose. “I imagine Valinor will be waiting for me?”

      Solivar stood, too. “It will be good for you to see him. I, on the other hand, am going to rejoin the others and let them know you’ve made a full recovery.”

      “You won’t join me?”

      Solivar shook his head. “It’s not that I don’t consider him a friend, but I’ve never been as close to him as you, and what he needs right now isn’t a Calidryn, but a companion.”
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      The mood around the camp put Kalin in mind of the air pushed before a summer storm, heavy with the promise of violence. Everyone in the camp was of Eranor, but that distinction meant little after the losses suffered over the past few days. There were those who had survived the fall of Stoneward Hold, displaced not once but twice, and he imagined it must feel as though they’d never feel the stability of sturdy walls and a home ever again. They were joined by Duskmere’s civilians, only now understanding what it meant to lose a home.

      Kalin wore the unmarked blue uniform of a Calidryn, but there were few in Duskmere who understood the significance of the lack of markings. They saw only the uniform, much the same as every other, and the reactions the uniform inspired were varied. Some were openly thankful, bowing deeply as he passed. Others muttered among themselves, and others glared, as though he was the one who had destroyed their homes.

      The camp possessed none of the order Valinor’s camps usually maintained, despite the efforts of the soldiers. None of the civilians disobeyed an order from a soldier, but obedience wasn’t the same as acceptance. Babies cried as desperate mothers searched for food. Elders debated about the proper way to divide what food they had, while soldiers tried to arrange everything into some sort of order.

      Losing a home was more than just losing the walls and roof that kept one safe from storms. It was the loss of almost all that a person took for granted. It was the loss of all the knowledge, all the routines, and all the stability a single place offered. Everything from shelter and food to safety and clothing was an open question, a set of thorns that even the most competent families could do nothing but endure, for there were no answers yet.

      Kalin passed through the pending storm like a ghost, absorbing all that he saw and heard. The guards at Valinor’s tent let him in after announcing him.

      Valinor was well known for keeping a clean tent, and today was no exception. This small space was perhaps some of the only constant order in the camp. Valinor sat on his knees next to a small table, maps and lists spread out before him. He looked as if he’d aged a decade in the day since Kalin had seen him last, but he still spared a smile for his friend. “It’s good to see you up and well.”

      Kalin sat on his knees on the other side of the table. “Thank you. Solivar seemed to take great delight in ensuring I stayed under for the day.”

      Valinor confirmed it with his smile, though it didn’t last long. “He did. It was the right decision, though, no matter his motives. You wouldn’t have let yourself rest.”

      Kalin acknowledged the point. “And neither will you. Have you even slept?”

      “I haven’t had the time, but I will tonight, so no need for a lecture.”

      Kalin almost asked how Valinor fared, but he could see well enough. Valinor’s eyes lacked their customary sharpness, and the fire that defined him had faded. Kalin didn’t need to drop into dreamsight to see what Duskmere had cost his commander.

      The duty of a friend was sometimes to pry, to force what one wanted to bury to the surface. But there were other times when the duty was simply to be present, to be something sturdy a weary friend could rest against. Valinor needed the latter.

      “How bad is it?” Kalin asked.

      “Despite your efforts, about as bad as it can get. We have our unit’s food, but we were traveling light with the expectation of resupply in Duskmere. With all the new additions to our camp, even at quarter rations, we only have two days’ worth of meager food. Scouts report movement in the hills, and it seems likely the Kavenor mean to either cut us off from Eldroska or simply attack as the pass narrows. I’ve considered the problem from a dozen angles, but I don’t know how we protect the civilians.”

      Valinor had always been a man who chose his words carefully, for he knew, better than most, how powerful ideas could become, and so Kalin took note of his phrasing. “What else have you considered?”

      His commander wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t know how we save the civilians. There’s too many of them and they slow us down. But we could save the army.”

      Kalin’s eyes widened.

      “The Kavenor haven’t cut us off yet, and despite the chaos, most of the army is well rested. Most had barely even left the camp when Duskmere went up in flames. We have horses for our soldiers, and we could, if I ordered, make it to the pass before the Kavenor close it on us.”

      “You’d leave the civilians to die?”

      Valinor shuddered and didn’t speak for a moment. He gathered himself, then said, “I need to consider it. We’ve already witnessed the strength of just a single major clan of Kavenor, and to hear Solivar and the others tell the tale, you all are lucky to be alive. Even if my father reaches Ryvar in time, there’s an incredible battle waiting for us, and the lives of every soldier may very well be needed.”

      The idea was monstrous, even if it was rational. Kalin forced himself to consider the option, forced himself to imagine leaving Sorova and her mother behind.

      Doing so would flay a part of his spirit from his body. “If that’s the choice you make, I’m afraid that it means we’ll have to part ways.”

      Not only did Valinor not take offense, but a smile cracked his face. “I’d wondered if you might make that choice.”

      “And what choice will you make?”

      Valinor once again studied his maps, as though they might hold the answers to questions of the spirit. “I think it’s the right decision, but I can’t leave them behind. We’ll have to find a way.”

      Kalin joined his friend in studying the maps. No brilliant strategies revealed themselves, but he rose and bowed to Valinor, who looked a bit stronger now that the weight of the decision had been lifted from his shoulders. “Then we’ll find a way. Of that, you have my word.”
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      Sorova’s stomach rumbled and she clasped her arms around it, as though that would stop the sound. Mother had given Sorova her share of food this morning, and Sorova hated that she’d eaten it without question or hesitation. Hunger, she was learning, stripped her manners away and left something untamed in their place.

      She wasn’t alone. The neighbors she’d known in Stoneward were almost unrecognizable, much of their kindness and generosity burned away by the long days of brutal travel. Three days on the road and it was as though she traveled with strangers. Weary glares replaced welcoming smiles, and families kept their children close.

      Sorova thought she’d understood hunger before, having complained often to her mother as her stomach rumbled between meals, but she’d been a fool. This hunger, true hunger, wasn’t a constant companion. It came and went, like a wolf scouting an unprotected herd of cattle. There were times she didn’t notice the lack of food in her stomach, and other times it knotted up so tight she doubled over.

      The hunger alone might have been bearable, but it was accompanied by enough walking to leave blisters on the feet of even the most well-traveled scout. Commander Valinor claimed the Kavenor were attempting to circle around them and cut them off from Eldroska, but none of the refugees had seen sign of the invaders, as they weren’t allowed to leave the column. Few complained outright to the soldiers, but she’d sat at night and listened to the elders wonder if Commander Valinor wasn’t driving them like cattle for less noble reasons than he claimed. Three long days was all it had taken for Valinor to turn from savior to villain.

      Sorova didn’t believe in the whispered doubts, for she spent most of her days with Narine, and Narine wouldn’t follow the orders of any who were unworthy. She held on to that belief, centered her hopes around Narine the way a Calidryn centered their spirit before riding into battle.

      They were only six years apart in age, but they lived in different worlds. Being around Narine made Sorova feel like a child, not because Narine ordered her around or treated her like a child, but because Narine carried herself with a grace under pressure that made Sorova look like a whiny toddler.

      They no longer bothered setting up healing tents, for the effort of setting them up late at night and taking them down early in the morning was effort better spent elsewhere. All the wounds from Duskmere had been healed, and most of what remained were the early signs of mass starvation and exhaustion. Instead of tents, Narine saw the afflicted loaded onto carts where they could rest for a time. Few were allowed to stay long, but the privilege of riding in a cart hadn’t yet been abused by those merely lazy. Narine could always tell the difference, and after a day people stopped trying.

      Sorova walked a step behind Narine as she approached one of the carts carrying the injured. The healer smiled at her first patient, an elderly woman from Duskmere, as if they’d just crossed paths in the village square. “How are you feeling today?”

      The elderly woman shifted and glared, but her bitterness gave way under Narine’s sincere kindness. “Everything hurts, but that’s been true for the better part of a decade.”

      “Do you mind if I look at your feet?”

      “Be my guest, girl.”

      Narine hopped onto the cart, took off the older woman’s boots with impressive gentleness, then closely examined the feet. The sight made Sorova’s empty stomach queasy, but she forced herself to look. Narine expected no less of her young apprentice. More than half of becoming a healer, Narine had explained, came from understanding the nature of the problem. That understanding came from a combination of learning and close observation.

      At first glance, the woman’s issue was obvious. Her feet were covered in blisters from the first day on the road. Some had broken, and others yet to break looked deep. Narine didn’t settle for the easy explanation, though, and she looked long enough that Sorova was certain she was using her dreamsight.

      When she broke from her study, she said, “Infection is setting in. Let me drive it off and rewrap it.”

      Sorova had no other role to play than to watch as Narine worked within the Dream for the old woman’s benefit. If she focused her fledgling senses, she could understand some of what Narine did, but most of the work was too subtle for her. Narine assured her she was sensitive enough to heal if she wished, but the skill was one that required considerable training.

      “Better?” Narine asked.

      “It is. Thank you.”

      Sorova passed over a fresh set of bandages without being asked, and Narine worked with a practiced hand. When she was done, she said, “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”

      The old woman grunted.

      “I don’t think you’ll be able to walk for a few more days. You’ll have to stay in the cart.”

      The elder cracked a wry smile. “Be off with you, girl, and thanks for your care.”

      Narine bowed and dismounted easily from the moving cart. Sorova knew well the hours the healer kept, and she didn’t understand how Narine didn’t trip and fall over her feet.

      Before they reached the next patient, the giant Calidryn Sorova had met before approached. He looked the way Sorova felt when Commander Valinor was close, a swirling combination of awe and respect, but his gaze was aimed squarely at Narine. He bowed deeper than was necessary.

      “Good morning, Solivar.”

      The Calidryn looked at Sorova and all the patients waiting on the cart for Narine’s care. “Could we speak privately for a moment?”

      The giant had made no secret of his affections, his adoration obvious enough even Sorova understood it without problem. Narine had said nothing of the matter, though, despite Solivar’s frequent visits.

      “Are you injured?” Narine asked.

      Solivar’s confusion was almost funny. He looked down at himself, as though Narine had spotted an injury he didn’t know he had. “Not that I know of.”

      “Then I’m sorry, Solivar, but I have more pressing matters. Is there anything you need?”

      Sorova already knew Narine well enough to know she would never hurt another spirit intentionally, but her words and manner cut deep into Solivar. The Calidryn faltered for a moment, but he was no man to be felled by a single cut, no matter how deep. He glanced again at the cart and Sorova already saw the explanation forming in his mind, how Narine was so dedicated to the craft of healing that even her affections must be put on hold. It was a comforting lie.

      She wondered if Narine understood the pain she caused by extending Solivar’s longing. The truth hurt, but it healed a lot cleaner than this. It wasn’t her place to say, though.

      Instead of being deterred by Narine’s refusal, Solivar fell deeper into his unrequited love. He offered a gallant bow. “There’s nothing I desired more than the brief pleasure of your company. The other Calidryn and I are ranging out soon, and I wanted to bid you farewell.”

      Narine dipped her head. “Then I shall pray to the Nine for your quick and safe return.”

      Sorova heard it as a kindness and nothing more, but from the way Solivar’s eyes lit up, it was clear he heard differently.

      With that, he was off, and Narine sighed at his retreating back. She didn’t allow herself to dwell on the problem long, though. She turned back to her patients and it wasn’t long before all thoughts of Solivar fled far away.
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      Sorova wandered through the caravan until she found Mother, who’d been given a place of honor close to Valinor and the captains of his army. Narine had healed her body, and physically there was nothing wrong with her that wasn’t being suffered by hundreds of others. Even so, she’d lost something in Duskmere that hadn’t returned. She walked with a listlessness that had nothing to do with hunger or exhaustion.Sometimes Sorova caught a little spark in her mother’s eyes when she came close, but that spark faded a little more each evening.

      Sorova had asked Narine about it, but Narine had told her there were some illnesses no healer in the world could cure, and Mother suffered from one of those. Part of Sorova felt guilty for leaving Mother for most of the day to be with Narine, but it hurt too much to see Mother like this. She’d already lost Father, and now Mother seemed to be walking away, and there was nothing Sorova could do to stop her.

      They’d eaten the last of their rations that morning, so there was no evening meal handed out by the army. The caravan simply stopped. A few of the more ambitious travelers set up tents, but most were more than content to bundle in whatever clothing they had and lie down where they stopped.

      Mother was one who stopped with the others, looked around with a blank stare, then lay down. Sorova undid the clasps on both their packs and unrolled the clothing and blankets they carried. She helped get Mother comfortable.

      She was about to turn away when Mother reached out, her normally strong arm thinner than it should be. “My precious girl.”

      “I’m here, Mother. Is there anything you need?”

      “Nothing you haven’t already given me. I’m sorry, Sorova. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Sorova insisted, but Mother’s eyes were heavy, and a moment later she was asleep. Sorova covered her mother with blankets, but she found her exhaustion didn’t translate into sleep. She sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, staring at the caravan as chaotic thoughts ran through her mind.

      She wasn’t the only one up. Commander Valinor’s forces slept in shifts, and several of the soldiers walked up and down the column, their slow gait revealing their exhaustion. Beyond that, there were a few citizens up and about, and Sorova’s heart stopped when she saw Terenar standing with a few of his closest friends.

      They were much further back in the caravan, and none had come to Narine for healing, which explained why Sorova hadn’t seen them in the past few days. She’d hoped they had died in the fire or the fighting that followed.

      The thin string of safety she’d been clutching to since Duskmere snapped. The den leader and his friends huddled close together, no doubt deeply engaged in some conspiracy. The leader was pointing toward the front of the caravan, and Sorova swore that he was pointing at her. She crawled under her blankets, though she knew they’d provide no protection.

      One of the men left the circle and began walking forward. He passed one group of guards, who did nothing to stop him. Sorova swore under her breath and tried to shake her mother awake, but Mother barely stirred at the disruption. She reached for Mother’s pack, which held one of Father’s old daggers. She remained under the blankets, and in the darkness she couldn’t see where she searched.

      Then her fingers found the hilt of the weapon and she pulled it free. She held it close as she slowly pulled the blanket down. Terrifying as it was to see what was coming, it was worse to hide in the darkness.

      The men were only twenty paces away. Sorova snuggled deeper into her blanket and pretended to sleep, leaving her eyes only open a crack.

      Ten paces, and the men acted as though they hadn’t noticed her, but it very well could have been a ruse. She gripped the knife so tight she might never be able to release her grip. Then the men were past her and she still didn’t relax, for it might be a trick to put her at her ease.

      She turned slowly to watch Terenar’s allies. They spoke with a handful of soldiers like they were old friends, and she wondered what their purpose was, for they’d gone forward with a purpose. Despite the number of blankets over her, a chill swept through her body. Terenar planned something, but what?

      She would have to find out, though she didn’t know how.

      Sorova didn’t relax until Terenar’s allies returned from whatever mission they’d been sent on, passing her again in the night as they rejoined the rest of the den. Even then, she kept one eye open, but exhaustion was a persistent hunter, and she couldn’t run from it forever. Eventually, sleep took her, the knife still gripped tightly in her hand.
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      Duskmere refreshed Mendus like a cold bath. Clan leaders still frustrated him, but his well of patience had been refilled, and he understood their concerns. They sought first and foremost the well-being of their families, and he would have done the same were he in their position.

      This evening the clan elders gathered around the fire, the same as they did every night now that they were on the move. Mendus welcomed them one and all, and they returned his greetings with raised fists and bowed heads.

      The day after the battle, he’d considered Duskmere a loss, but the passing of a few more days had shown him otherwise. The Eranorans fled before them, hunger and exhaustion doing most of the work Mendus had feared would require clan steel and lives. The clans pursued at a leisurely pace, and hunters ranged far and wide, bringing back plentiful game to feed their people at night.

      Draeven’s death, and the manner in which it had occurred, turned out more beneficial than Mendus had ever dared to hope. He’d been the primary source of complaints among the leaders, and his sudden absence made it clear he’d been more involved in spreading discontent than Mendus had suspected. The mood around the evening fires was noticeably lifted, and for good reason.

      They were close to victory. He felt it in his thoughts, clearer now than they’d been for weeks.

      As he did almost every night, Mendus cleared a patch of dirt with his boot, then used a long stick to draw a rough map in the soil, large enough all gathered could see without problem.

      “I received word from Selmara today. She and the clans in the hills have essentially overtaken the Eranorans. In another day she expects to be ahead of them and, at my order, is willing to cut them off before they reach the narrowest part of the pass to Eldroska. I propose we accept her offer and catch the fleeing Eranorans between our forces. One last battle, and then our march to Eldroska and beyond should meet no further meaningful resistance.”

      The elders and leaders listened attentively, but it was little more than what they’d discussed the day before. The only question had been if Selmara could overtake the Eranorans, and now the question was settled.

      Mendus continued, “It would not be wise to underestimate our enemies. Valinor’s Calidryn, in particular, seem worthy adversaries. They’ll fall against our combined might, though.”

      “What news of the Zarkun?” asked one of the elders.

      “It has left our main camp to visit Selmara. I wish I could say why, but it continues to hide its purpose from us. I’ve ordered Selmara to keep a close eye on it, and to seek out conversation if possible, but that’s nothing she wouldn’t have done otherwise. Its presence concerns me, but unless it takes direct action against us, I believe we should allow it free travel among us.”

      The Zarkun remained the only meaningful thorn in his side. Some degree of uncertainty was always present in a campaign of this scale, but the presence of the Zarkun made him feel more like he’d stepped into one of the Eranoran gambling parlors. Short of declaring war on the creature, there was little else he could do, though, and so he tried not to worry about it much.

      The meeting continued for a brief while longer, though it was mostly a matter of ensuring the elders and leaders were content, and they largely were. It was the most unified the campfires had been in weeks, if not ever. They broke from the meeting early, and Mendus was considering visiting the tent his wives shared.

      His spirits soured as he sensed a presence approaching from the side, a darkness he hadn’t felt since the night in Stoneward Hold. He looked longingly at his wives’ tent, then turned toward his own. Once inside, the shadow following him coalesced into the cloaked figure of his mysterious ally. His high spirits sank as though someone had tied a stone to them, and his mood turned suddenly as dark as the stranger’s cloak.

      “I expected you earlier,” Mendus said.

      His companion didn’t answer right away, and Mendus thought he sensed an uncertainty in his visitor’s bearing, a hesitation Mendus had never seen before. He’d never imagined the being as invincible, but he was close enough the difference didn’t matter much.

      “You let a Zarkun into your camp,” his ally said, uttering the words as though Mendus had somehow betrayed him.

      Mendus’s eyes narrowed. His companion hadn’t answered the question directly, but Mendus wondered if his complaint was an answer itself. If the Zarkun and his ally were at cross purposes, it might well explain the prolonged absence following the fall of Duskmere.

      “It is a Zarkun. There wasn’t a lot of choice in the matter unless I wanted to risk half the clans to bring it down.”

      The shadowy figure hissed, then said, “Why must the denizens of this age be so weak? You call yourselves dreamwalkers, but even with my guidance you can do nothing but scratch the surface of true understanding.”

      That sounded to Mendus more like a failure of instruction than one of learning, but he sealed his lips and focused his senses. Maybe tonight he’d finally learn more of his visitor’s true purpose.

      Instead, he only received new orders. “Send word to Selmara tonight. She’s to descend from the hills and strike the Eranorans before the night is out.”

      “Why? The clans under her command barely outnumber Valinor’s army, and his Lords’ Calidryn have proven themselves adept warriors. It’s far wiser to let her unit serve as the anvil and my main force the hammer.”

      The air in Mendus’s tent darkened. The lamp hanging from the center post still burned, but its light couldn’t penetrate the shadows that loomed ever larger. Mendus’s spirit trembled, but he’d had enough of blind obedience. If this man wanted the use of the clans, some explanations were necessary.

      Instead of the outburst Mendus expected, his visitor stepped forward, only stopping when they nearly touched. A sickly-sweet smell of decaying flesh wafted from beneath the cloak. Mendus’s stomach churned, partly from the smell and partly from the overwhelming presence of his guest, who he was increasingly certain wasn’t human.

      A hostile spirit surrounded his, brushing quickly against it, then abruptly backed off. Golden eyes glittered from the darkness beneath his guest’s hood. “You’ve been close to the Zarkun, haven’t you?”

      “I spoke to it personally after the Battle of Duskmere.”

      “I see.” The cloaked figure held up its hand to forestall Mendus’s questions. “You will order Selmara to attack tonight.”

      His words carried power, and Mendus wanted nothing more than to obey. This was, after all, his greatest ally, the very reason why Mendus stood where he did. He desperately wanted to obey.

      Yet a small and insistent voice demanded answers, demanded reason and logic. The voice was nearly drowned out by his desire for obedience, but he couldn’t extinguish it completely. Not when the answer should be so easy to attain.

      “Why?”

      “Because the Eranorans need to die!” his master snarled.

      Mendus agreed, but sensed the disagreement in their reasons. The clans only needed the Eranorans to leave, and their destruction was the fastest way of achieving that end. But he, personally, didn’t care whether the Eranorans lived or not, so long as they gave up their land.

      Dark thoughts ran rapidly from conclusion to conclusion. But of course they needed to die. The proud Eranorans deserved slow and painful deaths, and he was proud to be the instrument of that justice. The Nine themselves approved. The Lords’ Calidryn, in particular, were a stain upon Eryndoril.

      Mendus winced as that small and insistent voice reminded him the Eranorans were going to die anyway. Why did it have to be tonight, and at the risk of so many clan lives?

      It was a foolish question, and he was a fool to trouble this man who’d given him so much.

      “Why tonight?” Mendus asked. The question slipped from his lips before he could seal it deep in his heart.

      His visitor cursed, and Mendus’s bones trembled at the power in the sound. He was nothing before his master, and where did this insolence come from? His knees bent as he began to kneel like the Eranorans did before their precious lords.

      He was no Eranoran, though, and bowed to no man, certainly not on his knees.

      His limbs shook and he felt both hot and cold, as though a sickness tore through his body. He didn’t know what happened to him, and he wished only that it would be over.

      The bout passed as quickly as it started, and still he stood, though his strength seemed uncertain.

      “Master?”

      A spear of darkness pierced his spirit and Mendus gasped at the sudden pain. Cold spread through his body, seeping through his heart and into his limbs. His master leaned close. “Understand this. You are surrounded by enemies. Even though you seek to serve the clans, the clans will never respect all that you do for them. The elders and leaders are your servants, not your peers. I have seen the days to come, and the only way your line survives is if you kill the Eranorans as quickly as possible. Every day you waste is one day you march closer to your doom.”

      The spear vanished. Mendus’s body swayed, but he kept his feet. His master was wise. The elders lured him in with kind words and gestures, but the clans would never understand what it meant to be unified. The best he could do was hold them together until their mission was accomplished, until this land was theirs.

      Then he would test the loyalty of the other leaders, and if they failed, they would fall before his blade, just as the Eranorans had.

      His master took a step back, and a dark hand emerged from beneath the robes. A quick motion, and a thin band of shadow wrapped around one of Mendus’s fingers. The band solidified into a ring, inscribed with symbols that glowed in Mendus’s dreamsight, though he didn’t recognize the language.

      “Will you send the orders now?” his master asked.

      Of course he would. Whatever his master wished would be done. Mendus bowed deeply in the Eranoran fashion. “You can consider the orders as good as sent.”

      His master smiled, and it lifted Mendus’s downtrodden spirits to see it. “I’m glad to hear it. The Eranorans must end tonight.”
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      As Kalin and the others climbed the steep hills off the road to Eldroska, he was reminded of a conversation he’d once had with an elderly gentleman who lived close to the academy where he and the others had trained. The man was a carpenter, though Kalin understood that he had reached the point where he survived on completing a few small jobs a month.

      He’d been sitting at a teahouse complaining about joints that no longer worked the way they should and about a body that knew little beyond discomfort. Then he’d looked over at where Kalin and a group of other students were gathered around a Sovarene board and said something along the lines of, “You Calidryn are lucky you’ll never have to endure this.”

      It was a common enough misconception among those who never bothered to tap into the potential of the Dream. They imagined Sendryn and Calidryn were somehow immune to the suffering that afflicted others, as though their gifts protected them from aches and pains.

