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Avondale Spell List
Spells of the First Order
•Simple Cuts - Sano Grasilis Abscido
•Fever - Sano Frebricula Reducto
•Seasonal Ailments - Sano Retrorsum Adgravesco
•Broken Bones - Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis
•Lacerations - Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido
•Internal Bleeding - Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus
•Burns - Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus
 
Corporeus Adfectus - The physical connection with another person, so that you feel what they feel
 
Spells of the Fourth Order
Basic spells:
•Fire - Accendo
•Light - Fulsi
•Wind - Flabra
 
Intermediate spells:
•Lightning - Fulguralis
•Focusing Light - Specula Fulsi
•Cyclone - Furibundus Nimbosus
 
Advanced Spells:
•Crucible - Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer
•Destruction - Motus Tellus Aboleo
•Sealing - Phoca Obduresco Aevum Infragilis
 
Princess Ariel’s Practical Spell List
•Fire - Ingesco Exsuscito
•Far Sight - Ultimus Conspectus
•Find North - Repperi Arctoa
•Find Water - Repperi Amnis
•Calm Minds - Quievi Adfectus
•Cloaking Spell - Abdidi Incantatio
•Shielding Spell - Scuti Incantatio
•Summon Wind - Vocavi Ventus
•Sleep Spell - Somni Incantatio