      Charitably, their beliefs weren’t entirely unfounded. Kalin’s control of the Dream was such that he could cut off the sense of pain that ran from his body to his mind, and he could summon strength from the Dream at will, so he didn’t have to experience exhaustion the same way others did.

      None of which was to say that he was invincible, or that he didn’t feel pain. Muscles still grew tired. Feet still ached at the end of a long march. He could cut himself off from the sensations, but at a steep cost. Pain was the body’s most important messenger, and to ignore its warnings was to invite a nearly immediate doom. Sylvenna, his old instructor, had hammered it into her students that pain helped them take care of their bodies. It was to be welcomed, except in the most dire of circumstances.

      All of which meant that Kalin’s feet ached, his legs complained with every step, and his joints burned from the rough use of the past several days.

      Worse than all that was the knowledge that no succor would be given, either. They’d left the main caravan earlier that afternoon on Valinor’s orders. He was rightfully concerned about the Kavenor advancing through the hills and had asked Kalin and his Calidryn to do something about it.

      So they’d pulled ahead of the main column, which wasn’t too difficult given the slowing pace of the civilians. Once Kalin decided they were beyond the sight of the Kavenor, he ordered them into the hills, where they’d hope to surprise the clans.

      Night had fallen now, and a part of Kalin wished he were back with the rest of the caravan, lying down for a night of rest. They had to be getting close to the Kavenor, though they hadn’t sensed any yet. He called for a brief break, and the five Calidryn huddled close together.

      “I’m surprised we haven’t sensed them yet. Normally they leave enough tracks to make you think a herd went by,” Melienne said.

      Jhalon grinned at the insult, but his smile didn’t last long. “We should be close. There are times I think I’m getting a sense of the caravan, and they should be harder to sense than the Kavenor.”

      “Is it possible to shroud an entire clan?” Kalin asked Selindra.

      The shorter woman shrugged. “Anything is possible, but I’ve never heard of a human with the ability. If anyone could, though, it would be a Bloodstalker.”

      “Knowing the Kavenor, they probably got turned around in the woods and went the other way,” Melienne said.

      Kalin ignored Melienne’s rough jibes at the Kavenor. She had more reason to hate them than most, and there was no question her past poorly influenced her judgment. It hadn’t yet affected her wisdom in battle, and so he let her be.

      “Let’s keep going for now. Be extra careful, though. I don’t like that we haven’t crossed paths with them yet,” Kalin said.

      The others acknowledged, and they worked their way north through the thick woods, Selindra taking the lead. The trees were old and tall here, and it was too easy to imagine an entire army lying in wait for their foolish advance. Strands of worry delicately wrapped themselves around Kalin’s spirit, but he resisted the urge to succumb to the fears that threatened to steal his focus.

      Selindra stopped and signaled that something unknown was ahead. The others melted into the shadows of trees while Kalin crept forward to Selindra’s position. She stood halfway behind a tree and gestured up ahead. Kalin dropped deeper into dreamsight, the trees and the inhabitants that called the forest home revealing a range of auras that would have made a rainbow look bland. Despite the overwhelming variety, Kalin sensed nothing that alarmed him. He closed his eyes and turned his spiritual awareness upon the dream itself, and finally sensed what Selindra had noticed.

      That she had noticed at all spoke to her focus. The chaotic Dream wasn’t as chaotic up ahead. The difference was subtle, but once sensed it was clear as day. “A shroud of some sort? I’ve never sensed anything like it.”

      Selindra shrugged.

      “Can you find its center?”

      A quick nod.

      He almost ordered her to send a projection forward, but doubt seized him before he spoke. If the shroud was a Kavenori warrior, its sudden disappearance would raise as many alarms as if they’d wandered unaware into it.

      There were times when it was best to attack first and ask questions later, but this wasn’t one of them. Despite the road to Duskmere, this was a relatively untamed land, and only a fool invited trouble with careless attacks. He gestured for the others to remain back but ready, then walked slowly forward, hand away from his sword.

      The shroud shifted, and Kalin found himself standing before a Zarkun. His hand went to his sword instinctively as he prepared to draw, but reason overwhelmed instinct within the space of a heartbeat and he removed his hand. He obeyed his next instinct, which was to take a knee and bow deeply.

      The Zarkun didn’t reveal its full strength, but even the fraction it displayed was enough to make his legs tremble. A few days ago, Sorova had told him how staring at the stars made her feel small, and he’d never understood her better than he did at this moment.

      The Zarkun was a creature of stone and flame, but in Kalin’s dreamsight, it reminded him of a tree. What walked the surface, visible to those it wished to be visible to, was only a small fraction of the being’s unbelievable spirit. It burned as bright as a second sun in front of him, but it stretched effortlessly into the deep Dream, farther than Kalin would go in his boldest imaginings.

      They walked the same land, but they didn’t live in the same world.

      It had always been enough to serve Eranor, to return with his labor the kindness the academies had shown him when there was nowhere else to turn. To demand anything more from life would be selfish. If he wanted anything else, though, it was to have the understanding of the Dream a Zarkun had. To see truth and to finally understand why.

      He rose from his bow to see the Zarkun’s glowing eyes fixed on him. Their unblinking intensity gave him every excuse to stand and run, but he sensed no malice in the examination. If he’d had any confidence in understanding a Zarkun’s aura, he would have said the creature was as curious about him as he was about it, and for a moment, he felt an odd kinship with the creature.

      The Zarkun reached out with its spirit, which in dreamsight appeared to be a branch not unlike the roots that dove deep into the Dream. It paused before brushing against Kalin’s spirit, and Kalin realized it was waiting for permission to come closer. He nodded.

      Visions flashed across his dreamsight, as vivid as they were short-lived. In one, he lay dead in a field, part of his body missing. In another, the madness of the Nine had taken him, leaving Solivar little choice but to behead his closest friend while the rest of Kalin’s Calidryn held him still. In yet another he lived in a large house surrounded by both fields and forest. Another revealed him in the fine robes of a Lord of Eranor. He fought to remember the visions, but as soon as one was replaced by another, the previous was lost to his memory. He gasped as the visions ended, and he was back in the forest, panting as though he’d run to the ruins of Duskmere and back.

      “What was that?” he asked between breaths.

      “Possibilities,” replied the Zarkun. Its voice was higher pitched than Kalin expected, soft and with a quality he associated with women, though what that meant with the Zarkun was anyone’s guess. Though it spoke Eranoran, the sounds it made couldn’t have come from a human throat. It sounded as though the voice harmonized with itself, as though many voices had become one unified whole.

      Kalin searched through his memories, but none of the visions returned with more than the briefest flicker of recognition, like a nightmare driven away by the coming of dawn.

      “My future?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “May I ask what you’re doing here?” Kalin asked.

      The Zarkun didn’t answer immediately, its full consideration still resting on him. He’d just about given up hope of receiving an answer when it said, “Your struggle is not the only one threatening to shape the course of Eryndoril. There are forces stirring that haven’t risen for the entire lifespan of humanity.”

      If Kalin hadn’t felt small before, he felt even smaller now. “And we’re involved?”

      “You are, though to what purpose, even my arts cannot determine.”

      Kalin bowed again. “My only wish is to serve and protect the people of Eranor. Forgive my rudeness, but there are many demands upon me this night. Are you an ally or an enemy?”

      “You do yourself a disservice by thinking so simplistically. The world is rarely so straightforward. You yourself are not as ordinary as you’d lead me to believe.”

      “Then perhaps a more specific question: do you mean to harm the refugees fleeing from Stoneward Hold and Duskmere?”

      “I do not, though in the spirit of honesty you so treasure, I should tell you that their well-being is at best a secondary concern. I wish them no harm, but if harm befalls them as a consequence of choices I must make, then so be it.”

      Kalin offered a short bow to thank the Zarkun for its consideration. Then, boldly, he said, “May I offer you our alliance, then?”

      The Zarkun rumbled, a sound Kalin associated with laughter. “You don’t even know to what ends I work.”

      “No, but I sense a deep streak of honor within you, and in times like these, that is enough.”

      The rumbling faded, and to Kalin’s surprise, the Zarkun bowed slightly to him. “Despite your self-interest, I welcome your kindness and generosity. It was a pleasure to cross paths with you tonight, Kalin of Eranor.”

      Kalin noted the Zarkun evaded the question with the skill of a lord. He did not press, suspecting the attempt would only end in disappointment. “And you as well. Do you know of any Kavenor in the area?”

      “I’ve been traveling with them for the past two days.”

      Kalin swore the glowing eyes twinkled with something resembling mirth, but it was a cruel jest to play, for with the admission, the Zarkun threw him deep into uncertainty. The temptation to draw his sword overwhelmed him. He didn’t believe the Zarkun lied, but at the same time he felt this was a test, and that suspicion kept his hand well away from his sword.

      “I do not wish your enmity, but the Kavenor threaten to cut us off from rescue, and it’s my mission tonight to prevent them from doing so.”

      The Zarkun’s gaze never left Kalin, but he sensed a great weaving, a gathering of Dream energies effortlessly woven into a pattern beyond the limits of his understanding. The Zarkun released it, and Kalin braced for whatever it might do to him, but he wasn’t its intended recipient. The energies were directed behind the Zarkun, quickly fading beyond Kalin’s ability to sense them.

      “You may return to your commander with news of your success. The Kavenor will not reach the pass before you. They’ve traveled far and are in need of rest.”

      “What did you do?” Kalin felt as though a storm was tossing him this way and that, and he could never quite get his feet underneath him.

      The Zarkun didn’t answer, and Kalin stepped forward with the intent to walk around it. The Zarkun held up one of its hands, with fingers that ended in claws of stone. “You will not walk among the Kavenor this night under my watch. The blood already on your hands will never dry, and the violence you would commit in the name of protecting your people would only serve my enemies. You and your people will be safe through the pass. No more will I promise tonight, but promise that, I do.”

      Kalin’s spirit wanted to trust the Zarkun, but trust didn’t come so easily. Too many lives hung in the balance.

      Did he have a choice, though? He wasn’t sure what his Calidryn’s odds of fighting a Zarkun were, but he didn’t rate them highly.

      Kalin took one more look at the Zarkun in his dreamsight, then bowed deeply. “Assuming you spoke true, on behalf of the people of Eranor, I thank you.”

      The Zarkun returned the bow. “The pleasure was mine, and I hope that our paths cross again.”

      Kalin was surprised by how strongly he hoped that was true. “I feel the same.”

      With that, he returned to his Calidryn, who’d taken up positions where they could see him clearly and aid him if the moment came.

      Solivar was the first to greet him. “Did that really just happen?”

      Kalin glanced back, but the Zarkun had shrouded itself once again. “I’m not sure that I believe it myself. It offered me reassurance the Kavenor won’t cut us off at the pass, but it won’t let us proceed. I’ve chosen to trust it.”

      Melienne, whose complete list of people she trusted began and ended with the group she now stood among, asked, “Are you sure about that?”

      “Not nearly as sure as I’d like to be, but I’m not about to pick a fight with a Zarkun, and I do trust it.”

      Melienne shook her head but didn’t argue. On the question of trust, she’d never see eye to eye with Kalin, but her trust in him was complete enough she didn’t have to.

      “Come on,” Kalin said. “We can cut straight back down to the caravan and hopefully still get a little rest before the night is out.”

      To that, at least, there were no arguments.
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      The arguments around the fire burned hotter than the fire itself, which hungrily consumed the dry wood from Duskmere. Most of the elders and clan leaders had started the conversation sitting on logs or on the grass, but now all were standing, many with hands close to sword hilts.

      How had he ever thought kindly of these fools? He was surrounded by elders who should have known wisdom and leaders who should have known courage. All Mendus saw today was folly and cowardice even children afraid to sleep alone at night would have mocked.

      “The longer we wait, the more likely it is the Eranorans escape to Eldroska and fortify the defenses there,” one leader argued. Mendus shook his head but didn’t bother responding. To answer a fool was to give credence to his foolishness, and Mendus refused. He twisted the ring on his finger, feeling the power flowing through it and appreciating the clarity it brought to his mind.

      “You’d have us charge forward with no idea what happened?” another leader challenged. “The hills were supposed to belong to us, but for all we know, the Eranorans are there now, laying even more ambushes.”

      Finally, one of the elders said something that was remotely correct. “Our mistake was trusting Selmara with so much. She’s a powerful Bloodstalker, but untested and too ambitious for her own good. She was moving too fast, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she ran into an ambush.”

      The woman who could do no wrong in the eyes of so many was finally brought down, just as Draeven had fallen in Duskmere. It seemed the best way to dispose of threats was to send them after the Eranorans.

      “Two days! Two crucial days we’ve been sitting on our hands with nothing to do. This campaign has been a mess since we passed Stoneward Hold, and even if Selmara shares in the blame, one man deserves much more.” This comment came from an elder who knew he only had a summer at best before his spirit surrendered itself to the mysteries, and that proximity to death no doubt gave him courage.

      Many eyes around the fire turned to Mendus, and he saw in those gazes an eagerness to dump the blame on him. People always searched for a scapegoat, so eager to turn judgment on anyone besides themselves. Some of such blame was acceptable. Mendus had taken on the role of leader of the clans, assuming the responsibility for the success or failure of the invasion, but he’d be cursed before he assumed even a sliver of responsibility for Selmara.

      Velken, that young fool, came valiantly to his father’s rescue. “All of us are too quick to leap to conclusions. We’d be wise to hold our tongues until the truth of the matter is revealed.”

      The same elder that had just dared to question Mendus’s leadership fixed his ire on Mendus’s firstborn, as if he hadn’t been eager enough to die from his comments before. “A noble sentiment that ignores the fact that all riders and messengers we’ve sent to Selmara have failed to return!”

      Mendus admitted there was a bit of wisdom hidden in the elder’s anger. It was the mystery of the situation which vexed them. Selmara had been tasked with sending messages twice a day, a task she’d upheld with all the vigor of an apprentice Bloodstalker trying to please their master.

      At least until two mornings ago, when the message hadn’t arrived. Mendus had sent riders to Selmara’s last known location, not wanting to advance unless their actions were coordinated, but the riders hadn’t returned, nor had the ones he sent after the first ones. No message had arrived that evening, and yesterday an entire scouting unit had been sent after Selmara, which had also disappeared without a trace.

      Thanks to his master’s warning, Mendus suspected the interference of the Zarkun, but until they knew what had happened to Selmara’s forces in the hills, they didn’t dare advance. There was a very real possibility that the Eranorans, working in cooperation with the Zarkun, lurked in the hills close to the pass, ready to descend upon the clans as they chased after Valinor. Half the elders were right when they said the clans couldn’t advance without a clearer understanding of what awaited them. The other half were right when they said they couldn’t sit here and wait for much longer. The Eranorans remained on the move, driven to an impressive feat of endurance by Commander Valinor.

      The only solace Mendus took in the dilemma was that Eldroska wouldn’t be the safety Commander Valinor hoped it was. It wouldn’t burn like Duskmere, but it couldn’t withstand the might of the clans any more than the village could. The Eranorans’ end was delayed, but their reprieve was temporary, and they would all die soon enough.

      The arguments ended with the arrival of a messenger, who arrived sweating and winded.

      “What is it?” Mendus asked.

      “Selmara! She’s arrived.”

      The surprise around the circle wouldn’t have been any less if his master had chosen that moment to reveal himself among them. An uproar ensued as more than a dozen arguments erupted at once. It wasn’t until Mendus sent a twirling vortex of flame into the air that the annoying din ended.

      He didn’t have Draeven’s skill with fire, but he knew enough for a trick or two. He’d let them forget his power, the reason so many had followed him at first.

      Mendus saw no point in speaking with her privately. Whatever had happened would spread throughout the camp like fire had spread through Duskmere, and it was better she endure her shame in public than in private. If he could put her in her place tonight, at least one of his problems would be solved for a time.

      “Bring her to us,” he commanded.

      The messenger punched fist to palm, then took a deep breath and ran back through the camp to fetch her.

      Mendus took a seat. He would be a fool as great as the elders if he underestimated Selmara. She was young and lacking in experience, but she was strong, ambitious, and most importantly, clever. Circumstances might have forced her to appear before the fire tonight, but he couldn’t rule out other possibilities. He prepared himself as well as he was able.

      The Selmara that appeared before the council was not the same one that had left it so many days ago to begin the march into the hills. That one had been confident, brash even, ready to conquer Eranor with or without Mendus’s leadership. This one held her gaze down and advanced with the humility one would expect from a failed warrior. Mendus didn’t discount the possibility it was all an act, but if it was, she had a future on an Eranoran stage instead of as leader of a clan.

      Selmara was tall, even by clan standards. Her blonde hair was pulled tightly back, revealing a wide forehead and piercing blue eyes. She radiated the unmistakable aura of a woman who knew what she wanted and would fight the Nine to achieve it. There had been a time, several years ago, when Mendus had considered inviting her to become one of his wives, but he was content and had wanted to see what she would achieve on her own.

      He’d never imagined a scene like this, and never imagined the joy he’d feel at witnessing it firsthand.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      She didn’t answer for a long while, leading to sharp whispers around the fire. When she finally raised her head, her face was pale with barely contained fury. “I believe it was the work of the Zarkun, leader.”

      “Tell us.”

      “As per my last report, our pursuit went well. We were within a day of overtaking the Eranorans and were prepared to put ourselves in their path. The night was like any other. Watches were set while the rest retired. From our perspective, the night proceeded as any other. It wasn’t until the final watch that the mystery deepened. The third watch claimed the moon was in a different phase. Also during third watch, many messengers arrived at once, confused, for by their perspective, day had suddenly turned to night. They, too, remarked at the change in the moon.”

      Mendus snorted. The story was too ridiculous to be anything but the truth. A liar would have insisted on a more believable story, though what that would be, Mendus would have been curious to hear.

      The other elders, particularly those who had once supported her most, were all too eager to assume the role of the doubter, which Mendus silently thanked them for. By presuming his anger and assuming it themselves, they freed him to approach the problem from a different angle.

      One elder said, “You expect us to believe that your whole clan lost two days while you slept?”

      Selmara’s cheeks flushed, but she kept her temper in check. “No one understands better how impossible the story sounds, and yet I report it only how it happened. The only reason I can give for such an event was the presence of the Zarkun, which was gone when our camp awoke this morning.”

      “And why is it, if you awoke this morning, we’re only now hearing from you? Most of the day has passed,” Mendus observed.

      “Confusion, leader. I awoke with the coming of the sun, so did not witness the moon phase for myself. From my perspective, the day started as any other. Scouts were sent out to ascertain the location of the Eranoran column, but it could not be found. Tracks indicated they had made toward the pass. I first believed they had run through the night, disguising their actions with an impossibly large shroud. However, when a half-day’s determined pursuit didn’t bring them within sight, I realized that something else had happened. Forgive me, but it was not an easy problem to solve. I’ve never heard of such a technique, and didn’t believe it possible.”

      Not a single elder rose to Selmara’s defense, which was a refreshing change after the past weeks in which she could do no wrong.

      Mendus stood, and every eye in the circle turned to him. He finally had their full attention, and after Selmara’s failure, their full respect. He welcomed it, for it should have always been his.

      It was the right of a ruler to forgive. He didn’t doubt Selmara’s tale, unlikely as it seemed. His master had warned him of the Zarkun, and Selmara had as good as confirmed the Zarkun was his enemy. His master spoke true and always had. Selmara had made a mistake, yes, but who among them, when faced with this new and unexplainable power, would have fared better?

      He was already known among all the clans for his strength. Perhaps it was time for them to learn of his mercy.

      The ring on his hand went cold, and there was no better sign of his master’s displeasure.

      He summoned the Dream energies faster than the eye could blink. Before Selmara knew she was in danger, she was dead, a sharpened projection punching a small hole through the center of her wide forehead. He released the projection’s energies inside her skull, where they tore her brain into a sloppy mess. Such was his control that the skull didn’t even expand, the forces precisely measured, killing her with complete certainty without much blood or mess.

      Selmara’s body crumpled, her spirit fleeing from flesh in surprise to explore the great mystery beyond.

      The speed of the execution caught the elders by surprise, but even when their shock wore off, no complaint was made. Seven days ago, had he done the same, he would have faced a war between the clans.

      It was, in part, a shame, for she’d shown such promise, and the loss of that promise was a waste. Unfortunately, promise had to be paired with obedience and humility, and Selmara had never learned that lesson. If she’d wanted to stand in his place, not even a Zarkun could be allowed to overwhelm her.

      Velken stared in disbelief, and Mendus turned away. He would need to be watched, for like Selmara, he had ambitions beyond his current station.

      Weakness would not be tolerated. For the sake of their children to come, they had to be stronger.

      He addressed the assembled elders, Selmara already out of his mind. She’d told him what he needed to know, that there were no Eranorans waiting in the hills to ambush them. The choice was clear. “We move at first light tomorrow. It’s time to hunt the Eranorans down.”
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      Sorova bit down hard on her lower lip to prevent from crying out as her foot slipped on a piece of loose stone. Her ankle twisted a hair beyond its comfortable range of motion, and she stopped before she could take another haphazard step. Miles remained and she couldn’t risk a twisted ankle. Too many rode on Narine’s carts already, all in desperate need of assistance.

      She gingerly lifted her foot and placed it carefully. Uneven stone greeted her step, the same as it had for more than a mile already. Though the sole of her foot was protected by the sturdy boots her father had insisted she own back at Stoneward, the uneven step sent needles of burning pain through her calves and straight up her spine. She stopped again and stared at the top of the pass, so close she swore she could reach it in a moment if only she had the strength.

      Several of those who’d been close behind her passed with shuffling steps and uneven gaits. Sunken eyes stared out above hollowed-out, sunburned cheeks. Not a single person asked if she was hurt. A citizen from Duskmere stumbled two paces away from her, and she did nothing but watch. The woman caught herself before she fell, which was good. Sorova had seen many fall and not arise.

      She pulled the water skin hanging from her belt free and treated herself to a small sip, the drops of water more precious than all the coin she’d ever laid eyes on. Some of Duskmere’s citizens had packed coin they still carried today, and they were fools. She’d watched them shuffle from person to person, entire lieran in their hands, begging for food that no one had, as if the only reason their hunger wasn’t sated was because they hadn’t thrown enough wealth at the problem. Money couldn’t buy what didn’t exist, but still, they lugged the additional weight.

      Her eyes traveled down the caravan, now spread out over more than a mile. Commander Valinor’s troops had long since stopped trying to keep them together, recognizing an impossible battle when they saw one.

      Sorova’s stomach had stopped rumbling, and she didn’t know whether to be grateful or worried. She would have welcomed the distraction from the unceasing agony in her legs and back.

      Walking so far on an empty stomach played weird tricks on the body. All she had to do was put one foot in front of the other and walk, which until a couple of weeks ago had been the easiest thing in the world, but now felt as impossible as flying. It wasn’t even that she was sore. Her feet hurt from the rough road, and her back hurt from carrying everything that remained of her life, but the muscles in her legs felt fine. She just didn’t have the strength to move them.

      Pausing had saved her ankle, but it cost her momentum, which was almost all that kept her going. Starting was always the hardest, the first step three times as challenging as all that followed. She imagined herself walking, then shouted in her mind for her legs to move, but it was as if her feet had grown roots.

      Tears came unbidden, streaming down cheeks that did not welcome them. She cursed herself for wasting water, but not even a curse was strong enough to convince her body to just walk.

      A shadow fell over her, and she turned her head to find Solivar standing next to her. He moved with a vigor that was nothing more than a memory for anyone else. Up close, some of the illusion was shattered. His face showed the same signs of sudden weight loss they were all experiencing, but somehow, he had a smile on his face. “You’ve been helping Narine, right?”

      The question was asked gently, but it brought more tears to her eyes. She hadn’t been strong enough to help Narine for two days.

      “No need to cry,” the giant said. He laid an enormous hand on her shoulder, and a moment later, strength returned to Sorova’s limbs. Her eyes went wide as her tears dried instantly.

      “Your body isn’t used to Dream energies like those, so they won’t last long, but it should be enough to get you to the top of the pass. Have you ever been up here before?”

      “I have, but I don’t remember it. I was too young.”

      “It’s a wonderful view. I think you’ll like it.”

      With that, he bowed and continued up the line. Despite his haggard appearance, he moved with a strong step, easily outpacing anyone else in the caravan.