Chapter 1
Lexi
Tiberius was still asleep when Lexi woke up.  Light was making its way between the boards of the war ship’s hull.  The small sleeping compartment that Robere had created for Tiberius was still gloomy, but Lexi stood and stretched.  Their ordeal in Avondale had been exhausting, and she was glad they had the war ship to travel in.  Dancer was curled on the bed, looking at Lexi with its large, dark eyes.
“You better come with me,” she whispered.
Lexi scooped the wind glider up and held the small animal like a baby.  She wanted to check on the ship’s progress so she slipped quietly from the little room and past the soldiers snoring in their hammocks.
The war ship was small and fast.  Like the larger sky ships, the smaller vessel had a large, bulbous sail that was filled with hylum that lifted the war ship off the ground.  The sky ships had massive sails to either side, but the war ship was so much lighter that it only needed a few sails to catch the wind and propel the deadly craft.  The war ships had been used to rain down fire bombs on rebellious cities after the great cataclysm.  Eventually the nine cities, each isolated on mountaintops across the vast empire, were once again united.
Lexi mounted the steps and came out of the ship’s hold and onto the deck.  The sun had just risen above the thick blanket of mist that covered the blighted lands.  There was a strong wind that filled the sails on either side of the ship, and only three men crewed the vessel.
“She’s easy enough to manage,” said the ship’s captain, referring to the vessel.  “We’ve made good headway all night.”
They were skimming along just above the mists, and there were no other vessels in sight.  It was as if they were on a sea of clouds, and Lexi felt excited and frightened at the same time.  The sky was beautiful, and the sense of motion on the small ship was exhilarating.  But the vast expanse of empty space also made Lexi feel small and weak.  She felt as if she could get lost so easily in the empty sky.
“Any sign of pursuit?” Lexi asked.
“No, ma’am.”
“And we’re headed south?”
She knew they were.  The sun was rising in the east, which was to her left, but she felt obligated to ask.
“We’ve got a perfect tail wind,” the captain said proudly.
“We’ll need to go below the mist soon,” Lexi said.  She didn’t miss the look of worry that suddenly appeared on the captain’s face.  “We can wait until Tiberius is awake, but we’re exposed and we’ll need to be able to see what’s below us.”
“You know that going into the mist could be dangerous,” the captain said.  “There’s no way to know what’s down there.”
“We’ve been down there,” Lexi said.  “South of Avondale are vast plains.  You don’t need to worry.”
The captain nodded.  He was a short man, but stout with a thick black beard and a fringe of grizzled hair around the crown of his head.  He had thick wrinkles around his eyes and he squinted at Lexi, but the look wasn’t antagonistic.  It was more of a look of stunned disbelief.
“You’ve really gone down there?” he asked.
“Yes, with Tiberius.”
“And is he really a wizard?”
Lexi nodded.  The captain had obviously been waiting for a chance to ask the questions that were on his mind, and now he was taking advantage of the opportunity.
“There were rumors,” he said, “in Avondale.  I heard tell that the earl’s sons are all dabbling in magic.”
He said the last word as if it were a curse.  She thought he was going to clear his throat and spit, but he restrained himself.
“What do you know about magic?” Lexi asked.
“I know that it’s been outlawed,” the captain said, speaking in a low voice.
“But have you ever seen it practiced?”
“No, of course I haven’t.”
“Well, at some point you will see what Tiberius can do,” Lexi said.  “It isn’t frightening or evil—in fact, it’s really quite amazing.”
“That’s all well and good,” the captain went on.  “But I heard Tiberius summoned fire from the sky and nearly destroyed the entire city.”
“That isn’t true,” Lexi said.
“I heard that he killed his brother, Brutas.”
“Again not true,” Lexi said.  “Didn’t the earl assign you to this ship?”
“He did,” the captain said with a note of pride.  “He gave me the orders personally.  Said I was to take you anywhere his son wanted to go.”
“And when was the last time you saw the earl looking so strong and healthy?”
The captain had to think a moment.
“I was captain of his sky ship for over a decade,” the man said.  “But he hasn’t traveled in a while.”
“That’s because he was dying,” Lexi said.  “Tiberius used magic to heal him.”
The captain looked skeptical.
“And Brutas tried to usurp his father’s throne,” Lexi went on.  “He would have succeeded, too, if Tiberius hadn’t stopped him.”
“So the stories are true?”
“Some of them,” Lexi said.  “I don’t think Brutas is a wizard.  But there is trouble in Sparlan Citadel.  The king wants Tiberius and he wouldn’t think twice about killing all of us to get him.”
The captain’s face turned hard.  “He won’t catch this ship, my lady.”
“That’s good,” Lexi said.  “But we still have to find the city that Tiberius is looking for.  The king will almost certainly send an army to Avondale, and we need to get back before they attack.”
“You really think the king would attack Avondale?” the captain said.  “It’s his home, his own family.”
“I don’t know the king or what is driving him to do the things he’s doing,” Lexi said.  “But I know he’s dangerous and I know that we have to help Tiberius however we can.”
“We won’t let him down,” the captain said.
Lexi walked to the ship’s railing and looked down.  The mists were too thick to see through, and Lexi found herself wishing she could see down to the bright green fields below.  She had been frightened when she left Avondale to be with Tiberius; it was the first time in her life she had risked letting herself be hurt by someone.  She had spent her formative years trying to survive on her own.  She’d learned at a very young age not to trust anyone and had spent her life keeping everyone around her at arm’s length.  But Tiberius had broken through her defenses.
She found herself thinking back to their budding romance in Avondale, before the banishment.  It seemed like another lifetime.  At first she had befriended Tiberius thinking to rob him.  He had seemed like an easy mark, so trusting and naive, but once she’d gotten to know him, his kindness and generosity quickly won her over.  They flirted, but Lexi never really expected the relationship to blossom into something real.  He was the earl’s son, and she was an orphan.  He lived in the palace in the wealthiest part of the city, while she fought to survive in the dark streets of the lower levels.
Looking back, she realized that she had been the truly naive one.  She had thought she could keep the world at bay.  She had thought that Tiberius would be like everyone else she knew, selfish and conniving.  But he had proven her wrong, and following him from Avondale had been the best decision of her life.  She loved him fiercely, and together she felt like there was nothing they couldn’t do.
As the wind riffled through her short hair, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of freedom and excitement about the future that she had never really experienced before.  It was such a thrilling feeling that she didn’t pay attention as Dancer scurried up her arm and onto her shoulder.  The little wind glider often sat perched on her shoulder, but this time the small creature stood up on its short rear legs.  Lexi was still staring out at the blanket of mist below them, watching as the ripples and dips in the cloudy barrier raced past the bottom of the hull.
As Dancer began hopping up and down, chattering excitedly, Lexi’s excitement turned to dread.  She recognized the small animal’s warning of danger, even though she couldn’t see anything that might be causing the wind glider to panic.
“What is it, girl?”
Dancer trilled, and Lexi felt a wave of dizziness that always proceeded the shared sight she was somehow able to access with the wind glider.  She closed her eyes, and in her mind she could see the barrier of mist stretching out below the war ship.  Only this time it seemed like there was something more.  A shadow was moving in the mist.  It was still very far away, but Dancer’s eyesight was so acute, she could see that something was approaching the ship.
The object in the cloud bank bobbed up out of the mist for a split second, the creature’s long head just breaking the surface of the mist long enough to see that its prey was still sailing along on the same course.  Lexi opened her eyes and turned to the small command deck, where the captain was once again holding the large steering oar.
“Captain!” she shouted.  “Something is coming toward the ship.”
“What?  Where?” he demanded.
“There,” Lexi pointed.  “In the mist.”
The captain looked up, but the war ship had no central mast or crow’s nest that might give them a better line of sight.  He was already standing on the tallest part of the ship, and Lexi knew he couldn’t see the creature.
“Keep an eye out for us,” Lexi told Dancer.  “And don’t get too close.”
“Rouse the men!” the captain shouted.  “All hands to their stations.  Prepare the catapult.”
Lexi took Dancer in both hands and tossed her overboard.  The little wind glider extended its legs, stretching the skin between the small limbs and catching an invisible updraft.  Lexi watched as Dancer soared up, higher even than the bulbous hylum sail of the war ship.  She was just about to go wake Tiberius when the creature approaching broke through the mist and roared.