      Sorova resolved to use her newfound strength well and resumed her climb. The road through the pass barely deserved the title, and every step was uphill, but the giant hadn’t misled her. The strength he’d given her lasted almost to the top of the pass, and her momentum carried her the rest of the way.

      Steep mountains had closed in around them, but as she reached the top of the gap between two peaks, a wide valley spread out before them. Sorova slowed to a stop and drank in the view. There, no more than five miles distant, was their refuge.

      Eldroska awaited them.
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      Commander Valinor’s soldiers rode ahead to prepare the way, the threat of the Kavenor well behind them. By the time Sorova and her mother stumbled into the outskirts of the town, a collection of tents had been made ready and food prepared. The tents were separated from the town by several hundred paces. Commander Valinor’s army camped separate from the refugees, and the commander, his guards, and the Lords’ Calidryn were given the last remaining rooms in Eldroska’s inns.

      Sorova was dimly aware of the ruckus their arrival caused, but exhaustion consumed her. She was given a small bowl of porridge that both tasted like and filled her stomach like an enormous feast. After, she and Mother found space in one of the tents filled with other refugees from Stoneward Hold. There were no beds or cots, but they’d all grown used to sleeping on the ground. Tonight, though, the heat of other bodies was trapped by the tent, and the breeze couldn’t steal the warmth from her bones. She fell asleep instantly and didn’t wake until the next day was halfway done.

      Despite the late hour, she was one of the first to arise in the tent, and after lying still for a while, she crawled out of her makeshift bed. The movement woke Mother, who looked at her with bleary eyes. Recognition came slowly.

      “Sorova?”

      The weakness of Mother’s voice almost brought tears to Sorova’s eyes. She’d hoped that a long rest would bring some of Mother’s spirit back. If a full day of rest didn’t seem to help at all, what would bring her back? “I’m just stepping out for some air. I’ll be back soon.”

      Mother nodded once and was back asleep before Sorova could finish crawling from the covers. Sorova watched as her breathing evened. Mother needed the rest. Sorova thanked the Nine for keeping Mother going this long. There had been days when Sorova had feared that whatever spark Mother still burned would flicker out. Hopefully a few more days of rest would see her health begin to return.

      She crept out of the long tent, careful not to step on any of the prone forms. The day was cloudy and gray, portending one of the quick spring storms that swept down out of the mountains. The sight almost drove her back inside, but curiosity overwhelmed all. She picked her way slowly through a camp that seemed far more empty than it was. Few were up, and it would be days, at least, before any sense of normalcy returned to their lives.

      When she reached the end of the camp, she came across a young soldier standing guard. He stopped Sorova. “Where are you going?”

      She hadn’t really had a destination in mind. Tempting as visiting Eldroska proper was, it was smarter to wait for Mother to wake first. “Just wandering. I thought I might sneak a peek at Eldroska.”

      The soldier glanced behind him and then gave her a questioning look, as though he couldn’t understand why anyone would want to look at Eldroska. “It’s fine to take a look, but the commander has asked for everyone to stay in the camp for the time being.”

      “Why?”

      The soldier shrugged. “All I know is that our arrival is setting off a firestorm. Commander’s been arguing with the magistrate all night.”

      Sorova remembered all too well how Commander Valinor’s last argument with a magistrate had ended, and she shuddered. She thanked the soldier with a bow, then returned to the tents, worried but trying not to show it. This was supposed to be the end of their journey, wasn’t it? Or at the very least, a place they could call home while they determined what came next.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      What if they needed to move again?

      Yesterday, the thought would have brought tears immediately to her eyes, but a touch of food and a full night of actual rest had restored some of the balance to her emotions. Even so, she felt the tears building. All she wanted was a day she didn’t have to spend on her feet, an unspoken promise that she could lay her head down in the same place for three, four, or even five nights in a row.

      Her fears were replaced when she caught the soft sounds of a conversation happening in a tent that she passed. The voice speaking was all too familiar, the voice of Terenar. “What have you heard?” he asked.

      “Rumors mostly, but none are that surprising. The magistrate wants to help, but there’s little he can do. The arrival of both the army and the refugees has doubled the size of Eldroska. Food will be a problem before long, and there’s no place to house everyone. The magistrate believes you all need to move on, but Commander Valinor isn’t sure the refugees will survive another march.”

      Sorova didn’t recognize the second voice, but it sounded older. Eldroska’s den leader, perhaps? She stopped by the tent and listened closely.

      “Has there been any word from his father yet?”

      “None, which means that even if he intended to come, it would be too late to matter. The young commander is on his own.”

      Terenar was silent for a while at this news, then said, “I happen to know that the Kavenor aren’t done. Eldroska will fall to them next.”

      “Didn’t you say they fell away?”

      “They did, though I’m not sure why. By all accounts, they should have cut us off before we reached the pass, but the Lords’ Calidryn disappeared one night and when they returned, the Kavenor halted their pursuit. Rumor has it they killed off an entire clan out by Stoneward. Maybe they did it again.”

      “Those are particularly dangerous Calidryn, if the rumors are true.”

      “They’re nosy. That much I can assure you.”

      Sorova smiled as she thought of the beating the Calidryn had given the den leader.

      “It’s worse than you think. Once Commander Valinor was assigned to this area, I did some digging into his past. He has a longstanding grudge against the dens. There are rumors, though nothing confirmed, that he was even the one responsible for the destruction of an entire den when he was younger.”

      “He’s a troublesome man,” Terenar agreed. He sounded as though he was on the verge of violence.

      His companion was slower to anger. “The question before us is how we react. It feels as though the tide of history is crashing around us, and I wonder whether we should let it carry us where it will, or if we should attempt to build something greater.”

      There was a brief silence before Terenar said, “I have spoken with the one leading the Kavenor. As dangerous as Commander Valinor might be, I can assure you that he is nothing compared to the Kavenor. I do not know why they didn’t stop us before the pass, but it could be they think that little of us. He intends to take Eldroska, and if the Eranoran Lords won’t arrive in time, there’s nothing that will stop him.”

      Sorova covered her mouth to ensure she wouldn’t make a sound. The Duskmere den leader had just confessed to treason, but no condemnation came from the parties he’d confessed to.

      Terenar continued, “There is an opportunity. The Kavenor don’t understand Eranoran systems of trade, but once they conquer this land, they’ll have ample resources to trade with. I proposed an arrangement where the dens could facilitate this trade, and Mendus, the Kavenor leader, welcomed this arrangement.”

      “How can we best take advantage of this opportunity?” the older voice asked.

      “For now, I don’t know that we need to do anything. Much will depend on how the pieces fall, and we’d be wise not to make any moves too quickly. But we must be wary and search for any weakness from Commander Valinor. If he stumbles, the course of this war might change in the space of a heartbeat.”

      There was general agreement with this point and movement from within the tent. Sorova startled and started walking away, but not before one of the den members stepped outside the tent and saw her. She didn’t look back, pretending only that she’d been on a walk. He didn’t pursue, but she felt his eyes on the back of her head.

      She cursed. Somehow, she had to warn Commander Valinor before he was betrayed by the very people he was fighting to protect. Once she was sure she was out of sight, she turned around and sought the guard she’d spoken to earlier.
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      The rope handles of the buckets burned against Kalin’s palms, but after what he’d endured over the course of the last week, the pain was almost nothing. He and Solivar walked to one of Eldroska’s wells, loaded with as many empty buckets as they could carry.

      By rights, they should be resting at the inn. The Zarkun’s promise had held, and the Kavenor hadn’t pursued, but neither the soldiers nor the Calidryn relaxed their watch until the last refugee had stumbled through the pass and reached the relative safety of Eldroska. The Calidryn called upon the Dream for the strength to sustain them, but no man or woman could live on the Dream alone. Kalin’s spirit ached from the strain of the past week, and his body wasn’t in much better condition.

      No one with a hint of wisdom believed their trials were close to over, and they needed rest as much as the refugees. But Solivar had promised to help Narine in any way he could. He’d recruited Kalin to the cause, and now the Lords’ Calidryn served as water haulers for the healing tent.

      Kalin wasn’t upset, not really, but he feared they pushed themselves too hard. Solivar was as noble a spirit as existed across all of Eryndoril, but if they were to protect as many Eranorans as possible, they couldn’t waste their energies on hauling water.

      He said nothing, though. Solivar had been in a mood since they’d come down from the pass. Hopefully he would open up if it was just the two of them alone. It wasn’t until they reached the well and dropped the first bucket down that he spoke, though.

      “These feel like dark days,” Solivar said.

      “They have been, but hopefully they’re numbered,” Kalin answered.

      “Do you truly believe that? We haven’t even heard from Lord Parvis. There’s no rescue coming.”

      “It may not be likely, but I still hold out hope. We’ll find a way through.”

      Solivar half-snorted, half-laughed. “You always think that. No matter the situation, you’re thinking of a way through.”

      Kalin dropped a second bucket, filled it, and pulled it up. “It’s worked for me so far.”

      “And if it keeps working and by some miracle of the Nine we see the other side of this invasion, what will you do?”

      Kalin had never thought much about it. “Keep serving as Calidryn, in whatever capacity I can.”

      “You’ve really never thought of anything else?”

      Kalin shrugged. “Not really. It’s what I’ve worked my whole life toward. Why change course now?”

      “You still think that way? Even after…” Solivar hesitated, then said, “even after that night?”

      So that was what weighed down Solivar’s normally buoyant spirit. Kalin had tried not to think of it since, and outside the nightmares that sometimes visited, he’d been successful. Being involved in a constant flight for one’s life helped push unwanted memories of the past into the dark recesses of his mind. He dropped the bucket, and some water spilled onto the stones surrounding the well.

      “Of course. I’m not so fickle that I’ll shrink from my duties, no matter how unpleasant they might be.”

      Solivar let Kalin’s frustration roll over him. “I understand the reasons well enough, and no matter how many times I return to that night, I can’t think of what else we should have done, especially seeing their intent firsthand in Duskmere, but no amount of reasoning wipes away what I feel. My spirit is heavy with it, even now.”

      The hurt in Solivar’s voice acted as a knife to pierce through the storm of emotions roiling in Kalin’s spirit. The act itself had been painful enough, but to know it had wounded Solivar so deeply was an additional burden he didn’t want to carry.

      “You shouldn’t feel such guilt. It was my decision. My orders. You and the others were nothing more than the swords I wielded to make it happen.”

      Solivar’s eyes turned hard. “Don’t. Only a coward hides behind orders as an excuse. I’d like to believe you think better of me.”

      Kalin bowed, appropriately chastised. “I do. I only meant to ease some of your anguish.”

      “It’s not yours to take. My decision was my own, and even now, knowing how I feel about it, I still believe it was the right one. I’ll survive with this burden, but I don’t think I’m strong enough to add to it. So if we see the other side of this, I’m going to ask Valinor to release me from my oaths.”

      Kalin’s hands froze on the rope he was using to pull the bucket up. As unexpected as the announcement was, he couldn’t help but think he should have seen it coming. He squashed his instinct to object. “Will you smith, the way your father did?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve considered it. Maybe I’ll become a healer’s assistant.” He fought to smile, and Kalin shook his head.

      Solivar hadn’t won Narine’s heart, but Kalin hoped, for his friend’s sake, that he would succeed in time. “In that case, we should get this water back to her fast. She’ll probably be wondering if we fell into the wells.”

      Solivar grinned, the weight of his past shed, at least for a moment, and helped Kalin carry the water back to the healing tent.
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      They left the water with one of the aides Eldroska’s magistrate had loaned to Narine. She was a stout woman with a stern face. She reminded Kalin of Sylvenna, their headmistress when he’d trained in the academy, because she seemed like someone that would never be satisfied by your effort, no matter how perfect the result. The Calidryn’s effort was rewarded with a slight sniff Kalin chose to interpret as a thanks, and the woman carried the buckets to where they were needed.

      Their duty done, Kalin turned to leave, but Solivar put his meaty hand on his shoulder. “Not quite yet. I’d like to speak to her.”

      Kalin considered reminding Solivar that he was a full-grown man who didn’t need to be accompanied to speak to a woman, but there was a seriousness in Solivar’s expression that silenced his objections. His stomach lurched a bit as he feared that Solivar was about to offer his hand in marriage.

      Never one to leave a soldier behind on the battlefield, and especially not upon one that promised to be so bloody, Kalin followed his friend deeper into the healing tent.

      The scenes that greeted him were some of the worst he’d witnessed outside a battlefield. A week with limited food and high mileage had been hard enough for him, but it had ravaged the citizens of Duskmere. Gaunt figures with bloody feet filled most of the cots, and Kalin felt the spirits of a few weaken to the point where he suspected they would be dead before long. Valinor’s haste had saved hundreds of lives, but those lives had come at a cost.

      Narine was bent over one of those Kalin suspected wouldn’t survive. He was an older man with a gray beard that stretched halfway down his chest, and despite the rapidly weakening nature of his spirit, he had a smile on his face and a gleam in his eye. He reached a hand to brush against Narine’s face, and they came close enough to hear his words. “Thank you for keeping an old man like me company. I know you’ve got other patients to attend to, and I appreciate it, more than you know.”

      “It’s been a pleasure,” Narine said. “Once you’re out of here, we’ll have to visit a teahouse I know.”

      The older man chuckled. “Lying doesn’t become you. We both know the end is near, and it doesn’t terrify me the way it once did. It’s been a good life, and there comes a point where taking a rest sounds just fine.”

      Narine bowed, and despite the death she was surrounded by, her eyes glistened. “It has been a pleasure. I hope that when my end comes, I can face it with the grace you’ve shown me.”

      She bowed again, then stood to make her way to the next cot. It was only then that she noticed her visitors. “Thanks for your help.”

      Solivar removed the pack he’d been carrying. From it, he took out a number of wrapped packages and handed them to Narine. Kalin recognized them immediately, and when Narine saw the seal on the packages, she did, too.

      She shook her head. “I can’t take these. These are Lords’ Calidryn rations. Using these is tantamount to treason.”

      Solivar scoffed. “Trust me, no one here cares. Please, use them. For some of these patients, a healthy meal might be the difference between life and death.”

      Kalin ground his teeth together, finally understanding why Solivar had insisted he come. Had he found out Solivar was giving more than half his rations away, he would have given him a tongue lashing that would have sent the giant scurrying for cover. In front of Narine, though, what could he say?

      Solivar liked to pretend to be the big, dumb giant, but he was too clever by far.

      Still, Narine knew well the consequences of using the food without permission. Her head would decorate a pole within the day if Valinor found out and was of the mind to punish it.

      Which, Kalin realized, was the second reason why Solivar had wanted him here. To make him an accomplice. Kalin swore under his breath, then said, “Solivar speaks true. I’m his commander, and you’ll hear no complaint from me, and we’re both friends with Valinor. The rations are yours to use.”

      Solivar beamed, far too proud of himself, and if Kalin had more energy, he would have challenged the giant to a sparring match once they left the tent. At the moment, though, a long nap sounded far better.

      His confirmation sufficed for Narine, who bowed deeply and accepted the gift. The food wasn’t much in absolute terms, but with so little to go around, it was very possible Solivar’s gift would save lives that might otherwise have passed into the great mystery.

      Narine studied Solivar, looking at him as with new eyes. “Why?” she asked.

      “Ever since I became a Calidryn, I was taught how to take life. How to destroy. We dress it up with talk of protecting the innocent and serving Eranor, but my training shaped me into a killer. After the last few weeks, I think I’d rather devote my energies to healing instead. Duty demands my obedience for a time yet, but this is a first step, something small I can do to start repairing the damage to my spirit.”

      Narine nodded slowly, then bowed slightly. “I fear I misjudged you, Calidryn Solivar. I’ve long known the quality of your character, but I didn’t understand its depth. Forgive me, please.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive, I assure you.”

      Solivar bowed and Kalin couldn’t help but shake his head. The fool had done it. He hadn’t won Narine’s heart yet, but for the first time, her emotional defenses had been breached. He saw the change in the way she looked at Solivar, and even if it caused a small pang of jealousy, he was glad for his friend. Solivar’s life had been a hard one, and he deserved all the joy the Nine would offer him.

      His friend was wise enough to take the victory and retreat before he lost ground. They left the tent and went into the cloudy day. Solivar’s looks basically dared Kalin to say anything, but Kalin didn’t bother. Better to let the giant have his victory.

      They hadn’t made it far before they were found by a messenger. His face was pale. “Commander Valinor requests your presence immediately. The Kavenor are pouring through the pass.”

      It felt as though the messenger had scooped out Kalin’s insides and filled them with ice. They needed more time.

      Solivar’s mouth was set in a grim line.

      Kalin said nothing, but he suspected Solivar would regret giving his food away in the coming days.
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      Valinor’s summons pulled Kalin into Eldroska proper. It was a good-sized town considering how far north they still were, and it served as a hub for many of the nearby valleys. Lumber and ore flowed freely from small mines and mills, and almost all of it passed through Eldroska on the way to feed Eranor’s growing demand for materials.

      The wealth of the town wasn’t ostentatious, but it allowed those who lived here a lifestyle most in the nation would be envious of. Homes were large and well-maintained, and even the poorer and less desirable parts of the town were clean and pleasant to walk through. All but the lowliest of laborers had their own home, for the space was abundant and the coin plentiful.

      Kalin rarely had such thoughts, but Solivar’s questions from earlier had planted seeds that were beginning to sprout. He couldn’t imagine a life outside of being a Calidryn, but if he was ever forced to retire, he could imagine settling in a place like Eldroska.

      Not Eldroska itself, though, for if the Kavenor had pushed themselves this hard to reach the pass, it seemed likely the town wouldn’t be under Eranoran control for long.

      The garrison headquarters was, like everything else in Eldroska, larger than Kalin expected. The building stood two stories tall and was built with stout timbers that could withstand both severe weather and any invader short of a Bloodstalker. Long and rectangular, Kalin guessed it had been built to house nearly a hundred soldiers.

      Their uniforms earned them easy admittance into the headquarters, and one of the garrison officers directed him to the long room they were meeting in. The room held a large table covered in maps. Valinor and his captains were present, as well as one of the Stoneward soldiers Kalin had rescued. He didn’t recognize the rest of the attendants, but guessed they were the officers of Eldroska’s garrison. He was one of the last to arrive, and Valinor called the meeting to order when one last garrison officer arrived.

      “You’ve all heard the word by now. The Kavenor have reached the top of the pass and could reach Eldroska by nightfall if they wished. We’re uncertain as to their total number, but our initial reports suggest it’s likely close to the entire invasion force. What are people’s thoughts?” Valinor asked.

      Eldroska’s garrison’s commander was a woman a few years older than Valinor, a Calidryn herself. “You’re talking thousands, correct? With dozens of Bloodstalkers?”

      Valinor confirmed the numbers.

      The garrison commander shook her head. “Then I don’t know how much of a discussion there is to have. Even reinforced by your army, Commander Valinor, we don’t stand much of a chance against such a force.”

      “Is there anyone here who disagrees?” Valinor asked.

      The room was silent.

      Valinor nodded, the silence confirming what he already thought. “The complicating factor is that we can’t simply retreat,” he said.

      “Why not?” asked the garrison commander.

      “We can’t protect the civilians if we do. The refugees from Stoneward and Duskmere are already exhausted and starving, and the healing tent is full of those recovering from the brink of death. No matter how hard we push, they’ll be slower than the Kavenor.”

      The garrison commander’s face paled as she guessed the direction Valinor’s argument pointed. “What are you asking of us?”

      Kalin, like the garrison commander, had already guessed the general thrust of the answer. He let the words being said fade away as he focused on his friend. Valinor had wanted to become a lord for as long as Kalin had known him, and he’d never shied away from what that meant.

      Rarely, though, had Kalin seen his friend wrestle so fiercely with those responsibilities. He’d never had to make decisions like this, ones that were certain to cost many lives even under ideal conditions.

      The weight wasn’t Kalin’s to bear, but he swore he could see Valinor shouldering the burden of the decision, calmly answering any objections, though they were short-lived. Those in this room would be among those putting their lives in the greatest danger, but such was their quality that no complaint was uttered. Several whispered silent prayers to the Nine. Kalin dropped briefly into dreamsight. Valinor’s spirit was as bright and focused as he’d ever seen it.

      Good.

      The citizens of Eldroska would become refugees, joining those of Stoneward and Duskmere in their desperate flight. Kalin and no small number of soldiers would stand at Eldroska and fight, delaying the Kavenori advance for as long as possible.

      A dark, humorous thought crossed Kalin’s mind as he left the meeting.

      At least now he wouldn’t have to worry about what he’d do if he wasn’t a Calidryn any longer.
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      Mendus climbed to a promontory off the road that overlooked Eldroska and the surrounding valley. Small campfires blazed like tiny stars that represented the defiance of the Eranorans. He stretched out his hand until all the fires were hidden behind it, then closed his fist over the sight. He would crush them, soon, just as soon as his own people fell in line.

      The size of Eldroska was even greater than he’d imagined, stretching through the valley like a parasite that had grown too large on the blood of its host. He could admit there were times he felt envy at the comfort most Eranorans took for granted, but those times were rare. Comfort was fine, but too much of it separated people from the Dream. It made them weak. The Eranorans were capable of great deeds. Eldroska was proof enough of that, a habitation that was many times larger than any the Kavenor had ever attempted, and he heard it was small compared to their cities. At the same time, their civilization removed them from nature, and they’d forgotten that their entire civilization was nothing but a thin mask that hid the truths of the world from them.

      Mendus had come to strip the mask off, to remind them that nature didn’t care for laws or honor. It respected tradition and strength.

      He turned as footsteps approached behind him, the first of the clan leaders he’d summoned. Velken was the second to arrive, but his son kept a wary distance, the same distance he’d maintained since Mendus had executed the traitor. Others trickled up to the promontory in ones and twos, and together they looked out over the valley. Far behind them, warriors camped near the summit of the pass, grabbing what rest they could before the morning’s battle.

      Such meetings were usually held around a fire, but Mendus had come to disdain their evening fires. They fought too much among themselves, especially over the last few days. Mendus wanted them physically close, squeezed together by the limited space of the promontory. Let them look over the battlefield together, and let them try to speak against him while they stood within the cutting reach of his enormous sword.

      They must have sensed his blood thirst, for none, not even his firstborn, came too close. They formed most of a ring around him.

      “Where’s Zorathen?” he asked.

      Nervous glances shot back and forth, but none answered until Velken was bold enough to speak. “He made it clear that he would refuse your summons until a formal apology is made.”

      Mendus snarled. “Does he?”

      Velken had the wisdom not to say more.

      “Where’s his clan?” Mendus demanded.

      “They continued on to a different campsite tonight, away from the other clans,” Velken said.

      Selmara had been a traitor, but at least she’d had the decency to be subtle about it. Zorathen, her second, had taken command of the clan after her execution, and Mendus had expected obedience. Instead, he’d as good as separated his clan from the invasion force.

      No matter. Selmara’s clan had been large, and one of his greatest sources of Bloodstalkers, but it wasn’t as though their loss affected the outcome of tomorrow’s battle. When the spoils of Eldroska were divided, Zorathen’s shares would be forfeit, and if he didn’t grovel sufficiently upon his return, his life might be, too.

      “A poor choice, to risk so much on behalf of a traitor. I’ll deal with him soon enough, but we don’t need them tomorrow. I should have killed the entire clan for their failure.”

      A sharp pain erupted behind his temple, and he turned away from the others so they wouldn’t see him wince. These random aches and pains in his body had been appearing more often as of late. He kept meaning to visit one of their healers, but there was no time. Once this invasion was complete and this land secure for all Kavenor children, then he could rest.

      When he turned back, he knew he’d gone a step too far with his threat. Cold eyes judged him, and though no one spoke against him, their feelings were written across their faces. Mendus saw, too, how many looked to Velken for guidance.

      The pain stabbed into his temple again, but he locked his expression in place so none would know how he suffered. Was his own son, whom he loved and hoped to bequeath all one day, so impatient that he would usurp his father? Velken was close enough to cut. One swing of his sword and he could solve the problem as effectively as he had Selmara’s traitorous behavior. His hand twitched toward his hilt.

      The knives digging into his temple receded, and his hand fell away. He had no wish to kill his son. No wish, really, to kill any of his people. He would not be ruled by a weakness such as compassion, but he wouldn’t kill without reason. Velken needed watching, that much was clear, but for now, no more.

      “Did Zorathen choose the western range or the eastern?” Mendus asked.

      Velken looked as though he considered the question a trap, but he answered it without much hesitation. “The western.”

      “Very well. Velken, I’d like you to advance your clan up the eastern foothills. If the Eranorans try to flee again, I want you to be able to cut them off.”

      The glances around the group were silent, but Mendus heard them as if they were shouted. “Is there a problem?”

      Velken once again had the courage to speak for the assembly. “Why bother? If they flee, they’ll leave the valley undefended and our purpose will be complete. We can move up to Ryvar Pass and establish our defenses.”

      “The Eranorans need to die.” His master had demanded no less.

      “But why?” Velken asked.

      Mendus snarled and let his hand reach for his sword. “My orders will not be questioned.”

      Velken held up his hands. “I only ask for reasons, Father. The land will be ours, so why weaken our forces by separating?”

      If he could have killed Velken without a war among the clans, he would have. He took a deep breath and thought quickly, though the pain in his skull made it difficult to focus.

      “Son, you’ve become more privy to my private thoughts than any warrior here. The land is as good as ours, but do not underestimate the danger the Eranorans present. If we plan on saving our children’s future, we cannot let the Eranorans escape.”

      Velken studied his father, thoughts hidden behind an unreadable mask. The circle of warriors seemed to collectively hold their breath.

      Slowly, Velken brought his fist to his open palm, then dipped his head towards his father. “Very well, Father. It will be as you wish.”
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      Mendus returned to his tent to find Iskara waiting for him. She’d stoked a small fire to ward off the chill, and the inside of the tent was pleasantly warm. Mendus stared hard at her. “I didn’t invite you.”

      As the most senior of his wives, she was among the only people in the camp who could dare to enter his tent without an invitation, but even so, it was rare for her to take advantage of the right. He suspected Velken’s influence, but he couldn’t deny it was good to see her.

      Both he and she were starting to show signs of their more than four decades wandering the wilds of Eryndoril, but he still found her as beautiful as he had when he’d first crossed paths with her on a hunt. Maybe more so, for there was a unique beauty to her weatherbeaten face and the dirt under her fingernails. It was her beauty that had caught his eye, but it was her mind that had ensnared his heart.

      She didn’t blink an eye at his greeting. “You didn’t, but you needed to see me regardless.”

      His suspicions, weak enough to begin, were wiped away by her tone. Iskara would never betray him. If she disagreed, she’d say it to his face, and if she ever wished violence upon him, she’d pull out her dagger and stab him while staring him in the eye. He grinned, and the expression felt unfamiliar upon his face. “You might be right.”

      She gestured for him to sit, and he shed his heavy cloak, took off his boots, and sat on the cushions beside her.

      “How did your secret meeting with the leaders go?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “How do you think it went?”

      It had been a secret meeting, so of course everyone across the clans already knew everything that had happened. It was, no doubt, the reason Iskara had felt it necessary to visit.

      “Not well. You’re losing the support of the other leaders. This alliance is close to fracturing.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      Again, Iskara didn’t flinch away from his anger. “Can you explain to me what troubles you? You are not an unreasonable man, no matter how many leaders cower before your temper. Why kill Selmara? Why send Velken away when he should have a chance to prove himself at Eldroska?”

      He glanced sharply at his wife at the last question. “Are you here on his behalf?”

      “I’m here on your behalf.” Her eyes bored into him, and then she frowned. “You fear Velken, don’t you? You’re worried he might seize the leadership of the clans.”

      “Never!”

      He spoke too quickly, though, and Iskara saw through the deception with ease. “You’ve lost touch with reality if you fear Velken. Not only is he devoted to you, but he has no desire to lead the clans as you do. None at all. Our clan is more than enough for him.”

      The pain in his temple returned. He winced and held his hand to his head.

      She took it gently and pressed her other hand, cool to the touch, against his forehead. “I’ve never felt your spirit like this before. This…uncertainty isn’t like you. What’s wrong?”

      He growled as she peered straight into the center of his weakness. He should kill her before she could spread the news.

      What was he thinking?

      He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. She took his hand between her own, then noticed the ring his master had given them. She studied it closely. “What is this? It’s no clan token that I’ve ever seen.”

      He didn’t answer, and she continued to study it, turning his hand over in hers. “This writing, I don’t recognize it, but there’s a power to it. Mendus, what is this?”

      He pulled his hand away. “A gift, from one whose strength is far greater than my own.”

      Iskara turned her sharp attention to him. “Who? And what does it do, for it is no mere ring.”

      He clutched at his head, the pain returning so strongly it was nearly unbearable.

      Iskara began to stand. “I’ll fetch a healer.”

      He grabbed her wrist before she could move. “No healer. Not now.”

      “If you won’t find a healer, at least take that ring off. I fear for the effect it seems to have on you.”

      Mendus reached to take it off, then stopped, certain that if he did he would suffer for it. “I do not think I should.”

      Iskara’s eyes narrowed, and she took a deep breath. “Tell me, then, for it seems that I know less than I thought.”

      It was all the encouragement Mendus needed, and so he laid his spirit bare, as he’d once done much more often with her. He told her of the master who’d visited him long ago, who’d given him both the strength and the skills needed to bring the clans together. Those days she knew well, and so there was little to say. She knew less since the invasion, and Mendus wondered if he’d been a fool to isolate himself as he had. Iskara’s wisdom had long complemented his own, and he wasn’t sure why he’d stopped sharing with her as he once had.

      He hid none of the darkness that haunted him. She already knew of the visions that drove him, but knew nothing of his current fears. He admitted his fears surrounding Selmara and Velken, and she listened without interruption. When he was done, she was silent for a moment.

      Then she asked, “When this began, you told me that your hope was only to unite the clans long enough to reach Ryvar Pass. Has that changed?”

      He’d forgotten that, too. Somewhere in the last few weeks, he’d started to think of the alliance as a permanent arrangement, though it had never been meant as such. “It hasn’t, though I’ve forgotten that.”

      She glanced again at the ring. “I do not think the influence of this master is as harmless as you had hoped. Are you sure you won’t take off the ring?”

      “If I consider it, I’m filled with a powerful dread, a certainty that disaster will follow.”

      “Do you trust that feeling?”

      “Perhaps not trust, but I am wary of it.”

      Iskara sighed. “I had hoped to be of more help to you, but I’m afraid the depth of this problem is beyond me. Have you tried diving deep into the Dream to search for answers?”

      Mendus chuckled. Once, she’d suggested that for almost every difficulty he’d faced, and he’d long ago lost track of the number of times he’d recklessly plunged into the Dream for answers. It had become something of a jest between them, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t effective. He’d found many answers there.

      She nodded at him. “It’s the eve of battle. A good time to ask your questions.”

      “Will you keep watch?”

      “Of course.”

      Mendus settled deeper onto his cushion, making himself comfortable. With one last look at his wife, he closed his eyes and breathed his spirit into the Dream. The warm waters of reality splashed and played around him, and he welcomed the familiar sensations. Since his early days, he’d loved the feeling of the Dream, the feeling of untapped power and chaos that lurked beneath the order of the physical world.

      The Eranorans were wrong about many things, but none more than this, for this was being wrong about the very nature of reality. They feared the Dream, for they feared the Madness of the Nine, and what foolishness was that? To lose your spirit for good in the realm of the Nine, to commune with the creators of Eryndoril until the final judgment? To Mendus’s way of seeing, the Madness of the Nine was a blessing. Eranorans saw only what happened to the body and mind left behind, though they should have known better. Their perception was too limited, which was why they would never be as strong as the clans.

      Mendus welcomed the Dream and embraced it, allowing his spirit time to adjust to the exposure. In combat he might dive deep and fast, but to explore the deep Dream required time to adjust. His spirit was strong, but a slow descent opened depths a quicker one couldn’t reach.

      He slipped well beneath the surface of the Dream, the chaos subsiding into deeper patterns beyond his comprehension. From here he could pull strength most Eranoran Calidryn would envy, but his journey was barely halfway complete. He slipped lower, into the deep Dream, where the chaos of the Nine was just another illusion. This was a place of deep currents of strength, forces that would rip the surface of Eryndoril to shreds if they were released without control.

      Mendus wouldn’t dare pull from this depth, for it would tear his body and spirit into pieces if he attempted it. There were uses for this depth, but the answers he sought lay deeper yet. He pushed well into the deep Dream and paused, his spirit nearly indistinguishable from the surroundings. It wasn’t as deep as he’d gone in the past. Even as he tried to settle his spirit, he felt a force pulling him up, back to the physical plane. Whatever time he had would be short. He focused his will on finding the path to protecting the clan’s children. Then he opened his dreamsight.

      Calling it sight was a disservice. It was instinct and feeling, emotion and vision. The future wasn’t written, for many wills competed to shape it, but the laws of cause and effect still held, and some possibilities could be roughly mapped in the deep Dream, where nothing was hidden.

      Forces moved around him beyond the Nine, forces far greater than his collection of clans and Bloodstalkers. They converged not on him, but around Eldroska. He thought he caught whispers of his master’s power, as well as the penetrating insight of the Zarkun. Others, too, were near, though he’d never sensed them before and couldn’t identify them.

      He’d always known he was a piece in the game his master played, and so long as the role assigned to him benefitted the clans, it had been a trade he’d been willing to make. Had that been a mistake?

      Paths opened up before him. In almost all, Eldroska fell to the clans after a morning of heavy fighting. That, it seemed, was as good as certain, though some victories came with steeper costs than others. It was only after that the powers began to converge, and the paths revealed wildly different futures.

      The force pulling on him grew stronger, like ropes wrapped around his spirit trying to haul him from the depths of a deep lake. He fought the ropes, pursuing path after path, dismayed to find that so many ended in despair. He pursued the fleeing Eranorans, but in so doing doomed the clans. Some futures showed the death of Velken as he rode to his father’s aid. Others showed the clans massing for battle, only to be destroyed by forces the Dream refused to show him.

      Mendus snarled as the forces wrapped around his spirit pulled even tighter. There had to be a way! He hadn’t brought them all this way to doom them. He’d seen the path that led to a future for the clans, but it was hidden from him now. The harder he fought, the more the Dream slipped away, and it was only a matter of time before his focus broke.

      The forces yanked him roughly through the layers of the Dream, so fast that when he opened his eyes back in his tent he felt sickened. His eyes watered as vomit rose in his throat, but he swallowed it down.

      The memories were already fading, which had never happened before. The feelings of dread persisted, the uncomfortable certainty that tomorrow would likely spell disaster, but he couldn’t remember why. Like a vital messenger that had forgotten his message, he no longer remembered what the Dream had revealed.

      Iskara pressed a cool cloth to his forehead, and he belatedly realized he was sweating. “What did you see?” she asked.

      “Dooms, but I do not remember them. There are forces working upon me I do not understand.”

      “You should take off the ring,” Iskara said.

      He clutched it close to his chest. “It will be needed tomorrow.”

      “All the clan needs tomorrow is you. And you are not yourself with that ring on.”

      She was right, but when he went to pull it off, he found that he could not. Swearing, he held out his hand to her. “Take it from me, please, for I lack the strength.”

      She took his hand once again in her own, wrapped a cloth around the ring so that she wouldn’t touch it directly, then pulled it free.

      Some of the memories from his dreamwalk surfaced, vague and tattered, but he saw the fall of Eldroska. He breathed more easily. “Thank you. I’ve never quite trusted the one who recruited me, but I did not think he’d use his power thus.”

      Iskara knotted the cloth around the ring and put it near one side of the tent. “How do you feel now?”

      “Much improved, thanks to you.”

      Mendus did not make any claims regarding his understanding of love, for its ways were deeper mysteries than the Dream, but at that moment he was nearly overwhelmed by a warmth spreading through his chest. She smiled, as though his thoughts were written on his expression.

      His first wife pushed him down onto the cushions and swung her legs over him so she straddled his thighs. Slowly, she removed the layers of clothing that protected her from the cool night air.

      “You’ve always depended on me to keep you company on the eve of battle. Would you like me to leave?”

      She was cruel to ask the question.

      He reached out to her, wanting to hold tight to her when it felt as though everything else was slipping away. “No, please. Stay with me until morning light.”

      She smiled, and that smile took years off her appearance, and Mendus was young again and the world filled only with possibility.

      She blew out the lights and said, “As you command, my love.”
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      Deep in mountain ranges humans haven’t yet dared to tread, a Zarkun rises from a smoky battlefield. Her blood runs from wounds not yet healed, and she takes solace in the knowledge her blood will serve as the fertilizer for new life to spring from the ashes she created. Beyond the wide circle of destruction, no evidence of her enemies remains, though they’d been numerous. Their strength had grown faster than she realized.

      She turns her attention to a distant town. She is weary, but the crux of the matter is soon to be determined. Her enemy turns his attention to a small town unprepared for the storm about to break upon its houses and shops, and the Calidryn’s survival hangs by a thin thread. Long strides carry her from the battlefield toward Eldroska.

      Her wounds will have to heal on the way.
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      Velken reads the short note from Zorathen. He doesn’t know the other clan leader well, but there is wisdom and loyalty in these words. Not to Father, but to the cause Father claims to champion, the one that has stirred the hearts of the clans to action. Velken writes two copies of his reply, in case one of the birds is killed by the Eranorans.

      His clan will march tonight, positioning themselves not for tomorrow, but for all the days that come after.
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      Sorova curses the Nine as the caravan shuffles south.

      She tried. She tried to get word to Commander Valinor about the traitors in their midst, but the arrival of the Kavenor threw everything into chaos. She seeks him in the long line snaking its way out of Eldroska, but he is nowhere to be found. The only soldier she asks says he is still in town coordinating its defense.

      What does a traitor matter when their enemies are so persistent? Her feet have not recovered, and the blood from a popped blister squishes between her toes as she takes another step. She wonders, seriously and for the first time in her young life, if it wouldn’t be better just to die. There will never be a home for her again, and she is too tired to keep fleeing.

      Not before Mother, though. The grief would be too great for her to bear, and Sorova won’t add to her suffering.

      It is easier not to think. Not to fight.

      Sorova puts one foot in front of the other, and she does not notice the men of Duskmere’s den whispering far behind her as they continue to hatch their next scheme.
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      Kalin and Solivar take up position near an abandoned house and swap stories from earlier days. Kalin has heard most of Solivar’s before, but there’s a comfort in the familiar, a pleasure in the repetition. He laughs at Solivar’s joke, even though he’s heard it a dozen times before. The nervous soldiers of Eldroska’s garrison shoot him angry glares, but he doesn’t let himself feel guilty. For a brief moment, it’s just him and Solivar, and that’s a moment worth treasuring.
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      Mendus wakes from his slumber and runs his hand along his wife’s exposed arm.

      “Thank you,” he says, and it’s both gratitude and goodbye. He can’t say how he knows this, for their victory is certain, but he knows it all the same.

      He rises from the cushions and tucks the blankets more tightly around her. No fear or nervousness unsteadies his hands. He will do anything to give her the future she deserves. He will do everything he can to give them all the future they deserve.

      As he leaves the tent, his clothes on and his sword strapped across his back, he doesn’t even notice the ring on his finger, etched with symbols of a language Eryndoril has never seen before.
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      Kalin leaned against an abandoned house on Eldroska’s northern outskirts as he watched the flood of Kavenor coming down the pass. From this distance, they looked like hundreds of ants fleeing their anthill.

      All five of his Calidryn were gathered, wearing their unmarked blue uniforms. They would attract attention once the fighting began in earnest, which was as it should be. Kalin couldn’t rightfully say he welcomed the attention, but it was his duty.

      Shouts echoed behind them as the town garrison helped the last of the citizens begin their journey south. Some had chosen to stay, and the magistrate had respected that choice, but there were a handful of those, when they saw the horde of Kavenor coming down the pass, who changed their minds. They were the ones getting the late start this morning.

      Kalin squinted and shaded his eyes with his hand. Even at this distance he could make out the relative sizes of the various clans that made up the invasion. The pass pressed them together, but they still left distance between themselves.

      Jhalon noticed the same. “Not much for cooperation, are they?”

      Melienne coughed and spat on the ground. “It’s a miracle they’ve made it this far without killing one another.”

      The observation was true enough, and commonly shared around the army’s campfires, but with the interference of and conversation with the Zarkun a few days back, Kalin suspected their struggle for survival was only a small part of a larger story. Something more must have happened to convince the Kavenor to join together, something that would push them south when they’d lived in their lands for generations.

      Not that the reason mattered much now.

      “Sir,” one of the garrison soldiers spoke to Kalin, “the last of the civilians has safely left the town.”

      Kalin pushed off the wall and stretched. “Everyone seen enough?”

      Selindra gave a soft grunt and nodded toward the advancing Kavenor, silently asking Kalin to take another look. He did.

      The farthest ahead of the Kavenor had reached the valley floor, where Valinor, Kalin, and the other captains had expected the Kavenor to gather and prepare for the last push toward Eldroska.

      They didn’t stop. As a point of fact, they started running.

      “What’s the rush?” Melienne asked. “The town’s already abandoned.”

      Kalin watched for a moment longer. “I don’t think they’re hurrying to reach the town. I think they’re after the civilians.”
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      Kalin and Solivar sat at a table together, their various weapons spread out before them. Yesterday the house had belonged to a trader and his family, but who it would belong to tomorrow was anyone’s guess. All Kalin felt confident in predicting was that the new owners wouldn’t be from Eranor.

      Valinor’s final orders had come quickly, and were no different from Kalin had expected. Those who had been selected to stay behind were to delay the Kavenori advance using whatever means were at their disposal. Valinor had once again made it clear he wanted as few losses as possible, for he expected the fighting to continue around the civilian caravan. To that end, many of the army’s freshest horses had been placed near the southern edge of the town. They were to flee once they’d slowed the Kavenor for as long as they could.

      It felt like wishful thinking, but Kalin appreciated the gesture. He’d ordered his unit into two groups, breaking up among familiar lines. Solivar had the strongest gift of them all, and so he and Kalin worked as a pair. Jhalon, Selindra, and Melienne also worked well together. Selindra’s skills were similar to Kalin’s, though her shrouds were much better, and Jhalon and Melienne together had more strength than Solivar.

      He prayed to the Nine that they would soon be reunited.

      Solivar had done the kindness of throwing a shroud over them, delicately balancing the strength needed to maintain the shroud while not pulling so much the act of shrouding them alerted the approaching Bloodstalkers. Because he maintained the shroud, though, Kalin couldn’t sense much beyond the walls of the dining room.

      It was a nice room. The table had been carved from the maple that grew to the southeast, and it had been shaped by one who cared about the quality of their craft. The cuts were clean, the angles exact, the table sturdy enough that Solivar could have danced upon it if he’d been of a mind to do so.

      “You’re staring at the table like you’re thinking of becoming a carpenter,” Solivar said.

      “I was admiring it, but my thoughts ran in a different direction. I was thinking you can’t have a table like this unless you have a society like ours. Strong as the Kavenor are, they can’t make anything like this. Nor will they ever, unless they change.”

      Solivar raised a skeptical eyebrow as he looked at the table. “It’s a good table, but I don’t think there’s anything uniquely Eranoran about it.”

      “That’s not quite what I mean. I’m saying you need a society like Eranoran society to build something like this. You need an army that will protect the land and magistrates who will rule it fairly. You need master crafters to pass on the knowledge a table like this requires. The one who crafts this table needs to know that someone will part with their hard-earned emberin because they value the work. And the one who builds this must take their work as seriously as we take ours, knowing their other needs will be cared for. Kavenor clans couldn’t develop skill like this even if they wanted to, because they need every able-bodied person to fight and hunt for them.”

      Solivar grunted. “You know what’s most impressive to me?”

      “What?”

      “That you’re capable of having thoughts like that as the vast majority of Kavenor are bearing down on you.”

      Kalin’s chuckle was bitter. “Easier to think of that than what’s to come.”

      “You won’t have to worry about it much longer. They’re getting close.”

      To add weight to his words, Solivar began sheathing his blades, checking them one last time as he did. The giant didn’t carry quite as much hidden steel as either Melienne or Jhalon, but any Kavenor who thought him disarmed if he dropped his sword was going to be thoroughly disappointed.

      Kalin sheathed his sword and dagger, then stood. “How close?”

      “Edge of the town, I’d say, and entering now.”

      They’d chosen a house quite a few houses within the boundary, hoping the Kavenor would drop their guard as they passed empty house after empty house. Kalin crept over to the open door and pressed himself against the wall beside it. “Drop the shroud?”

      Solivar shook his head. “Several of the Bloodstalkers are looking for life.”

      Kalin was about to ask if they’d spotted any of the Eranoran soldiers lying in wait, but the first of the Kavenor passed by the windows of the house. Solivar’s shroud didn’t make them invisible, exactly, but they were harder to spot, and an eye that passed over the shrouded area would dart in a different direction, the eye’s owner usually unaware of the behavior.

      None of the invaders looked through the windows, and Kalin wrapped his hands around the hilt of his sword. He let a few warriors pass him by, then nodded to Solivar.

      Kalin stepped through the open door as he drew his blade, cutting cleanly through the neck of the first Kavenor he encountered. He stabbed deep into the chest of a second before the first realized he was dying.

      Solivar’s emergence from the house birthed even more confusion, and his sword was every bit as fast as Kalin’s. Three more fell before Kalin felt the sweep of a Bloodstalker’s awareness. There would be no more hiding.

      Kalin dropped into the Dream and opened his dreamsight. The Bloodstalker raced across the rooftops to reach them.

      The Bloodstalker didn’t arrive in time to protect the nearby invaders from Solivar’s assault. The giant unleashed a weave of blinding light that cut through everything it touched, felling nearly a dozen Kavenor before the Bloodstalker jumped down into the street and threw up a wall of protection.

      The rest of the Kavenor scattered, too wise to remain close to a battle between dreamwalkers. Solivar’s light lashed across the Bloodstalker’s defense but couldn’t penetrate.

      Solivar didn’t bother diving any deeper into the Dream, for Kalin had clambered to the rooftops and quickly circled behind the Bloodstalker’s wall. The Kavenor avoided Kalin’s first cut, but couldn’t focus on two separate attacks at once. He dropped the wall, too focused on Kalin’s steel, and Solivar’s weave cut through him.

      Kalin’s dreamsight caught glimpses of a host of Bloodstalkers converging on their location. He returned to Solivar with even steps. “Shroud.”

      Solivar obliged and they turned a corner, leaving the devastation behind them. They passed three houses, then turned again, back to the north and the Kavenor advance. “Drop the shroud for a moment, please.”

      Kalin’s dreamsight encompassed much of the northern reaches of Eldroska. His and Solivar’s attack had not been the only surprise, and the Kavenor advance had stalled as clan leaders sought to make sense of the unexpected assault and coordinate with neighboring clans. He didn’t sense any coordinated counterattack. Several small fights burned with dream energies along the rapidly shifting front, but even as he watched, he sensed Eranoran warriors vanish under shrouds and find new positions.

      Their resistance meant pitifully little against the combined might of the clans, but it was a delay. Hopefully Valinor would find a way to make use of it.

      Kalin sensed an enormous presence lurking near the edge of town. Human. He gestured for Solivar to raise the shroud. “You feel that?”

      Solivar nodded. “You think that’s their leader?”

      “Has to be. The Kavenor follow their strongest.”

      “Want to kill him?”

      He was close. Well-guarded, but close. Would there ever be a better chance? They wouldn’t return, but there was no rescue coming for any of them. Kalin swallowed the tight knot of fear that rose in his stomach. “I think we should try.”

      Solivar was silent for a long moment, his thoughts running down the same paths Kalin had just explored. He nodded slowly. “I’ll follow if you lead.”

      The knot of fear in Kalin’s stomach dissolved. “That’s always been a poor decision.”

      “Sure, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      A brief look passed between the two men, saying all that needed to be said.

      Kalin cast his own shroud so he could sense his surroundings. The Kavenor were regrouping to the north, and groups of warriors worked their way slowly through the houses to ensure there were no more surprises. Good. The longer they searched, the farther Valinor would get before pursuit resumed.

      Unfortunately, the Bloodstalkers wouldn’t be surprised again. Their senses combed over the abandoned town. Kalin and Solivar were safe where they were, but once they got closer their shrouds wouldn’t be sufficient. Kalin signaled his intent to his friend.

      Once Solivar reached a distance where his shroud was in danger of being pierced, he dropped it and formed half a dozen powerful projections he hurled into the sky, arcing over a handful of houses to drop upon the Kavenor leader.

      None made it close. Half a dozen barriers were thrown up between the projections and the leader, but with the Bloodstalkers focused on the sky, Kalin attacked from below. He cut his way through a swath of Kavenor warriors before encountering Bloodstalkers that turned aside his cuts as though he were no better than a student at the academy.

      He swore. Why had he thought he could get close enough to fight their leader? His dreamsight revealed at least a dozen powerful Bloodstalkers between him and the leader.

      A line of bright white fire lashed out at the Bloodstalkers as Solivar approached, but it was turned aside as easily as Kalin’s sword. The Bloodstalkers advanced together and pushed Kalin and Solivar farther away from the leader. Kalin could see him now, both with his own eyes and dreamsight.

      He was the sort of man that left nightmares in his wake. The Kavenor leader stood every bit as tall as Solivar, but burned twice as bright in dreamsight. His aura’s purity nearly blinded Kalin, a powerful focus untempered by kindness or reason, and all that focus was currently on the two Calidryn.

      The Kavenor leader leaped without warning, distracting Bloodstalker and Calidryn alike. He cleared the defending Bloodstalkers with ease, a jump that would require Kalin to drop deep into the Dream to match, and landed light as a falling leaf among the front line of his allies.

      Kalin’s sword sang through the air, dancing and carving its way toward the beating heart of the invading clans. Any thought of holding on to life slipped into the distant past as the tremendous act of service presented itself. Bloodstalkers fell away until Kalin’s sword struck for the giant invader’s flesh.

      Blade rang out against blade, and Kalin’s pressed his attack against the giant man.

      A projection from Solivar, powerful enough to rip through a stone wall without slowing, shattered against the leader, and the answering laughter was loud enough to shake Kalin’s bones.

      Kalin sank deeper into the Dream, sacrificing more of himself for the strength needed to save those who were fleeing, like little Sorova and her exhausted mother. His sword became an extension of his spirit, and he cut the Kavenor leader.

      It wasn’t immediately fatal, but the leader’s spirit, already burning bright, seemed to erupt in light. Kalin didn’t even sense the beginnings of the wave that picked him off his feet and hurled him away. He was spun and twisted in the air like a leaf caught in the wind. Solivar accompanied him on his mad flight down the street, the giant’s weight and spirit no more successful at anchoring him to the ground than Kalin’s.

      They were caught by a house. Their bodies crashed through the wooden walls and glass windows. Wood splintered and glass shattered as they were hurled through like oversized stones. The force would have cracked bones and liquified organs if Kalin hadn’t been so deep in the Dream. Half the house collapsed behind them as they tore through it, but they landed in a bedroom that remained intact.

      Kalin coughed up blood. He held on to the Dream with the last of his focus, for it was all that kept him alive. Beside him, Solivar groaned. He bled from a dozen wounds, but none would steal his life, and his spirit was as strong as ever.

      No attack followed their violent dismissal, and Kalin returned shakily to his feet.

      That attack did more than threaten to break his bones. He trembled as he looked in the direction they’d come from, sight blocked by the collapsed walls of the house. Such power was hardly human, and it had seemed like nothing more than a passing thought for the Kavenor leader.

      Solivar stood up beside Kalin. “We’re going to need a new strategy.”

      Kalin kept staring at the collapsed walls, then shook his head. “There’s nothing you and I can do. We should leave.”

      “But if we leave…”

      Solivar didn’t have to finish. Kalin said, “I know. But Valinor ordered us to return if we could, and there’s no point in us risking our lives against that. We’ll retreat for now.”

      Solivar jabbed his finger in the direction of the Kavenor leader. “We need to try! You cut him!”

      So Kalin had, and it mattered not a whit. Call his achievement luck or call it the intervention of the Nine, but it would never be repeated. He might as well attack a Zarkun. Why didn’t Solivar see? If there was the slightest chance of doing good, he would have leaped at the opportunity.

      “We’re sounding the retreat,” Kalin said.

      Solivar glared, then glanced in the direction of the Kavenor leader, who stood waiting for them to rejoin the battle.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Kalin warned.

      Slowly, Solivar turned, then sent a spear into the Dream to sound the retreat while he stared holes into Kalin’s head.

      Kalin ignored his friend the best he could. At least this way they lived to fight another day, though what good that would do in the end, he couldn’t say.
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      Sorova was one of a procession of dark ghosts, silent except for the shuffle of feet and the creaking of overweighted carts. Dust rose from thousands of separate footsteps, coating faces, hair, and the inside of Sorova’s throat. When she blew her nose to breathe easier, black chunks flew out. Her feet and legs ached, bone-tired from a mere half-day’s walking. What rest Eldroska had offered was more illusion than truth, too short to heal the body in any meaningful way.

      There were those who wandered away from the caravan and tried to sit. They argued when Eranoran soldiers arrived to pull them back to their feet. She would have joined those sitting except for Mother, who clutched to her shoulder as though it were a cane. As the day dragged on, she put increasingly more weight on the hand. Sorova’s back and shoulder complained, but Sorova kept her lips sealed, knowing how badly Mother needed the support and knowing how terrible she would feel if she knew the pain she caused her daughter.

      The citizens from Eldroska kept to themselves. They’d only been evacuated from their homes last night, and so were still strong and full of food. Many hadn’t seen the poor state of the northern refugees due to their relative isolation from the camp. Sorova saw pity, sorrow, and revulsion on the faces that passed her, but few did more than glance her way before hurrying on. They looked at her and saw their likely future, and none were strong enough to bear that burden.

      Shame kept anyone from uttering a word against the soldiers, but Sorova had no doubt the complaints were legion. How long would tradition hold before more primal desires held sway? She feared it wouldn’t be long now. A person could only discipline their mind for so long before physical need and raw emotion took over.

      Their agony ended prematurely, before the sun had even reached the midpoint of the sky. The line came to a slow and creaking stop, everyone looking to their neighbor for a reason none knew. None near Sorova went forward to check, grateful only for the opportunity to sit and rest without the overbearing soldiers pushing them along. Eventually, rumors trickled down from the front. Kavenor had been spotted ahead. Despite Commander Valinor’s best efforts, they’d been encircled.

      She turned her eyes to the forested hills rising in both the east and west and imagined them filled with Kavenor awaiting their final order.

      She could almost thank them, for their swords would bring a final rest and she was so very tired. Sorova found Mother a place to rest in the shade of one of the carts. Sitting next to Mother and resting tempted her, but the idea of just sitting and waiting for the end bothered her. Mother reached out and grabbed her wrist as she started to pull away. “Where are you going?”

      Sorova gently pried Mother’s fingers away. “I’m only going to visit Narine and see if I can help. I’ll check back on you often, but you should get your rest.”

      Mother’s eyes watered. “It should be me taking care of you.”

      Sorova shhed her mother. “When you’re better, I’m sure that you will. You haven’t fully recovered your strength yet.”

      Mother looked as though she wanted to say more, but she only nodded and leaned back against the cart, her meager strength spent. Sorova reassured herself that her mother was resting, then made her way toward the front of the caravan. Her mother would be fine for a while. If a battle began, it wouldn’t take long to return to Mother’s side.

      Before she reached Narine, she witnessed Terenar skirting furtively away from the rest of the caravan and toward the eastern woods, which were closest to the caravan. The soldiers, all called forward to prepare for the Kavenor, didn’t notice. Sorova cursed and looked to the front of the caravan, but Commander Valinor was busy preparing his soldiers for a battle.

      She creeped to the edge of the caravan, using a cart as cover. Terenar glanced back twice to ensure he wasn’t followed, then slipped into the trees. Sorova looked for curious eyes, but after the morning’s march, not even the citizens from Eldroska cared much about their surroundings. She hurried toward the trees, catching quick glimpses of Terenar as he turned north.

      Soon she was in the woods, and her heart slowed a little. She slunk from tree to tree, balancing the need to keep Terenar in sight with the need to not be spotted. He didn’t walk a straight path, and at times, she caught glimpses of his face that made it look like even he was confused as to why he was out here. Then the moment would pass and he’d be on his way again, picking his way through the trees.

      The skin on the back of her neck prickled and she froze. A shadow detached itself from a tree, less flesh and bone than mist and darkness. It walked like a human, though, and Terenar bowed toward it. Sorova pressed herself tight against the tree she was closest to, imagining herself as another layer of bark.

      The figure Terenar spoke to was hooded, but it was too tall. Some Eranorans, like Solivar, reached that height, but the odds were that Terenar was talking to a Kavenor. Sorova gripped the bark of the tree tightly.

      She meant to retreat, resolved to find some way to reach Commander Valinor, but her limbs refused to move. She couldn’t see underneath the Kavenor’s hood, but there were moments when the hood would drift in her direction and she swore it stared right at her. It raised no warnings, though, and Terenar never turned toward her.

      She screamed at her legs to move, begged them, and promised them rest if just this once they would help her flee. Nothing worked.

      This wasn’t mere fear. She’d become intimately familiar with the various flavors of fear over the last few weeks, and none froze her so completely for so long. This felt more as though she’d been tied to the tree, bound by invisible ropes that permitted no movement.

      The meeting between Terenar and the shadowy figure continued. Sorova wasn’t close enough to hear their discussion, and for long periods of time it seemed as though there was no talk. They stood in place, neither moving, and a new dread trickled like a spider up her spine. Had they all been caught in some sort of new weaving that froze them all in place? She couldn’t even turn her head. If so, it was far beyond any her father had ever described to her.

      She didn’t know how long she remained, but it was long enough to convince her something beyond her understanding had befallen her. No secret meeting could possibly last this long, and Terenar was too still, like he’d been bound by the same invisible ropes that held her. Only the shadowy figure moved, shifting from side to side and occasionally looking to the north, as though he was waiting for someone else to arrive.

      She blinked and the scene fell into motion. Terenar gesticulated toward the caravan, then to himself. Her legs worked again and she pushed herself away from the tree. Before she could run, the hooded figure raised a hand and pointed at her. Terenar turned to follow the finger, and his eyes went wide when he recognized her. He shouted her name, but she had already turned around and was running.

      The many miles of the past week meant nothing now. Her legs churned and her heart pounded. Her lungs fought for breath and she ignored the branches that clawed at her as she passed, some slicing through her skin as though they were blades.

      A shudder passed through her body as another power revealed itself, back where the shadowy figure and Terenar had stood. Sorova wasn’t trained enough to recognize whether it was Kavenor or not, but the weaving of dream energies was unmistakeable. Calls of alarm, shouted in a foreign tongue, echoed between the trees.

      Terenar’s footsteps were heavy behind her, but she didn’t dare look to see how close he was. If he caught her, he caught her. Risking a glance backward, no matter how curious she was, risked tripping over a root or running into a branch that would stop her cold.

      She burst from the trees and only then realized how far she’d wandered from the northern edge of the caravan. Normally there were soldiers protecting the rear of the column, but they’d all been called forward earlier. She tried to shout, but her lungs didn’t have the air. She took a deep breath, but before the scream left her lips, a massive force hit her from behind.

      Sorova hit the ground hard. All the wind was driven from her thin body and none came to replace it. A mountain sat on top of her, and she’d never breathe again. It shifted, the pressure lessening for a moment, and she clawed her way forward. A strong wrist wrapped around her ankle before she got far.

      Sorova twisted onto her back and lashed out with her free foot, but Terenar shrugged it off and slapped her hard across the face. The blow snapped her head around and she felt suddenly lightheaded. He pulled her close and wrapped his hands around her throat and squeezed.

      Whatever fight Sorova had left in her body fled, leaving her empty. Breath couldn’t reach her lungs, but she lay there limply, wanting nothing more than for it to be over quick.

      Blackness crowded the edges of her vision, and Sorova prepared to meet the Nine.
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      Kalin and Solivar rode at the head of the fleeing Eranorans, their horses pushed hard to catch them up to the rest of the caravan. Solivar’s eyes stared deep into Kalin’s back, but he ignored them. They hadn’t fought as long as they’d planned to, but that meant more of them were riding back to Valinor than they would have otherwise.

      He’d been right to order the retreat. Against the forces arrayed against them they stood no chance, and what meaning could there be in throwing away lives for no gain?

      Solivar drew beside Kalin, no doubt meaning to have another word of disagreement, but they sighted the caravan first. Kalin frowned, for even at the sluggish pace of the northern refugees they should have made it several miles farther. The caravan wasn’t even moving. Ragged survivors sat in what shade they could find, and Kalin got no sense they intended to walk again any time soon. He urged his horse faster.

      Solivar’s horse matched the pace, and Solivar spoke loudly over the pounding of hooves. “There’s no rearguard!”

      They were still a couple of miles away when Kalin’s stomach lurched. A powerful weaving rose from the east, too strong to be human. The aura wasn’t like the Zarkun’s, either. What other nightmare of a creature was joining the fight? Kalin’s eyes darted between the caravan and the woods, weighing the need for his presence at each.

      A small figure broke from the trees, short legs running as though she had a whole clan of Kavenor behind her. Kalin squinted. “Is that Sorova?”

      Solivar leaned forward, then kicked his horse to a full gallop. Kalin followed a heartbeat behind.

      Another figure emerged a moment later. Kalin had seen him before, but he required a moment to place the aura. It was the den leader from Duskmere, Terenar. He gained on the girl, his long legs covering twice as much open ground with every step. Kalin sought the Dream, pushing strength into the horse’s limbs. They flew together across the valley, both hunter and hunted oblivious to the Calidryn racing toward them.

      Kalin passed Solivar as Terenar tackled Sorova. She slipped out from under him, but he grabbed her ankle and pulled her back. She lashed out with her foot, but against a man so much bigger than her, she had no chance at fighting back. He drew her close and wrapped his hands around her throat. She went suddenly very still, and Kalin worried he was too late.

      Her aura still burned in his dreamsight, though, and he drew his sword. He leaned to the side of the horse and swiped at Terenar’s hands as he passed. His sword, reinforced with the strength of the Dream, passed through the smaller bones of the den leader’s forearm without slowing.

      Before the man realized he’d never hold a bottle of liquor again, Solivar arrived. He ran as fast as his enormous legs could carry him, and he grabbed Terenar by the neck and hauled him off Sorova. The giant twisted his torso and threw, sending the den leader skipping across the ground as he screamed, the pain finally reaching his brain.

      Kalin was at Sorova’s side in a heartbeat, tearing the recently separated hands from her throat.

      She gasped, opened her eyes, and coughed. “Kalin?” she croaked.

      “We’re here. No one’s going to hurt you,” he said.

      Her eyes went suddenly wide and she sat up. “Don’t kill him!”

      The warning barely reached Solivar in time. He had his blade in hand, eager to drive it through Terenar’s chest. He stopped with the blade raised.

      Sorova tried to speak but nearly collapsed from a coughing fit. The girl looked like she was only a few steps from surrendering her soul to the Dream. Still, she gathered her strength. “He knows things,” she said, only loudly enough so that Kalin could hear.

      The effort took the last of her strength and she fell back. Kalin caught her head and lowered her gently to the ground. He signaled Solivar to hold his attack. Then he picked Sorova up in his arms. She weighed next to nothing.

      They had much to learn, both from Valinor and the den leader, but first he had to get the girl and Terenar to Narine.
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      Kalin sat by himself in the grass south of the main column. The Kavenor waited ahead of him while his weary people waited for Valinor’s word. The location suited him, placing him squarely between two very different worlds. Kavenor and Eranor, the Dream and what he could touch and see. Strong currents flowed around him, pushing and pulling him every which way. He was drowning in them, and he didn’t even know which way was up.

      He distracted himself by studying the Kavenor. Despite his study of them in the academies and his struggle with them in the field, he didn’t understand them. No more than two clans blocked their passage. Now that the Calidryn were returned, Valinor could cut through them if he wished, yet they just stood there, waiting for what? The other Kavenor to reach them?

      Kalin’s capture of Terenar complicated matters, but not for long. There’d been screams earlier that curdled Kalin’s blood, but it didn’t sound like it had taken Valinor long to convince the den leader to speak. That was good, for there was no telling how long they had until the Kavenor marched down from Eldroska to finish what they’d started.

      Solivar approached noisily so as not to startle him. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Sorova will be fine. Once Narine healed the worst of her injuries, she told us what had happened. Said Terenar was meeting with some shadowed figure. She thought it was Kavenor at first but then wasn’t so sure. Claimed that she couldn’t move, and that time seemed strange. She also suspects it was the shadowed figure that released that wave of energy we sensed.”

      “To what end?”

      “Nothing she said shed any light on the matter. But it sounds like the den leaders have been working against Eranor in the region for a while now. I expect we’ll know more soon.”

      Kalin’s head ached. Too much didn’t make sense. “I’m glad Sorova’s well.”

      “She’s a sharp girl. Provided we make it out of this, I’d like to see if an academy can take her.”

      Kalin’s throat tightened at the thought. The academies had saved his life, too. Hopefully they would be as useful for her. “That’s a good idea. I’d like to help, if I can.”

      Solivar nodded.

      Kalin knew what was coming and would have loved to run from it, but he couldn’t avoid Solivar’s objections forever.

      “Want to talk about it?” Solivar asked.

      “Not sure what there is to talk about.”

      “We should have stayed.”

      “Why? We didn’t have any chance of killing him.”

      “I knew it would have been difficult. I didn’t think it was impossible. You could have gathered more Calidryn. If all five of us had worked together, we might have reached him. He was on the front lines, and you threw away Eranor’s best chance at killing the man who will kill every citizen behind us.”

      Kalin’s fists clenched and his nostrils flared. “Are you questioning my honor?”

      “I’m asking you what happened.”

      Solivar’s gentleness sapped the strength from Kalin’s anger.

      Solivar spoke softly. “As long as I’ve known you, it’s always been about putting Eranor first. You’ve never hesitated.” He left the question unspoken, but Kalin still heard it clearly. What changed?

      Did he even have an answer? He forced his memories to carry him back to Eldroska and return him to that house. His choice had felt so unquestionably right at the time, but now right and wrong were all twisted together, leaving him with nothing but questions.

      Solivar waited patiently.

      “I’m not sure that I have a good answer for you. At the time, it felt far more important that we stay alive than sacrifice ourselves for the chance of killing their leader.”

      “And now, what do you think?” Do you still have what it takes to lead us?

      “I don’t know.”

      Solivar looked as though he’d eaten something bitter, and he stood and brushed the dirt off his uniform. He gave Kalin a pitying look. “I don’t know what’s happening in your mind, but I can sense the distress in your spirit. I hope that whatever it is you’re wrestling with, you solve it soon, because we’ll need you more than ever in the days to come.”
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      He leans against a tree, satisfied by the day’s efforts. Better yet if he called his own forces to battle, but she stalks these parts and he is not yet strong enough. In time he will grow to challenge her directly, but for now his efforts must remain subtle.

      A nudge here, a burst of strength there to ensure attention. He’s never made music in his long life, but humans dance to his tunes as though he was born with a drum in his hands.

      His influences stretch wide. Causes and effects collapse from probabilities into certainties. A confluence approaches, the future beyond it opaque but growing clearer as the sun retreats from the sky.

      His work here is as good as done. His most precious servant awaits in Eldroska, and as he vanishes into the dirt beneath his feet, he smiles.
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      The clans worked their way through the houses of Eldroska one by one while the Bloodstalkers pushed their senses to their limits. They were confident they had cleared half the town, and Mendus became increasingly certain they’d find no more Calidryn. Scouts had seen a group about forty strong riding from the city after the ambush.

      They’d tried to kill him and failed, though their effort had been pathetic.

      His Master’s strength was more than sufficient, and this sudden caution from the clans was nothing more than cowardice. He’d argued for pursuit, but too many leaders spoke against him. They had no courage on the battlefield, but against him, they seemed to have no lack.

      He needed their warriors; otherwise he would have killed them where they stood. He settled for pacing the streets of the town the Eranorans had abandoned without meaningful resistance. Cowards surrounded him and weaklings opposed him. The Eranorans had fled without protecting a town that had taken years to build, abandoned overnight. When they did attempt a fight, it was an ambush and an attempt to assassinate him. What a fool he’d been to believe they were of a higher quality than this.

      The day was already past the midpoint, and the chances of continuing the pursuit grew slimmer with every house the other clan leaders wished to clear. The temptation to burn the town to the ground was strong, but the clans coveted what the Eranorans abandoned without thought. Too many supposed warriors lusted for soft beds and sturdy walls. His people mocked the weakness of the Eranorans, then yearned for the very sources of that weakness.

      They were all pathetic.

      Mendus snarled when he saw a familiar figure walking down the street toward him. “What are you doing here? I ordered you to stay away.”

      Velken bore the verbal assault without flinching. “I sensed that you were involved in battle and I came to ensure you were unharmed.”

      Mendus made a fist. “Of course I’m unharmed! Those two Calidryn couldn’t have hurt me if I’d been bound hand and foot.”

      Velken’s eyes stared at that fist, giving it altogether more attention than it deserved. In a flash, Mendus realized Velken was staring at the ring.

      All became clear. They were all against him, wolves circling, waiting for a sign of weakness. He should kill them all and drown his sword in a river of blood. They knew his strength and so conspired against him, sharpening their daggers until he turned and they could plunge them in his back. He stopped just short of drawing his sword. “You’ve been talking to your mother!”

      Velken’s eyes narrowed and he didn’t bother to deny it. “She’s my mother. You’ve never forbidden us from speaking, for there’s never been the slightest cause. She told me you removed that ring last night.”

      “I did!”

      Mendus’s thoughts were suddenly cloudy. He had taken the ring off. His word had been given. So why was it on his finger again? He had no memory of putting it back on.

      What did it matter? It was a ring and he could wear it if he pleased. His master’s strength flowed through his clenched fist. What did his wife and son care? It smelled of conspiracy, of an attempt to overthrow him and install Velken as the new ruler of the clans. Mendus’s hand went to his sword. He’d teach his son a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget.

      Velken noted the threat but made no move toward his weapon. “Father, you haven’t been yourself. Mother and I believe that ring is to blame. I can sense its hooks digging deep into your spirit, its influence growing more malign with every passing moment.”

      “The only influence it has on me is that it connects me more directly with my master’s power.”

      Velken frowned. “You’ve never called him your master, not even in the thoughts you shared with me. He’s always been an ally and nothing more.”

      “You would quibble over mere words? I’m talking about power. Power to prevent any enemy from touching me. The power to create a world where your children don’t have to run in fear from the monsters from the north. It’s because of this ring that as soon as my own people will stop getting in my way, we will kill all the Eranorans, just as we always planned!”

      Their argument was attracting onlookers, which was no doubt part of Velken’s scheme. He sought to embarrass Mendus, to make him look weak, even though he was the only warrior among what had once been a proud people.

      Velken’s voice remained even, for he loved to portray his weakness as reason. “That wasn’t the plan, Father. Not the one that brought us together. We only ever cared about the land. That was why we followed you.”

      Mendus almost yelled that his son lied, but his memories were too clear. That had been the point, once. But it had changed. The Eranorans needed to die. The Calidryn who’d attacked him needed to die. All would be in vain if they lived. He knew it as he knew the clans had to move south if they wanted to survive.

      “Father, you’ve defeated the Eranorans. They’re fleeing to Ryvar, and Lord Parvis is far away. The land is ours. Let the clans celebrate tonight and revel in their victory. Eldroska is rich with spoils.”

      “They will only rest when every Eranoran is dead!”

      Velken’s eyes hardened, and he stepped forward, as though he might dare to draw steel against his father. Instead, he spoke so only the two of them could hear. “This is not who you are, Father. Take off that ring.”

      “You dare command me!” Mendus drew his sword and brandished it, the tip just short of Velken’s nose. “Draw your sword if you want to lead the clans so desperately.”

      Velken didn’t flinch. “I have no interest in leading the clans. That has never been the future I’ve envisioned.”

      Mendus barely heard the words. “Draw your sword!”

      Velken shook his head. “I would never draw steel in anger against you, Father.”

      “Because you’re a coward?”

      “Because I’m loyal to my blood, and to the man who raised me as a proud warrior.”

      Mendus tired of the talk. That was all the clans did anymore. He punched his son in the face and felt the satisfying crunch of cartilage against his knuckles. Blood gushed from Velken’s nose, but still Velken made no move to defend himself.

      The onlookers murmured to one another, and Mendus came a hair’s width from dropping projections on all of them. Movement from Velken captured his attention again, and he turned to finish dealing with his son. He rested his blade on Velken’s shoulder, the edge against his neck, drawing a sliver of blood. “Draw your sword.”

      Mendus answered Velken’s continued refusal to obey with a knee to the groin. Even Velken, who thought himself strong, couldn’t stand against such a blow. His son crumpled to the ground but didn’t make a sound. Mendus kicked dirt in his face. “Still not going to fight? I thought I raised you to be stronger than this. I thought I raised you to be better than me!”

      Velken made to rise, but Mendus kicked him down. “Draw your sword or stay in the dirt where you belong.”

      Finally, Velken’s hand went to the hilt of his sword and he drew the massive weapon from its sheath. Mendus’s spirit soared, for there was at least one warrior willing to fight among these weakened clans. His son stood, and Mendus was as good as his word. He allowed his son to brace himself, then prepared to strike.

      Velken threw his sword down the street, far out of reach. His blue eyes glittered, daring Mendus to violence.

      Mendus twitched, eager to strike. Almost every strand of muscle in his body demanded he cut. Velken was a threat, and was still foolish enough to toss his weapon away against his greatest enemy.

      He couldn’t make the cut, though he didn’t know why. The life of the clans relied on him being able to cut down his enemies, even if they shared blood. His failure angered him like nothing else had today.

      “Get out of my sight!” Mendus roared.

      Velken took one look at Mendus, and Mendus was certain Velken was about to utter more fighting words, but instead he just brought fist to palm, dipped his head, then turned and walked away.

      He left his sword behind.
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      So long as his son was in sight, it was all Mendus could do to keep from swinging his blade, but once Velken turned the corner and disappeared, a silent peace settled over his raging spirit.

      He was breathing hard, sweat beading down his brow, as though his fight had been with swords instead of words.

      Velken’s sword lay in the street. It pierced Mendus, accusing him without a sound. Every word he’d just said echoed like a bell in his memories, clear and piercing, and his knees shook, almost sending him to the ground.

      What had he done?

      Had he been alone, he might have chased after his son, might have fallen to his knees and begged for forgiveness. But he was still the leader of the clans, and such weakness would be the end of his influence. Onlookers still surrounded him, waiting to see what he would do next.

      His throat closed and he found it difficult to breathe. Eyes watered as his left hand went to his right and pulled at the ring. It remained fast, as though held on his finger by a will not his own. He pulled harder, clawed at it until he found purchase, then ripped it off.

      The mist over his thoughts vanished as though banished by a rising sun. He made to toss the ring, then thought better of it. If Velken spoke true, it was too dangerous a gift to fall into the wrong hands. He put it in a pocket, shoving it far to the bottom.

      Velken was right about their plan, too. They’d made it to Eldroska, and from here the journey to Ryvar was an easy one. They didn’t need to take the city, just reach the next pass and control the watchtowers. Once that was done, they could rest and protect themselves from the enemies that surrounded them.

      There were two captains among the onlookers who hadn’t yet scurried away, and Mendus turned to them now. “Pass the message to the clan leaders. Eldroska is ours. Tonight we celebrate, and tomorrow we march for Ryvar Pass.”

      Both possessed the wisdom to keep their mouths shut. They were off quickly, and it wasn’t long before a commotion rose from all corners of the town.

      Tonight would be a celebration they’d talk about for generations, but Mendus didn’t dare drink. He set his sights on finding Velken so he could apologize.
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            A Willing Sacrifice

          

        

      

    

    
      As the sun fell behind the western line of maple and birch covered hills, the thick woods that had appeared unoccupied in the light of day were lit by countless small campfires, reminding Kalin yet again that they were being hunted. He attempted to ignore the distant pinpricks of light as he weaved his way through the clusters of people gathered together, but the task proved too great for him. The fires cast long shadows over the camp, already exhausted what seemed like many to be an endless march. There were some who likely wouldn’t wake from tonight’s slumber, their bodies and spirits too tired to continue.

      Kalin caught snatches of conversation as he wound through the caravan, even though most voices faded when wary eyes caught sight of his approach. Only once he passed did discussions resume. His sharp hearing caught more than was intended for him, though. More than one squad spoke idly of abandoning the civilians, a thought that had been unspeakable days ago.

      He gave no sign he’d heard. The soldiers didn’t guard their tongues carefully enough, but that said more about their circumstances than their character. He’d hiked thirty-mile days with them and never heard a single complaint. This, though, pushed even the most honorable to the brink of villainy. Kalin’s body and mind begged for rest, and he’d been trained under conditions far worse than these.

      Solivar caught up to him no more than a hundred feet from Valinor’s command tent, one of the few anyone had bothered to erect.

      “Any idea what he discovered?” his friend asked.

      Kalin spotted three other unadorned uniforms waiting outside the command tent. “No, but if he’s pulling all of us, he’s reached a decision.”

      “Good.” Solivar’s eyes traveled to the dark hills hemming them in both to the east and west. Countless fires flickered in the hills, and there were more directly south, where the clans stood in their way. “We were lucky enough to survive today, but I don’t think we’ll receive another gift like this.”

      Solivar spoke softly, his words barely loud enough to reach Kalin’s ears, but he said nothing that wasn’t already known to every man, woman, and child in camp. Kalin agreed. He wasn’t sure why the Kavenor hadn’t marched from Eldroska today, but he was grateful for the respite, short as it was.

      An emaciated mother and child crossed in front of them, and Kalin’s heart broke freshly at the sight. Their hair was streaked with dust and their gazes were locked on something far beyond the realms of mortal sight. “The future is looking more uncertain than usual these days.”

      Solivar nodded, then hurried over to the mother, reaching her in a few quick strides. He pulled out a small bag of rice, currently more valuable than gold, and placed it in her hand. She bowed deeply to him before he returned to Kalin’s side.

      “Today’s rations?” Kalin asked.

      Solivar nodded. “Had saved it for Narine. She’s been working night and day to keep people alive, and I’m only walking around keeping a peace everyone’s too tired to break and waiting for an attack that still hasn’t happened.”

      His friend might wish he’d eaten those rations before the night was out, if his guess about their orders tonight was accurate, but Kalin kept his thoughts private. Solivar’s honor made him feel like a peasant in comparison.

      They watched the mother hurry away, then met with the other Calidryn in front of the command tent. Solivar and Kalin were the last to arrive, and so they all entered without further delay.

      Valinor’s command tent was a reflection of his spirit. A small fire burning near the corner stole the chill from the air, welcoming those he kept close. The map in the center of the tent aligned perfectly with the edges of the table, and every tool, missive, and item of clothing was cleaned and left exactly where it belonged. Such tidiness was expected of all commanders, of course, but Valinor was unique in the fact that he maintained his own tent. The small staff sworn to him dealt almost exclusively with military matters.

      There was a moment, when Kalin entered the tent but before Lord Valinor looked up from his dutiful study of his maps, that he feared he was disturbing a painting in progress. His lord stood tall, the only sign of his enormous burdens a few stray hairs drifting in front of his eyes that had escaped his comb. His focused expression belonged to a commander solving the last tricky tactical problem of a successful campaign, betraying none of the fear and doubt surely lurking behind that calculating gaze.

      Then he looked up and the illusion was broken, the exhaustion on his face plain to see. The five Calidryn bowed in unison, and Valinor dipped his head in response. “Thank you for coming.”

      Valinor directed their attention to the maps on the table. “Thanks to Kalin and Sorova, we’ve learned more about the enemy and their intent this afternoon than we have in the past few weeks. We’ve learned the Kavenor are being driven south by another force that’s swooping in from the north. We don’t know what that force is yet, but it was enough to allow Mendus, who leads the allied Kavenor, to join most of them together and march on Eranor.”

      It was an interesting background, but Kalin didn’t see how it related to their current situation.

      Valinor continued. “Terenar, the den leader from Duskmere, tells us that Mendus is quickly losing popularity among the clans. He’s made a host of decisions that weren’t taken too kindly by the others, and now it sounds as though he’s even been arguing with his son. Mendus seems driven to kill us, and his son believes it’s an unnecessary risk, that so long as we leave the land and give them a place to defend against these northern invaders, it’s enough.”

      The news earned nothing but bored stares from Kalin’s warriors. Valinor grunted, then shook his head, remembering his audience. “Right.”

      He stabbed his finger into the map as though he drove a dagger into the heart of his enemy. Kalin leaned closer so he could note the object of Valinor’s wrath. Solivar whistled from behind him.

      Despite the breach of etiquette, Kalin offered no reprimand. Valinor’s unspoken command was worthy of a whistle, even from the Calidryn.

      Kalin dared to meet Valinor’s gaze. The order didn’t come easy, unspoken agony dancing in the back of his eyes. His old friend had suffered less on the day he was lashed by his father in public for a crime he hadn’t committed. None of his pain reached his voice, though. “Given this new information, our next steps are clear. Mendus needs to die tonight. If he does, we can fight our way out of this without being pursued.”

      Valinor broke his gaze away from Kalin’s. He was entitled to order them wherever he wished without regard to the consequences, but he held his command until they had an opportunity to speak. “Can it be done?”

      Kalin and the others huddled close around the map, though there was little to see they didn’t already know. Valinor’s map provided the locations of Mendus’s forces around Eldroska, but it was simpler to just say the town was surrounded like a beautiful newcomer at a local dance.

      “Getting into the town shouldn’t be hard. The Kavenor have less camp discipline than our horses. It’s getting past his Bloodstalkers that will be the problem,” Kalin said. “And even then, we need to find a way to kill him. He’s the strongest warrior I’ve ever crossed paths with.”

      “Which is why it needs to be the five of you together. I’m loath to part with all my Calidryn, but I don’t see how there’s a chance otherwise.”

      Kalin didn’t bother asking the others their thoughts. They had no right to refuse, but none would want to. They were wolves that had finally caught the scent of prey and were eager to snap it up in their jaws. Valinor’s Calidryn had not trained for years and risked the madness of the Nine to act as nursemaids for terrified civilians. He’d used the time this afternoon to speak with them and clear the air after the fighting in Eldroska. It was his willingness that needed to be examined, not theirs, for he was the one who had deemed the fight hopeless before.

      But now Valinor was asking him personally. Was giving him the reason why it must be done. Why it mattered. He couldn’t turn his back on Eranor and Valinor now.

      “We’ll do it.”

      Valinor bowed to them, much deeper than was proper for a lord. “Thank you.”

      The five Calidryn bowed in return and prepared to leave the tent.

      Valinor’s voice captured Kalin before he could leave. “Kalin, a moment, please.”

      The others left, and Valinor dropped all pretense of formality as the flaps of the tent closed. “I’m sorry, friend. I would take this burden from you if I could.”

      “You already bear the much heavier load.”

      “Perhaps, but on nights like tonight it does not feel so.”

      Kalin waited his friend out. They’d first met many years before, when Kalin had been studying to become a Calidryn. They’d been an unlikely pair, Kalin too serious and too studious by far, and Valinor a born fool, so confident in his status as the High Lord’s firstborn he feared no rule or assignment. His confidence had lasted until the first time he stood across from Kalin in the training ring, and Kalin had beaten him so badly the healers had been uncertain they could fully heal him.

      A lesser man would have pursued revenge. Valinor, once he was healed, pursued friendship. They’d been close ever since, and Valinor credited Kalin for the sudden and unexpected development of his character. Thanks to the friendship, Kalin had enjoyed the honor of dining at a lord’s table, which he’d never dared dream of as a child. So Kalin knew Valinor well enough to know his friend had something heavy weighing on his spirit.

      His commander clenched his fists. “None of you are returning from this. Mendus has at least four times your number in Bloodstalkers, and there are other rumors as well that Terenar was less certain of. They’ve awakened new powers, and Mendus might even have a Zarkun as an ally.” Valinor paused. “If you asked it of me, I would order you to stay. Solivar can command the assassination. He’s more than ready for the role, and I’ve heard about Duskmere.”

      Kalin hated himself for it, but he considered his friend’s offer. Valinor meant the best, even though he no doubt knew how it might be taken. And it was tempting, for Kalin’s spirit trembled at the thought of the fight to come.

      “Do you think so little of my honor?” he asked quietly.

      Valinor wilted like a flower picked before it was fully bloomed, then left under the heat of the sun. “Quite the opposite, friend. There’s simply no one else l’d rather have at my side, and I dread that this might be the last time we talk.”

      Kalin found it suddenly difficult to speak. He required a moment before he said, “I’m honored, and I feel the same. But they need me, and if I go, there is a chance, however slim. If the cost of you surviving is my life, I’m happy to pay it.”

      Valinor held himself stiffly, as though worried that if he allowed himself to bend, even a little, he would break. “Then, at the very least, do all you can to return. Mendus needs to die, but please, don’t make me bear the burden of your loss.”

      Kalin bowed and held it. “You have my word. I will do all I can, both to kill Mendus and then to return.”

      When he rose from his bow, Valinor surprised him with a tight embrace. “May the Nine guide you and keep you safe.”

      “And you as well, my friend.”

      Kalin broke free and stepped into the night, where the other Calidryn waited for him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Approaching Convergence

          

        

      

    

    
      A moonless night protects Velken as he walks through the woods. The clan fires burn low as uncertain warriors find places to lay their heads for the night. A weariness beyond physical exhaustion settles deep into his bones, the lingering weight of his father’s descent stealing the strength from his limbs. Few of his clan notice his passing. Those that do mark the expression on his face and let him pass in peace.

      He descends from the hills to the south of the caravan, where warriors from his clan and Zorathen’s have stopped the retreat. He finds Mother and Zorathen in conference around a small fire.

      Mother senses him coming first, a combination of a parent’s intuition and a sensitivity to the Dream that once impressed even Father. She glances back, but the question on her lips dies as soon as she sees the thunderclouds gathered upon his expression. He sits beside them, and both know from his bearing alone their worst fears have come to pass.

      “The ring was on his finger again, and he exhibited the same confusion and temper,” Velken says. He tilts his head, exposing the side of his neck, where the dried blood from the cut remains. “He came close to killing me, though I offered no fight.”

      “It is too late, then,” Mother says.

      Zorathen says, “Then we know what must be done. We must be the anvil for Mendus’s hammer to land upon, the force that finally stops the Eranorans from retreat. That offering, at least, we can present to Mendus as we beg for forgiveness.”

      It is pitifully little, but the well-being of their clans demands they try.

      Mother says, “Take comfort. Forces move this night beyond our understanding. This trial nears its conclusion.”
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      Kalin and the other Calidryn walk together underneath Solivar’s shroud. Despite the protection offered, none speak.

      They’ve been together for five years, but it’s been a lifetime. Becoming Calidryn separated them from most Eranorans. They’ve lived in a reality deeper and richer than most, their world far enough from the daily reality of most that language couldn’t build a bridge across. Add to that the unique burdens of a warrior’s life, and the number of people they could easily relate to grew small.

      The nature of their unit, though, means that Kalin never feels that lack. He is at home wherever they travel, his closest friends, his family, shouldering their burdens beside him.

      If there’d been any honorable way of releasing them from tonight’s duty, he would have embraced it without question. Unfortunately, there is not, and as they grow close to the town they fled just that morning, they separate so that if any are discovered the mission may still proceed.

      As each disappears into the dark, an ominous shudder passes through Kalin, as though it isn’t the dark and distance that separates them, but the greatest mystery of all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Velken?” Mendus pushes open the door, drawn to the light flickering within. His son is nowhere to be found. A family looks up from the table, their meal set out before them. Mendus growls and looks around, as though Velken might be hiding under the table.

      He slams the door shut before they can trouble him with questions. There are other lights around the town, many in the clans pretending they’re from Eranor for the night. He hurries down the street and looks in another lit window, where several young warriors are toasting their success. They don’t notice him as he passes.

      A larger group has set up their evening’s camp at an intersection. They’ve found a barrel of Eranoran wine and are already deep in their cups. They shrink back as Mendus hurries toward them, eyes wide.

      “Have you seen Velken?”

      They say that they haven’t.

      Velken is gone.

      Mendus knows this. Velken left after their argument, and he will not return. He believes his father in thrall of the ring around his finger.

      Even now, the ring is a weight in his pocket, and it would be so easy to put it on. If his flesh and blood won’t have him, his master will.

      Mendus snarls. Never again.

      He makes his way to Eldroska’s inn. Velken won’t be there, but Mendus has a room, and he craves the Dream. Perhaps it will show him the way forward. Perhaps it takes him, and he never has to worry about any of this ever again.
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      He curses as his attack is repelled by the Zarkun, who mocks him with her indifference. He lashes out again, bending and warping the forces of what the humans call the deep Dream. Cut a Zarkun off at its roots, then destroy it as it recovers. The method of killing their enemy has long been known, but knowing and doing have always been two different realms, and these two, in particular, are a great distance apart.

      Blood spills from the corner of his mouth as the Zarkun parries his attempt and slams Dream energies into his spirit.

      If the force were translated to the lowest parts of the Dream, it would be such that mountains would crack and trees would shatter. Their fight is not so shallow, though, and the leaves overhead don’t so much as rustle as the combatants clash.

      One last attempt.

      He digs deep and unleashes blows across the levels of the Dream. If the Zarkun is a tree, its roots deep in the Dream, he attacks roots, trunk, and leaves all at once. Light flashes as sharpened projections flay stone and fire from the Zarkun’s limbs.

      For all his effort, he staggers the Zarkun for a moment.

      It is something, but it is not enough. There is no more he can do, not until he grows stronger. Not until his masters grow stronger. The Zarkun guards the ways to Eldroska, and without the ring on Mendus’s finger, he cannot pass.

      He curses and flees. All is not lost, for the Zarkun is wounded and weakened. It is the humans and the Nine that will determine tonight’s outcome.

      He sees the Zarkun one last time as it staggers toward Eldroska, but she will be too late to stop what he has put in motion. The Calidryn are already there, and their deaths will change the course of the future.
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      Mother is still where Sorova left her. She has not woken since, not even for food. Sorova lets her sleep and wonders about finding Narine. But Narine has already said there is nothing more she can do.

      Mother’s breaths are slow and ponderous. Sorova counts thirty beats of her heart between them, and they only become slower. She reaches out and shakes Mother, but her breathing doesn’t change. She listens to Mother’s breath as closely as she’s ever listened to anything before, and she hears when it comes easier.

      Sorova dares to hope, but the breaths come ever slower.

      Mother inhales, and Sorova swears she sees a hint of a smile on Mother’s face, the beginnings of the same smile she wore whenever Father came home.

      Mother exhales.

      Sorova waits for the next breath, but it never comes.
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      Kalin reached the meeting point first, an abandoned house near the southern edge of town. Eranoran soldiers would have caught him before he reached the perimeter of a camp, but the Kavenor were too drunk to realize disaster walked among them. Retreating from these brutes, necessary as it might be, was disgraceful.

      Selindra was next to arrive, footsteps softer than a snowflake settling on a branch. Her shroud was so perfectly executed, he didn’t notice her until she was almost before him.

      “Any trouble?” he asked.

      Her answering look was one of great offense, as though he’d asked if she could swing a sword. He held up his hands in surrender, which she accepted with a small bow of her head. She went from room to room to satisfy her idle curiosity while Kalin waited for the others to arrive.

      The evidence of a broken life haunted every corner of the place. A child’s rag doll had fallen beneath an overturned chair, surrounded by shards of a cracked teacup. Four lives, built over time and intended to last, shattered forever, just like their teacup. And for what, exactly? The Kavenor had no intent of caring for this land. They only took what others had already built. His hand tightened on the hilt of his sword, a gift from Valinor on the day he joined the Calidryn.

      Jhalon and Solivar arrived together, explaining that although they’d taken separate routes, their evasions of the scattered Kavenori patrols had brought them to the same small grove of trees outside Eldroska. From there, they’d made their way together without problem. Kalin shook his head. How two tall, broad-shouldered men armed with Eranoran swords could walk into town together without raising an alarm was beyond him, but so were most of the lackadaisical ways of the invaders.

      Melienne was last to arrive, and she did so with dried blood on her face. She held up a hand to forestall any questions. “It’s not mine. A Kavenori soldier thought I was one of the civilians who had remained behind.”

      “A fatal mistake?” Solivar guessed.

      “Of course.” Melienne caught Kalin’s look. “I hid the body well enough. He won’t be found tonight.”

      With all five gathered safely, Kalin summoned them into the main room. Surrounded by the remnants of a broken set of lives, they planned the last stages of their assassination attempt, guided by what they’d learned as they crept through the enemy’s perimeter. They finished with a plan full of holes and weaknesses, one that depended as much on the fickle natures of the Nine as it did on their hard-earned talent and strength. They didn’t have the opportunity to make one better, and even if they did, it might not make a difference. The odds were long against them no matter what they did.

      “Remember, gentle on the approach,” Kalin said.

      No one glared at him, though the reminder was obvious enough. The Bloodstalkers would sense them once they dove deep into the Dream, and then the battle would be joined in earnest. He made one last look around the table, then nodded. “Let’s move, then.”

      For the first time that night, Kalin allowed his spirit to dip into the Dream of the Nine. The blood drained from his face as chaos erupted within him. From the faces of the other Calidryn, he guessed he wasn’t alone. The Dream was always roiled by violence, but rarely like this. He wasn’t sure he’d ever sensed this much chaotic energy, this much disorder. It seemed more than the morning’s evacuation and ambush could explain, but Kalin’s brief exploration revealed nothing.

      He would have felt better if he’d known what was happening to the Dream, but time restricted them from finding out. He chose to view the unexpected chaos positively, as it gave them more strength to draw from.

      Exposure to the Dream heightened his sense of smell, and he breathed in the scents of rotting food and decaying bodies. Other scents found him, too, not of the world of flesh and stone and steel. Scents too perfect, too pure, to mix with the mundane odors of decay and death. Like everything that came from the Dream of the Nine, they were beautiful yet terrible, Kalin’s spirit reminding him he didn’t belong.

      Kalin breathed deep and settled his spirit across the surface of the Dream. Color returned to his cheeks, but before he dismissed his Calidryn, he offered one last caution.

      “The Nine are close tonight. Be careful.”

      Solivar took Jhalon and Melienne east, while Kalin and Selindra went west. Scouts had reported that Mendus had set up his command near the center of town, within Eldroska’s largest inn. Kalin remembered it well, as he’d spent last night there as part of Valinor’s entourage. It was a two-story building made of stout timbers that could easily endure the vicious storms that sometimes raced down the hills into the valley below.

      Avoiding the infrequent Kavenori patrols wandering haphazardly through the town posed little difficulty. He heard the soft crunch of a boot against loose gravel, smelled the sweat of the Kavenori warriors that had marched hard in pursuit of their stubborn prey, all long before any drunken Kavenor spotted the movement of his dark traveling clothes as he buried himself in shadows.

      It felt like barely a moment had passed before he found himself two buildings away from the inn. This close, he sensed the Bloodstalkers, who dove deep into the Dream as though they were the waters of a cool lake on a hot day.

      Only a people as mad as the Kavenor could produce a warrior as dangerous as a Bloodstalker. They knew the risks of their disrespect, and paid the costs of their transgressions more often than any people Kalin knew of, but while they retained their sanity, and sometimes even after they’d lost it, they were some of the most dangerous warriors Eryndoril had ever known.

      Kalin gestured to Selindra, and she crawled up the side of the house as quickly as if it were a level path, her ascent quieter than a summer breeze. She climbed high enough to poke her head above the lip of the roof, then scurried over the top like a spider. She returned before long and crouched next to him behind a barrel in an alley.

      “One Bloodstalker on each of the roofs surrounding the inn. Another two at each entrance. And something else that caught my attention.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no one else close to the inn. No patrols, no messengers.”

      It was late at night, but Mendus had just conquered new territory and was preparing to launch the killing blow against his adversary. The place should be crawling with messengers carrying orders to the Kavenor camped in the hills and to the south of the caravan. Even the Kavenor had that much coordination, at least. “A defensive strategy?”

      “Maybe, but Bloodstalkers don’t need the silence to sense us coming.”

      Kalin closed his eyes, searching the Dream for any clue, but he sensed nothing he didn’t expect. He opened his eyes and looked at Selindra. “Can you get us closer?”

      Selindra answered by casting her silence over him, settling softer than silk. One of her refined gifts, requiring little more thought than breathing. It muffled the sound reaching his ears, but that was a price he was more than willing to pay tonight. They rose from their crouches and crept around the side of the building, ducking into the next alley before they were spotted.

      Kalin’s heart beat faster knowing there was a Bloodstalker on the roof above them. He walked slowly to the corner of this building, which had housed a merchant until this morning. He crouched down low and peered around the corner, sight and Dream dancing within his eyes.

      Unease hardened into a knot in his stomach, but the Nine had narrowed his options to one: push forward anyway. Solivar and the others had the longer route, but they should be in place soon. Kalin forced his cares aside and waited for their signal.

      It never came.

      Instead, a clap of thunder rolled through the streets and alleys, originating from the east and rumbling the solid ball of nerves in Kalin’s stomach.

      The fight, it seemed, was already joined.
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      Mendus sought the solace of the deep Dream, but reaching it proved next to impossible. The chaotic mess that was the Dream, combined with his own weakened and uncertain spirit, blocked him from pushing into a place of comfort.

      He sat in his room, alone. He’d asked if anyone had seen either Velken or Iskara when he’d returned, but no one had. Most speculated they had joined Mendus’s old clan, the one Velken now led. They were supposedly camped to the north and west of Eldroska, but the details didn’t matter.

      Though surrounded by his most loyal Bloodstalkers, Mendus was alone.

      A flash of Dream energies lit up the room and battered Mendus’s senses. His instincts, so long conditioned to respond immediately to battle, took over his mind. He found the focus he hadn’t been able to find. His spirit, finally centered as it needed to be, dove into the deep Dream, and once again, the paths to the future opened before him, like roots spreading from a tree.

      Mendus meant to pull away, but at the first sight he stopped, his dreamsight wide open.
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      The Bloodstalkers reacted faster than Kalin, so quickly they must have been expecting some sort of attack this night. They dropped from roofs and landed softly in the streets, diving deeper into the Dream as they ran toward the explosion of forces, right about where Kalin expected Solivar and the others to be.

      It wasn’t the distraction they had planned, but it was effective nevertheless. Kalin paused to glance in the direction of the quickly escalating battle, sensing the clashing of Dream and steel, then dove into the Dream, broke from cover, and sprinted toward the inn, Selindra barely a step behind him.

      The two Bloodstalkers guarding the front door were slow to react, and Kalin covered the remaining distance faster than a hummingbird flitting from flower to flower. His sword cleared its sheath as the closer of the two Bloodstalkers summoned a veil of shadow. Kalin cut through veil and flesh, felling the Bloodstalker before he could unleash any further abilities.

      The second guard was gifted like Kalin, and he had turned and drawn his sword before the first guard fell. Kalin’s lighter, curved blade met the Bloodstalker’s longer, heavier weapon and was stopped cold. In better days, Kalin would have welcomed a sparring session with the Bloodstalker to learn who was best, but these were not better days, and the Bloodstalker died with one of Selindra’s poisoned daggers in his back as she sprinted past him.

      The battle in the streets to the east was well and truly joined, and Kalin took meager comfort in that fact, for if his friends were already dead, there would be no fight.

      They stepped into a common room already filled with Bloodstalkers rushing to join the fight. Their arrival had the same effect as tossing fresh-killed meat into a pen filled with starving dogs. Kalin winced as so many Bloodstalkers dove so deep into the Dream at once. Needles stabbed into his spirit as Bloodstalkers, Calidryn, and the Nine all wrestled for power.

      The Bloodstalker closest to the door was a giant of a man, with arms bigger than Kalin’s legs. He clenched his hands together and brought them down on the table separating him and Kalin, breaking the poor furniture into so many pieces it looked like an army of woodcutters equipped with their axes had attacked it from sunrise to sunset.

      The Bloodstalker strode through the debris, picking up one chair in each hand as he passed through where the table had once stood. He lifted the chairs high, then slammed them together where Kalin had been just a blink of an eye before, before he’d stepped forward and stabbed into the enormous chest.

      The giant’s skin resisted Kalin’s blade, and without the strength granted to him by the Dream, his sword would have skipped off the warrior as though he wore armor. Kalin persisted, though, even as splintered wood cut into his back. The tip of his blade finally slid through, passing between the ribs of the giant and into his heart.

      Instead of dying immediately, as a civilized warrior should have, the Bloodstalker’s spirit dove deeper into the Dream. The giant wrapped Kalin in an unbreakable embrace, his arms squeezing the breath from Kalin’s lungs. Kalin fought for breath as the other Bloodstalkers used their friend’s sacrifice to advance. There had to be nearly a dozen in the common room, and Kalin could do nothing, trapped like a bunny in one of the snares he used to set as a child.

      Selindra struck out from the shadows, killing two of the Bloodstalkers before they realized there was another threat in the room. She lashed out at a third, but her dagger cut through nothing but an illusion. A Bloodstalker with an enormous war hammer swung at her, barely missing her before it destroyed another innocent table.

      Selindra’s evasion left her unbalanced and directly before yet another Bloodstalker, who struck her in the side with his hammer. Selindra’s body went limp as she went flying across the room. Her spirit still burned bright, but the sound of her broken bones echoing off the walls meant Kalin was well and truly alone in this fight.

      They shouldn’t have come. Valinor hadn’t had any choice, but all of this would mean nothing.

      Kalin hated feeling useless. He’d trained too long for his life to mean so little. He roared and strained against the massive Bloodstalker.

      His captor’s grip loosened. Even the mad Kavenor couldn’t fight the inevitability of death for long, and Kalin finally burst from the giant’s arms with his sword already seeking the head of the man who’d felled Selindra.

      So focused was he that he didn’t sense the projection until it slammed into him from the side with all the force of a charging bull. It lifted him from his feet, sent him rolling across the top of another table, and into the far wall.

      Kalin’s vision wobbled, filling the room with even more Bloodstalkers than before. It straightened a moment later, but there were still far too many between him and Mendus, the light upstairs burning like a second sun in his dreamsight. He swore, tightened his grip on his sword, and pushed himself off the wall. Every single Bloodstalker stepped forward in response, as though they didn’t want to be excluded from the slaughter.

      Solivar and Melienne chose that moment to sprint through the front door, both looking like dead warriors walking. Melienne had more cuts than a child who’d spent all morning trapped in a rose bush, and Solivar favored his right leg, as there was a dagger nesting in his left.

      Even so, they were Calidryn, and they were both deep in the Dream of the Nine. Solivar cast a projection that knocked the two Bloodstalkers closest to the door down, and Melienne’s sword rippled through their necks before they could stand.

      Kalin’s spirit dove deeper than before, close to the deepest he’d ever gone, the shards of the Dream bright in his vision. His body moved as though he was no more than a gust of air, his sword a sharp-edged leaf driven before the wind, too fast for the Bloodstalkers to dodge. He and Melienne stalked the common room like wolves, tearing into any who dared come close. Solivar, long the most powerful of them, stood tall, his arms outstretched, projecting his will upon those who sought safety from the storm of swords in the center of the room.

      The Bloodstalkers were not easily cowed. One, whom Kalin wrongly believed to be an illusion, sliced deep into his left arm. Another tried to wrest Kalin’s sword away with her bare hands, opening him to a cut across his side from her ally. Another sword cut across the side of Melienne’s scalp, drawing blood and sending her long hair drifting to the once spotless floor, now dirtied by the dust knocked off foreign boots and the blood spilled by warriors on both sides of yesterday’s border.

      They lived, but Mendus hadn’t yet joined the fight.

      It still wasn’t enough.
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      A distant part of Mendus’s awareness understood there was a fight happening in the common room, but the importance of what was being shown to him made the outcome of the common room as good as irrelevant.

      He’d been a fool.

      Worse yet, some part of him had always known he was a fool, but he’d fought on anyway, for he knew not what else he could do to save his people. The trap had always been his master’s, laid long before the two had crossed paths. He’d known he was little more than a pawn in a game of Sovarene, but he’d still thought he wouldn’t be sacrificed.

      The chaos within the Dream had always been the point, the explosion of violence all the man he’d called his master had wanted. He’d gotten it, too. In the woods south of Stoneward Hold, at Duskmere, and now in Eldroska. No wonder the Dream was so unwieldy. No matter what happened tonight, along every path and every possibility, there was violence. More than he’d ever imagined.

      All started because he’d been deceived.

      Mendus swallowed the tear that formed in his throat. He remained in the deep Dream, powerful beyond measure, then strode out the door and toward the common room.

      He might not be able to save the future, but he could save as many of his warriors as he could.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A roar from the second-floor landing made everyone look up.

      Mendus blinded Kalin’s dreamsight, revealing a mastery of the Dream Kalin could only aspire to.

      His hand grasped something, and then it blurred, too fast even for Kalin’s dreamsight. A wet gurgling sound came from beside him, and he turned his head to see Melienne looking down, staring at the spear that had sprouted from her shoulder. No pain twisted her face, just a look of surprise and of wonderment, as if the only thought running through her mind was how did that get there?

      Then she collapsed, but the ends of the spear got tangled up between two overturned chairs, and her upper torso flopped and her head bounced as it dangled.

      Kalin froze. He hadn’t seen the spear fly. Hadn’t seen Mendus’s hand move.

      He remained frozen as the Dream shifted around him, only realizing too late what Solivar intended.

      Because unlike him, Solivar had always understood, and had always accepted that they were never supposed to come back from this.

      So long as Mendus didn’t survive the night, it didn’t matter. They could enter the gray realms of death with their heads held high, their honor intact.

      Alone, Solivar might as well be an ant attempting to trip up a deer, but together, maybe. Only Kalin’s spirit was as frozen as his body, and he was no help when his friend needed him most.

      Solivar burrowed into the Dream like a gopher hiding from a descending hawk, except he intended to return with poisoned claws.

      The deep Dream, the truth of all ages, was not meant to be visited by human spirits. Most never returned, but those who did returned altered. Mad. Exposed to a reality that stripped bare all of life’s necessary illusions. They babbled, minds broken, language pitifully short of describing what they’d seen.

      The Calidryn trained their whole lives to skim the surface of the Dream, to sip from its power, but never drink too deep. Even in desperate moments it was rarely attempted, as the results were—unpredictable—to say the least.

      Solivar dove without the aid of his friend, and the Dream swallowed him whole. Mendus’s arm came back again, but stopped when a scream ripped from Solivar’s throat. It was no human scream, closer to the sound of crunching glass than any cry of fear or pain. Solivar’s pupils expanded until his eyes were black, but a projection burst from his core, turning the overturned tables closest to him to dust.

      Primal fear broke through the ice encasing Kalin’s body and spirit, and he strengthened his limbs and torso against the overwhelming force that struck him. The blast lifted him from his feet for the second time that evening, but this had little in common with before. He ripped through the air like a broken arrow and smashed hard into the stout bar.

      He got off easy. The Bloodstalkers still alive died, their bodies torn asunder like the civilians’ lives they’d displaced the last few days. Mendus alone stood against the force, but Solivar’s dive into the Dream was far from over. He was a man of uncommon strength and will, and he’d trained body and mind since he was young to endure the dangers of the Dream longer than most.

      Another projection erupted from Solivar’s core, and Kalin flopped over the bar like a fish desperate to return to water. Mendus turned the projection aside, though, like a boulder splitting a rushing stream in two.

      Kalin’s mind slipped away, ripped from thought and deliberation by the need of the moment. Valinor had named him commander of his Calidryn, and for good reason, but Solivar had always been the born leader. Kalin bowed to him, then followed his friend into the deep Dream.

      His mind, trained by years of exposure to the Dream, lasted for a few moments, giving him senses he’d never dreamed of possessing. He heard the steady beat of Mendus’s heart, the gentle song of another presence, older than an ancient oak. Then, no more, the world of the Dream beyond his ability to understand.

      Fragments.

      Discord.

      Flashes of cognizance. Scenes of the distant past or Dreams of one of the dying Nine, he didn’t know. His body grew, expanded to contain everything Eryndoril possessed, then was crushed to a grain of sand, skipping like a stone from one Dream to the next.

      He faded. Pulled beyond all reason, drowned in a whirlpool he’d created. His spirit cracked, letting the Nine in.

      Then Solivar was there, embracing him, holding Kalin’s battered spirit together like a child swaddling a newborn infant brother in his arms. He lifted Kalin high, and Kalin rose back into the world of his birth, power dripping like sweat. The air around him burned and his leap carried him from behind the bar and onto the second-floor landing, and his sword flashed once.
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      Mendus had never been in the presence of others in the deep Dream. He saw their struggle, their suicidal attempt to grasp at a strength equal to his own. He’d seen it all moments before in his room, for in almost all futures, these two died as the Nine consumed their spirits. His sword was light in his hand, in case they entered one of the futures where the two both emerged. In each of those, they died at his hand.

      He hadn’t foreseen the one sacrificing himself for the other. One spirit dissolved into the Dream, taken forever by Eryndoril, while the other rose, bleeding power and blood in equal measure. The other one leaped, still too slow, but hopeful.

      A new path opened before Mendus, and a greater understanding unfolded.

      He saw, for the first time, why his master had so desired the Calidryn to die.

      A narrow path, fraught with danger, but possible. It brought a smile to his face, and a tear, for he wouldn’t be present to see it.

      Thankfully his son, his beautiful and wise son, had shown him the way. Had marked it for his father to follow.

      He dove even deeper into the Dream, to a realm where communion with the Nine was inevitable.

      As the Dream swallowed his spirit whole, Mendus’s last conscious act was to drop his sword.
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      Kalin’s cut could have sliced the wing off a fly, and Mendus didn’t try to defend. The Kavenori leader’s head flew from his body, and Dream energies erupted around Kalin, overwhelming his already battered and exhausted spirit. Darkness took him as he fell.
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      When he woke, he was staring at the night sky. He lay on his back, and Solivar lay beside him. Solivar’s body trembled and shook, rattled like a loose board in a summer windstorm. Kalin crawled his hand over and grasped his friend’s hand, willed it to stop trembling, prayed for it to squeeze his own, but it only kept shaking.

      He blinked again, and he didn’t know how long he’d been gone, but the sky lightened overhead and the Zarkun crouched beside him, pure white flames burning bright across its body. In its hand, it held a ring, which melted into nothing before Kalin’s sight.

      Kalin reached for Solivar’s hand but felt nothing. The wills of the Nine reached for him, and there was no place to hide. They grasped his spirit and pulled it back into the deep.
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      Velken awoke to the approach of the Bloodstalker.

      He took it as a premonition. Zorathen’s clan was filled with Bloodstalkers, so there was no reason he should have stirred at the arrival of one more to the camp. Yet he woke, and his senses fixed on the Bloodstalker immediately. He rose to his feet and went to greet the warrior.

      He recognized the Bloodstalker as one of Father’s closest guards. In his hands he carried an enormous sword. Velken swallowed hard as his knees went weak. He could sense the eyes on him, though, so he allowed himself no sign of grief. Not yet.

      The Bloodstalker kneeled before him and offered him the sword.

      Velken reached out and took it, judging not just the weight of the steel but the weight of the story it told. “How did it happen?”

      The Bloodstalker stood, a clear message he didn’t consider himself subservient to Velken. Nor should he, so Velken made no comment. He listened as Father’s guard told of the assault on the inn.

      “He nearly took the shoulder off one with his spear. I’ve never seen a throw like it. After that, I’m not sure all of what happened. Your father was deep in the Dream, burning like no one I’ve ever seen before. He was strong and ready to fight, but when the Calidryn leaped to the second floor, he took one look, then dropped his sword.”

      Velken blinked twice. “You’re certain?”

      The Bloodstalker nodded once, slowly. “Didn’t trust myself at first, but I asked everyone after, and they all agreed. We all thought we’d gone mad, there were so many Dream energies in that room. I can’t tell you why, but he put up no fight at the end.”

      Velken cleared the back of his throat, keeping his thoughts to himself. There might be a time to share them later, but not now.

      Today the future of the clans hung on his choices. On what he said next. Father might be dead, but his legacy would live on, so long as Velken cared for it. He spoke loud enough others could hear without having to lean closer. “Father carried many heavy burdens on our behalf. It wearied him more than he let most know. It is my belief he saw that we’d finally reached the end of our journey. The Eranorans are at our mercy, and this land is ours. I believe he saw that it was time to rest. A time to settle.”

      The Bloodstalker listened impassively, and Velken felt the weight of his judgment. He’d been close to Father, knew him well.

      It wasn’t a question of whether the story was true. It was a question of whether the story satisfied.

      The Bloodstalker nodded slowly. “He was built for war. Perhaps he believed you were better suited for the peace that followed?”

      Question and challenge, all bundled nicely together. Velken shook his head. “I have only ever wanted to serve as I can. My father marched at the head of an invading force whose purpose is nearly complete. Once it is finished, the leadership returns to the leaders of the clans. Our new peace won’t require the sacrifices my father made every day.”
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      He sat across from Mother, separated from the rest of the camp. “Father’s ring was destroyed by the Zarkun when it arrived. He said it was the first thing the Zarkun did once it arrived.”

      “Right after the fight ended?”

      “He says it came through the front door a blink of an eye after the Calidryn killed Father.”

      Mother chewed on her lower lip, and for a moment, they thought together.

      “Mother?”

      “Yes?”

      “Despite what it did to Selmara’s clan, and despite what the Zarkun did to protect those Calidryn last night, I get the feeling it isn’t our enemy.”

      Mother looked to the sky and closed her eyes, the warmth of the late spring sun against her cheeks. “I think you’re right. I just want to know what your father saw in the moment before he died.”

      Velken nodded. It was what he wanted to know more than anything, too. But he wasn’t capable of diving deep enough into the Dream to find out.

      “What will you do next?” Mother asked.

      “If the Zarkun went to such lengths to save those Calidryn last night, and if we agree it isn’t our enemy, it seems the wise choice would be to show mercy to the Eranorans.”

      Mother breathed in deeply. “I think the same, but are you prepared to suffer the consequences? We have them at our mercy, and you intend to release them when many desire revenge?”

      Velken wasn’t, but that didn’t mean it was the wrong choice to make.
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      Zorathen stood beside him, and together they watched Commander Valinor approach, a broad-shouldered Calidryn keeping step at his side. “Shall we?” his companion asked.

      Velken nodded, still wrestling with the decision he knew was right. The anger his decision would unleash would be considerable. He cared little about his personal well-being, for none would attack him, but there were many ways to fight that didn’t involve a sword, and he expected he, his family, and his clan would soon be under assault.

      Velken and Zorathen stopped across from Commander Valinor and the Calidryn. Velken took one step ahead of his friend and bowed, Eranoran-style. He said, in flawless Eranoran, “I’m honored you accepted our invitation.”

      Surprise flashed across Commander Valinor’s face at a clansman speaking his language, but he recovered so quickly that if Velken hadn’t been looking for it, he would have missed it. He bowed in equal measure. “Better invitations than bloodshed.”

      “Enough has been spilled from both our peoples. Is this man the one who killed Mendus?”

      “No. He was part of the attack, but he was injured before he could reach the inn. This is Captain Jhalon.”

      Velken turned his full attention to the Calidryn. “Do you know how my father died?”

      Jhalon tensed, understandably worried their parley was an excuse only for revenge, but when no attack came he relaxed. “I am sorry, but I do not. All I know is that he didn’t fight with the Dream. I don’t know why.”

      “Thank you.”

      Velken could sense Commander Valinor’s impatience, matched by Zorathen’s. They hadn’t come here to satisfy his curiosity. He put the questions surrounding Father aside.

      “I’m sorry. I’m his firstborn son, and I would very much like to learn what happened in his final moments.”

      “As would we,” Commander Valinor said. “If it pleases you, once the Calidryn who fought him wake, I can have a report written for you.”

      Now it was Velken’s turn to hide his surprise. “You’d do such a thing for me?”

      “An expression of goodwill. So long as the story reveals nothing that endangers Eranoran interests, and I don’t think it would, I don’t see why I wouldn’t share it.”

      “One does not generally treat enemies with kindness.”

      Commander Valinor shrugged, breaking the stiff formality he’d upheld thus far. As he did, his exhaustion became more obvious. “I’d very much like for us to not be enemies. It’s no secret that we’re low on food, the citizens are weak, and my soldiers are injured. We’ll fight with all our strength if it comes to it, but you have us at your mercy and there’s no point in pretending otherwise.”

      Zorathen snorted, and at Commander Valinor’s questioning look, Velken said, “You speak with the blunt honesty of a clan leader. It is unexpected. But to the reason for our summons. We have come to offer you safe passage to Ryvar.”

      “In exchange for what?”

      “For the uncontested ownership of the lands between the Ryvar Pass and Stoneward Hold.”

      Commander Valinor rubbed at his chin, covered in stubble. “Were the decision mine alone, I would offer it to you in a heartbeat. But authority over these lands is not mine.”

      “You are the firstborn son of Lord Parvis and will soon be a lord in your own right. If you accept this deal, you’ll be the commander who ordered the death of a singularly dangerous Kavenori leader, as well as the one who saved over a thousand lives. Your word carries weight.”

      Commander Valinor was once again surprised by the extent of Velken’s knowledge. Selmara had been right to learn as much as she had, back when she had. He recovered quickly and said, “And I can promise you I would do everything in my power to uphold my word, but the disposition of these lands is outside my control. I cannot offer my word on something I can’t deliver with my own strength.”

      Velken was impressed. He hadn’t expected to find such honor among the Eranorans. Father would have liked him, before his “master” had arrived and dimmed the brilliance of his spirit. “Your word that you will try is sufficient.”

      “Then you have it, as well as my word I will send you a letter as soon as my Calidryn wakes.” Commander Valinor brought his fist to his palm and dipped his head, and later that day, a broken caravan of decrepit survivors began their three-day walk to Ryvar.
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      Kalin woke in a bed, under a proper roof, the sun shining through an open window. Bandages were wrapped tightly around his waist, and another set bound the wound in his shoulder. Thought was slow in returning, but he didn’t hurry it along. He was warm and alive, and for just a few moments he wanted that to be enough.

      Memory refused to remain silent for long, though. He started to sit up as he remembered the chaos at the inn, the sacrifice his Calidryn had made, but a gentle yet firm hand on his shoulder held him in place. Kalin looked up to see the weary face of Valinor kneeling beside him.

      Kalin tried to speak, but his throat was dry and his voice cracked. Valinor poured a cup of tea and helped him sit up to drink it. Had he been in a better condition, Kalin would have been ashamed for Valinor to debase himself with such menial tasks, but his weakness cut deeper than the gashes the Kavenori steel had opened in him.

      When he felt as though it was safe for him to speak again, he asked, “What happened?”

      “You were more successful than I could have hoped. More successful than I dared to believe was possible. Mendus is dead. The clans now control all the land north of Ryvar Pass, but thanks to your victory, we were allowed to march without attack to Ryvar. Several died on the way, mostly refugees from Stoneward Hold and Duskmere that were too weak to finish the journey, but most civilians made it safely to Ryvar.”

      Already, weariness weighed down his eyelids. “Is that where I am?”

      “It is. I set up my command post here, and Father is on his way to join us. You’ve been out for four days.”

      Kalin meant to ask Valinor about the other Calidryn, but what little strength his days of rest had earned, he’d already spent.

      As his eyes closed, he felt Valinor’s hand again on his shoulder, reassuring him. “Get some sleep, my friend. You’ve more than earned it.”
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      He woke feeling stronger than before, though far from whole. His stomach rumbled, echoing the emptiness in his heart. How many of the Calidryn had died? The fact that Valinor hadn’t said implied the news wasn’t good.

      There was a soft knock at the door, and it was pulled open by one of the healers. Kalin recognized the man but knew little of him. The healer slipped off his shoes, positioned them in the hallway, then bowed as he entered the room. He slid the door shut behind him. “It’s good to see you awake. How are you feeling today?”

      “Better. Hungry.”

      “That, at least, is easy enough to take care of. Lord Valinor has essentially ordered the kitchens to cater to your every whim.”

      “Seems a bit much.”

      “They’ll be happy to serve you whatever you ask, I assure you.”

      “A bowl of rice is plenty. Maybe some fish, if there’s any to spare.”

      The healer smiled, as though Kalin had spoke in jest. He put his hand to Kalin’s forehead and checked his bandages. “Very well. I’m sure you’ll be served shortly.”

      Kalin dipped his head. “Thank you.”

      The healer made a full bow as he exited, closing the door behind him as he left.

      Kalin wasn’t left alone for long. The door opened again, and this time, it was Valinor, carrying a tray with tea, a bowl of rice, and what appeared to be enough fish to feed a small village. Valinor bowed as he entered, as though he were a common servant.

      Kalin’s cheeks burned red with shame, and Valinor laughed. “Have no worries, old friend. Serving you brings me honor in the eyes of all.”

      At Kalin’s confusion, Valinor was delighted to explain. “It might have slipped my mind when we last spoke, but the deeds of you and your Calidryn have made you all heroes. Before long they’ll be demanding I relinquish my lordship and pass it on to you.”

      Kalin’s eyes shot up. “They’re alive?”

      Valinor’s eyes darted away, only for a moment. “They all are. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it earlier.”

      Kalin wasn’t fooled or put off so easily. “What happened, and to whom?”

      Valinor looked down. “It’s Solivar.”

      “He’s alive?”

      “Yes…but he didn’t return. Solivar’s heart still beats in his chest, but his spirit didn’t return.”

      The stone in Kalin’s throat doubled in size. “We both dove too deep, but he saved me. I dove in after him, needing that same strength, but my will wasn’t equal to his. I was lost, but he pulled me back.”

      Silence settled heavily across the friends. Valinor was the first to find some words, though his expression let Kalin know he found them inadequate to the task. “Solivar was always the strongest. His deeds will be written in the Book of Eranor. You have my oath.”

      Kalin tried to swallow the stone in his throat and failed. “Where is he?”

      “Here. He has a private room, the same as you. Narine attends to him daily, though not even her tears have the strength to bring him back.”

      “May I see him?”

      “Of course. Eat your food, for there is no rush anymore, and I’ll take you to him.”

      Kalin picked at his rice, but he had little desire. His hunger had fled with news of Solivar.

      “Eat. That’s an order. You’re not going to make me feed you, are you?”

      That shame would be more than he could bear, and Kalin shook his head. He brought a few bites to his lips and found his hunger once again.

      As he ate, Valinor asked, “How much do you remember of your fight against Mendus?”

      Kalin would have preferred not to dig up the memories, but Valinor was still his commander. He recounted the battle as best he could, but once he’d dived deep into the Dream, he could only offer fragments and brief impressions.

      “Do you remember a Zarkun?” Valinor asked when he was finished with his tale.

      “I remember thinking I saw one, briefly, after the battle. I thought that I had imagined it.”

      “You didn’t. From what we’ve learned, it pulled you, Solivar, Melienne, and Selindra out of the inn, then healed the worst of your wounds. That was when Jhalon found it. He’d been wounded and left behind, but found a way to stumble to the inn. The Zarkun healed him, then floated all four of you back to camp. Gave me and my warriors a good fright, but it never spoke to us. It laid you all gently down and left without a word.”

      Had it come from anyone else, Kalin wouldn’t have believed it. “I’m sorry. I have no idea what happened, and no distinct memory of being cared for by a Zarkun. I wish I did, though. I’d have questions.”

      “You and me both.”

      Valinor left his questioning at that, and Kalin considered this new information as he finished his meal. He didn’t know what to make of it, though, and other concerns weighed more heavily on him, and so he pushed the matter from his mind.

      Soon the rice was gone, and the fish was almost so. Valinor stood and Kalin followed, the first time on his feet since the battle. He swayed, but only for a moment, and then stood straight. Valinor paused at the door. “Be prepared.”

      He didn’t give Kalin time to ask what for, but it was clear as soon as the door opened. Scraps of paper were stacked neatly beside the door. Beside them rested a pile of flowers that threatened to block the narrow hall. Down the hall, more than a dozen of the wounded pressed against a line of Valinor’s guards. They shouted as Kalin and Valinor stepped from the room, thanking him for saving their families. Kalin worried that they would trample the poor guards in their enthusiasm.

      He looked to Valinor, who inclined his head slightly and subtly gestured forward with his hand. Kalin took a step forward and bowed, not knowing what else he should do. The men and women shouted louder, but Valinor’s quiet voice broke through the noise. “This way.”

      He led Kalin the other way, deeper into the healing house. Most doors were open, and Kalin noted none of the other wounded had a room to themselves. Several of the injuries looked severe, and Kalin silently wished them well.

      He was surprised when Valinor led him to the very back of the healing house, where the healers prepared their cures and rested out of sight of the wounded and sick. Valinor said, “He’s been up and about for a day now, though not as you might imagine. He’s agreeable enough and seems eager for tasks to complete, and so long as the tasks are simple, he completes them well. But he isn’t there. It’s—disconcerting—to witness.”

      Kalin was grateful for the warning, but eager to see his friend. If Solivar was that well, perhaps more could be done. He slid aside the panel that separated them and grinned as he recognized Solivar’s familiar broad shoulders. His friend was sweeping the floor, his movements as smooth and precise as the cuts of his sword. He finished the menial task with the attention of a senior servant, paying no mind to the visitors watching from the doorway.

      Kalin took half a step forward and reached out, then thought better of it. “Solivar.”

      The former Calidryn turned, and it was his friend, who’d turned to greet him more times than he could count.

      Only the look in his eyes was blank, with no sign of recognition. Solivar bowed, then straightened, looking at Kalin as though waiting for orders. When none came, he returned to sweeping the floor, as though Kalin was nothing more than an illusion that had interrupted his menial meditations.

      Kalin couldn’t tear his eyes from his friend, some part of him still expecting that it would all be a cruel joke, that Solivar had planned all this out to surprise him when he recovered. So much of his friend remained, from the focus with which he completed the smallest of tasks to the way he bobbed his head while he worked, remembering some music from long ago. So much remained, except what Kalin most treasured.

      Suddenly Kalin was tired again, not in his body, but in his heart. “I think I’ve seen enough,” he said.

      Valinor understood well enough and guided Kalin back to his room. He made sure Kalin was comfortable before leaving, promising that he would return soon and reminding Kalin that if he had need or desire for anything, all he had to do was ask.

      Kalin nodded and Valinor shut the door, and all Kalin could think about as he closed his eyes was the stark contrast between the loud thankfulness of the crowd and the silent sweeping of the man he’d once considered his closest friend.
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      Days passed and slipped like water through his fingers. He slept more than he was awake and his dreams were troubled, and he began to fear some part of his spirit was trapped in the deep Dream, eager to pull the rest of him down again.

      He had visitors. Melienne was first, her visit brief and brusque, but that she’d come at all was testament to her concern for him. Jhalon and Selindra visited together, and they toasted Solivar, sharing some of their favorite memories.

      He regained his strength slowly, but within a week was beginning to feel like a shadow of his former self. Most of his time was still spent within the room he’d first awoken in, despite Valinor’s insistence he leave and take some fresh air.

      Kalin wasn’t ready to leave, for when he left he would have to move on, and the loss of Solivar was a wound he wasn’t ready to let scab over. The honorable giant deserved all the mourning he could offer.

      Once a day, he visited Solivar in the back of the healing house. He spoke to Solivar as though he were still there. He cursed Solivar for saving him. Twice he helped Solivar with whatever task occupied his attention. Once, he kneeled in a corner and wept as he watched Solivar prepare bandages.

      On the seventh day, he finally crossed paths with Narine. She’d lost weight, and her steps weren’t as strong as they’d once been. He asked if she needed healing herself, and she shook her head. She confessed she’d pushed herself too hard, that she’d become obsessed with healing as many as she could.

      That was also when he learned that Kelestia had died. Sorova followed Narine everywhere she went, was latched onto her as though they were tied together with string. The girl didn’t talk much, but Narine said she was grateful for the help.

      Narine’s exceptional service was how she dealt with her grief, the same way some soldiers threw themselves into training after losing a friend in battle. The exact nature of her grief remained something of a mystery, though. Had she loved him, or was it the loss of a friend she mourned?

      He couldn’t still the curiosity consuming his thoughts, and when he saw her again, the sight of her stirred a more tender aspect of his spirit. He bowed deeply. “Forgive my rudeness, but may I ask a personal question?”

      “You wish to know why I spend so much time with Solivar?”

      “I do. He’d led me to believe you rejected his advances.”

      “He spoke true, but then, he always did.” Narine placed the clean bedding she’d been carrying in a room, gave Sorova tasks to keep her busy, then turned her full attention to Kalin. “Will you walk with me? You are as in need of fresh air and sunlight as I am.”

      Kalin’s stomach churned at the idea of leaving the healing house, but somehow, Narine’s invitation enticed him more than all of Valinor’s cajoling over the past week. He agreed and offered his arm, though it was Narine that guided their way. No one noticed their departure, a mercy for which Kalin thanked the Nine.

      Narine walked with a clear destination in mind, and Kalin followed without a word of complaint. It felt right to surrender. Before long they were alongside the stream that ran through Ryvar. Tall oaks grew here that the town elders had elected to leave alone. As soon as they were among the trees they were in a different world, far from the cares that weighed them down. Kalin glanced at the beautiful woman beside him, and suddenly he wasn’t sure even his oaths to Valinor were enough to make him want to return to the life he’d known. They stopped beside the stream in a place the sun shone through, warming their weary spirits. They watched in silence, and Kalin was content, willing to give Narine all the time she needed.

      “You will think me a fool,” she said.

      “Unlikely.”

      “It is true I didn’t return Solivar’s affections, despite his persistence. I liked him well enough and would have welcomed his friendship, but our temperaments would have clashed before long if we’d wed. I’m a woman of quiet spaces, slow contemplation, and order.” She paused at his expression. “Why do you smile so?”

      “I’ve simply never heard the opposite of Solivar described so succinctly.”

      She smiled then, too, and Kalin became convinced it would take an army of Bloodstalkers to tear him from her side. “I’m glad you understand.”

      Her smile fell. “Still, Solivar was a good man. A great one, even, and when I saw what had happened to him, I felt as though it was somehow my fault.”

      She shook her head to stall his objections. “I know, as a point of fact, it’s untrue, but that doesn’t stop it from feeling true, and in my desire to make it right, to rid myself of the guilt I know I’m innocent of, I’ve spent my time with him, begging him to return. My vain hope was that his desire for my hand would somehow pull his spirit back and make him whole again.”

      Kalin required several moments to find his voice. “I do not consider you a fool. You show him tremendous honor.”

      Her hand tightened on his arm and she leaned against him. “It’s kind of you to say.” The moment stretched, and she said, “Do you mind if we stay here for a bit? I feel like I’m at peace for the first time in a very long time.”

      Kalin nodded, and together they watched the stream, carrying their cares out to the sea, where they’d be washed away for good.
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      That night, emboldened by his visit with Narine, Kalin prepared to touch the Dream again. He hadn’t even tried since their fight against Mendus and the Bloodstalkers. He had no wish to face the deep Dream again as long as he lived, and little, even, to approach the Dream in any capacity.

      But if Narine was willing to risk ridicule for the sake of a man she didn’t love, he was a coward for not attempting his own rescue. He wasn’t sure such a thing was even possible, and his reason shouted at him that there was no more to be done. He couldn’t rest, though, not until he’d at least tried. Solivar, after all, had pulled him free, rescued him like a man who didn’t know how to swim drowning in the sea. It was time to return the favor.

      He went to where Solivar rested, both to draw from his friend’s quiet strength and to be near in case the physical proximity somehow aided his ill-advised quest. He settled onto a cushion, crossed his legs and closed his eyes, meditating with the same form he’d been taught as a student. Once he had the rhythm of his breath, he dipped his toes into the deeper waters of the world.

      The visions attacked him, as though they’d been waiting in ambush for him to make this exact mistake. Shadows surrounded him as countless visions flashed before his eyes. Mountains crumbled and rivers of fire burned through a forest as though it was a dried sheet of paper. His skin danced with flames, multicolored, the fire assuming the beautiful aspect of a rainbow. His organs melted within him and yet he endured, forced to remain through a will greater than his own.

      The worst was not the visions or the blinding pain, but the aching loneliness that rested beneath both, the absolute certainty that everything from creation to destruction, and everything in between, was meaningless. For what was the point of a dream unless it was shared?

      He forced his eyes open, the effort equal to the slaying of Mendus, and when he finally broke the trance that threatened to settle over him, he found himself alone in the room. He knew not how long he’d been in the Dream, but from the rippling heat that rose from his bare skin, he’d gotten far closer to the deep Dream than intended. While in his trance, though, Solivar had risen from his slumber and left the room, as though to make the point, once and for all, that he had abandoned his friend for good.

      Kalin slumped back against the wall, and for the first time since the battle, he allowed himself to weep for all that he had lost.
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      Kalin’s walks with Narine became a daily occurrence, a routine that quickly became the part of the day Kalin most looked forward to. What began as conversations about their daily burdens deepened quickly into discussions of their hopes and plans for the future. Both found themselves adrift, Kalin because he couldn’t touch the Dream without visions attacking him, and Narine because she’d given too much of herself.

      He often thought about asking her to join him in whatever came next, but until he understood what that was, he didn’t dare.

      One afternoon they were standing by the river when she said, “I’ve been thinking long and hard about this, and I think I’m going to resign my post from Commander Valinor’s unit soon.”

      The announcement came as no great surprise. She’d been hinting as much for days now. The real surprise was when she asked, “If you’d like, I’d be honored if you would join me.”

      His eyes went wide and she misconstrued his surprise. “I’m sorry. I’m not implying we should get married! It’s only that I’ve enjoyed our time together these past few weeks. I’d like your company as I figure out what’s next.”

      He didn’t hesitate, afraid that if he did, she might retract the offer. “I’d be honored. To tell the truth, I’d been considering asking you the same, but I didn’t want to until I had some idea what I would do.”

      She reached out and took his hand. “We can figure it out together.”

      “I like the way that sounds.”

      “There is just one thing, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I won’t be alone. I’d like to take Sorova with me, and I was hoping that if you said yes, we might take Solivar, too.”

      They’d been speaking of Sorova and Solivar’s future frequently. Sorova was a nearly perfect candidate for an academy, but her sudden and complete attachment to Narine complicated matters. She barely spoke to anyone else, and both Kalin and Narine suspected her healing would be the work of patient years, which an academy wouldn’t give her.

      Solivar’s situation was even more dire. Valinor had offered to make him part of his household staff back in the capital, but the idea didn’t sit well with Kalin. Solivar preferred life outside the cities and far away from anyplace large enough to have a functioning den. Beyond Valinor, though, there were no other options.

      “You would do that for both of them?” Kalin asked.

      “Gladly.”

      The decision shouldn’t have been made lightly, but Kalin couldn’t imagine a more perfect solution. Rarely had a decision seemed so straightforward and obvious. “Then let’s do it. I’ll speak to Valinor as soon as I can reach him.”
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      Arranging the meeting took another day, but Valinor eventually came into Kalin’s room carrying a small pack. He took a glance around as he entered. Kalin’s room had never been messy, as he didn’t own enough to create a mess. Even so, the room was tidy. The new uniform and clothes he’d been given by the army were folded neatly and packed away. He’d swept the floor and tucked his small pack into the corner of the room.

      Valinor smiled as he put the pack down and sat across from Kalin. “I take it you’re ready to move on.”

      “I am. Thank you for your patience with me while I healed both my body and my spirit. It was very generous of you.”

      “I was happy to do so, although I’m not sure that I’m the one who deserves your thanks. The front has been quiet, and my army won’t be moving anytime soon.”

      “Have decisions been reached? I’ll admit I haven’t been the most social, but I haven’t heard anything I’d consider solid news about the Kavenor.”

      Kalin poured them each a cup of tea, and Valinor sipped appreciatively at his. “I’m not too surprised. Nothing has been set in stone yet, and we’ve tried to keep it quiet. I think, though, my agreement with Mendus’s son will hold. My father and the other lords aren’t pleased, but their hand has been forced. Velken’s forces have secured the Ryvar Pass tightly, and the cost in lives to retake it would be tremendous. The loss of the valley’s resources will sting our marketplaces, but not to the degree that the council will burn the lives to retake the land.”

      Though he was certain it wasn’t Valinor’s most pressing concern, Kalin asked, “And what of your future? Will your choice to abandon the land without much of a fight end your ambitions?”

      “No, although there are certainly those among the council who will seek advantage from the opportunity. In private, almost all have acknowledged that the situation was judged accurately all the way back at Stoneward Hold. Magistrate Aethyris’s foolishness aside, there’s no denying the simple truth that we weren’t prepared for an invasion of this scale. We made the mistake of assuming the Kavenor would never be able to cooperate as they did under Mendus, and we’ve now paid for that mistake.”

      Kalin poured them each another cup of tea. “I’m glad to hear it won’t be the end of your ambitions. After these past few weeks, I’m more convinced than ever Eranor would benefit from your service.”

      Instead of bowing in thanks, Valinor looked as though Kalin had slapped him. “Are those words empty, or do you mean them?” he asked.

      “I mean them. The Kavenor forced you to make decisions that would have broken me in half, were I the one to make them. You chose well, and you got more of us to safety than most commanders would have.”

      The words didn’t bring the comfort to Valinor that Kalin had hoped.

      “Whatever my accomplishments, it feels as though I made them over the backs of others. All I did was send you and the other Calidryn into danger, time and time again.”

      “Which is our duty.”

      Valinor straightened and looked straight at Kalin. “I feel responsible for what happened to Solivar.”

      The mere mention of his friend’s name was like a dagger to Kalin’s chest, and he needed a moment to compose himself. “I mourn him, too. But all five of us left expecting never to return. The fact that four of us did is a blessing, hard as that is to accept.”

      Valinor grimaced, unable to accept the offered forgiveness. Instead, he changed the subject. “And what of you? I assume that since you asked for me, you’ve made some sort of decision.”

      Kalin took a long sip of his tea and looked out the window. It was another gorgeous day, and he longed to be by the river with Narine. “I have. Will you accept my resignation?”

      Whatever sorrows Valinor wrestled with vanished, and he grinned, which was not the reaction Kalin had steeled himself for. “I was hoping that was the decision you’d come to, and no, I refuse to accept your resignation.”

      Kalin blinked and frowned, not sure he’d understood what his friend had just said.

      His confusion only served to entertain Valinor more, for his friend was almost laughing out loud. Once the wave of his mirth had crested and he could explain, Valinor did. “Don’t you remember a few weeks ago, I told you that I didn’t think you were suited for the work of a Calidryn?”

      Truthfully, Kalin had forgotten, but now that he’d been reminded, the memory came rushing back to him. It had angered him before, but now it sounded almost prophetic.

      “I think your path is a different one, and I’m excited to see what you decide.”

      Kalin shook his head. “But then, why are you not releasing me from my oath?”

      Valinor’s grin didn’t fade. “So long as you continue to serve as my Calidryn, you’ll have a stipend you can draw upon. I don’t care much what you do, but I hope you’ll keep in touch. I expect a message at least a few times a year, and a visit whenever our paths cross.”

      His friend’s generosity left Kalin searching for words. “That’s—that’s too generous. You can’t pay me if I’m not serving you.”

      “I don’t think anyone will fault me for continuing to pay the hero who killed Mendus. You’ve more than earned it, and it’s the least I can do.”

      Kalin looked down. He’d hoped he wouldn’t have to admit this, but Valinor left him no choice. “I’m not sure that I can touch the Dream anymore. Whenever I try, I’m attacked by visions.”

      Valinor’s face fell, for he knew perfectly well how much Kalin’s hard-earned abilities meant to him. “I’m deeply sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Kalin shook his head. “I’m not sure myself what is happening. I intend to investigate and heal myself if I can, but I can’t rightfully call myself your Calidryn if I can’t even use the Dream.”

      Valinor snorted. “I don’t care what you call yourself. I will still call you my Calidryn, and that’s the end of that.”

      Kalin poured the last cups of tea. “I don’t deserve this generosity.”

      Valinor’s good humor had returned. “We’ll have to disagree, then. From where I sit, I owe you much more than the small stipend a Lords’ Calidryn earns. So tell me, what will you do next?”

      Kalin laid out the plans he and Narine had made. His friend listened carefully, his smile growing all the while. When Kalin finished, Valinor said, “I’m not sure I could have made a better plan for you if you’d ordered me to make you one. Congratulations, my friend.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is that all you asked me here for?”

      “It was.”

      “Good.” Valinor reached into his pack, pulled out more tea leaves and a Sovarene board. “It’s been too long since we’ve played.”

      It had been months, actually, but this was Valinor, and the question of this land’s future was still unanswered. “Don’t you have something more important to do?”

      Valinor fixed him with a stare that left no doubt as to how he felt. “No, I don’t.”

      Kalin swallowed the stone in his throat, then took a deep breath and nodded. He grinned. “Don’t think I’m going to let you win just because of your generosity.”

      Valinor snorted. “You’ve never let me win anything. Every victory has been mine and mine alone.”

      “If that helps you sleep at night.”

      Valinor started to set up the board. “Make yourself useful and make us some tea. I don’t intend to leave until you acknowledge me as the better player.”

      “Our grandkids will be married before that happens.”

      Valinor shook his head, and Kalin ended his direct service to Valinor that day by beating him three games straight.
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      His wounds are deeper than he first imagined, the cuts and bruises slower to heal than any damage he’d taken before. He’d underestimated the meddling Zarkun and misjudged their relative strengths.

      Never again.

      It will take years to regain what she had stripped from him, but he is patient. His masters rage, but they have waited for an age, and a few decades more won’t matter once he releases them from the cage of their current existence.

      He stumbles into the dark, already planning his return.
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      Velken scrambles to the top of a boulder that allows him a view of the valley below. The fields are erupting with verdant waves of green growth, a bounty nearly unimaginable in Kavenor. Messages from the far northern clans say they are retreating south against the dark forces, fleeing for Stoneward Hold, where they will begin new lives.

      The problems of the distant clans concern him, but they are no longer his to solve. His father was the one and only man who led the unified clans, and they are unified no more. The only warriors who listen to his commands now are those of his own clan, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      He wishes Father could be beside him, to see the culmination of all he’d given his life for. He wishes he knew what Father had seen in his final moments. The letter from the Calidryn had told him nothing he hadn’t already suspected, and Velken is certain Father had chosen death as the best way forward, most likely for all the clans, as he’d not been wearing the ring when he died. The only question Velken has is why, but there is no answer to that question coming soon.

      He misses Father.

      To honor Father’s memory, he will do all he can to keep his clan and their new land safe.

      The wind rushes through his hair, and after he looks down one last time upon the fields, he begins his journey back to the camps. There is much work yet to be done.
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      Sorova doesn’t like to talk because it’s easier not to cry when you aren’t expected to speak.

      Today, though, she doesn’t feel like crying, and for that reason, she returns the well-wishes given to her by both strangers and a few people she recognizes. There are many Calidryn she only knows from their uniforms, but Commander Valinor is there, too, and she still doesn’t believe a lord’s son has come to see her off.

      Narine and Kalin say tear-filled farewells, and Sorova holds Solivar’s hand. He is big and quiet and gentle, and she feels safe around him, even though she knows his spirit has been shredded and there is nothing left to protect her.

      When all is done, they begin their long journey together. They let Sorova lead the way, although all she has to do is follow the well-worn road.

      Sorova doesn’t know what the future holds.

      No one does.

      She’s simply glad she doesn’t have to face it alone.
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      Top of the morning!

      

      I hope that wherever you are in the world, this finds you doing well. Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed the story. In an age of endless entertainment options, the choice to spend your time in these pages means the world to me.

      

      Of Blood and Broken Dreams was an absolute pleasure to write, and I’m excited to share more of this story over the coming year.

      

      Before you go, I’d encourage you to sign up for my newsletter. In a world where everybody seems to be spamming people every 20 minutes to make a dime, I’m trying to do something different. I email every two to three weeks, usually on a Friday, and I do everything I can to make the newsletter something you’ll look forward to reading. Free short stories that expand the worlds. Special offers. Fun conversations with fans. It would mean the world to me if you came over and took a look. You can sign up here:

      

      https://ryankirkauthor.com/pages/newsletter-sign-up

      

      And once again, thank you for being here. You’re awesome.

      

      Ryan

      

      May 2025
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