Chapter 2
Tiberius
He woke up to a burning ache in his back.  It wasn’t horrible, but it hurt enough to be annoying.  He lay on the makeshift bed, thankful that he had finally gotten some sleep.  He was tempted to chew some more of the drug-like stems that Olyva had given him.  The peace of oblivion was much more attractive than facing another day when it seemed like the world was determined to kill him.
He stretched, arching his back and straightening his legs out under the blanket, but it was a mistake.  His back spasmed so hard he almost couldn’t breathe.  He lay on the bed grunting and trying not to scream from the pain.  He closed his eyes and focused all his attention on breathing.  He tried to roll over, to find a position that would somehow ease the pain, but it got worse.
He didn’t notice the shouting on the deck above him.  He could hear the sounds of boots pounding on the wooden planking and the voices of excited men hurrying around the ship, but it wasn’t until the roar that he realized something was wrong.
Jumping up and rushing on deck simply wasn’t an option.  Just getting out of the bed was difficult enough.  The pain in his back made bright sparks float in his vision, but once he got onto his feet, the pain eased back to a tolerable level.  He was just coming out of the makeshift cabin when Robere nearly ran into him.
“Master Tiberius!” he said loudly.  He was almost in a panic.  “There’s a monster!”
“I’m coming,” Tiberius said.  “Help me up to the deck.”
The stairs were difficult.  Whenever Tiberius leaned too far forward or back, agonizing streaks of pain raced through his body.  He clenched his teeth and kept climbing.  The sun was bright outside, and even though Tiberius could hear the sounds of panic around him, it seemed too beautiful for there to be any real danger.
Lexi met him at the top of the stairs as soldiers raced past with the large clay fire bombs that could be launched from the ship’s catapult.  Tiberius saw the look of fear on her face, but it was the huge creature racing toward them out of the mist that garnered all his attention.
“What is that?” he mumbled, the pain in his back nearly forgotten.
“I think it’s a dragon,” Lexi said.
The creature had a long, thick body, huge wings, and a spiked tail.  Its head looked like the tip of a spear.  It was leaf-shaped, not angular, but long and pointed.  The mouth was open, and Tiberius saw multiple rows of tall, pointed teeth.
“We can’t outrun it!” shouted the captain.
The beast was almost on top of them, and Tiberius realized that it wasn’t attacking the ship.  The head turned upward, and the body followed, whipping past the ship in a blur.
“What’s it doing?” Lexi said with a note of terror in her voice.
“It isn’t after us,” Tiberius replied.
“What’s it after?”
Tiberius didn’t have the heart to voice what he knew to be true.  He and Lexi leaned on the ship’s rail and looked upward at the dazzling blue sky.  Dancer was circling high over the ship, and the dragon was rushing toward the little creature.
“Ti, do something!” Lexi shouted.
“I can’t.”
“Dancer!  Look out!”
The wind glider was too far away to hear Lexi’s voice, but to Tiberius it seemed that the little animal heard her somehow.  The dragon had almost reached Dancer, but the little wind glider folded its arms and legs, dropping like a stone.  The dragon tried to catch Dancer in its mouth but missed by what seemed to Tiberius like inches.  It took the dragon much longer to turn and follow the glider, but it was soon streaking down toward the war ship, too.
“Here, Dancer!” Lexi shouted.  “Fly to me.”
“What the hell is she doing?” the captain cried.  “We’ll all be killed if that thing attacks the ship.”
Tiberius agreed with the captain, but he didn’t say a word.  Dancer spread its little legs and flew into Lexi’s arms.  The dragon roared in fury and then spun in midair, letting its long, spiked tail swing around and toward the ship’s balloon sail.  Tiberius didn’t even think before he cast his spell.
“Scuti Incantatio,” he chanted, flinging the invisible shield up between the bulbous sail of the war ship and the dragon’s tail.
The magic was strong, but Tiberius wasn’t.  The strength of the creature’s attack hit him so hard through the kinetic link to his magic that Tiberius went sprawling across the deck.  Lexi screamed, and Ti’s back spasmed.  For a moment the world darkened, and he was afraid he might pass out from the pain, but he fought to keep his senses.
“Tiberius!” Lexi shouted.
He could see that Dancer was locked onto Lexi’s shoulder.  Normally it sat perched lightly and perfectly balanced, but now it seemed to be holding on to her with all its might.  The long tail was wrapped around her upper arm, and its face was hidden in her hair.
Lexi was rushing toward him, but Tiberius could see the dragon turning in the distance, readying itself for another attack.
“Help me up,” he said through clenched teeth.
The soldiers all had spears and shields, but they all looked terrified just the same.  Tiberius guessed the weapons made them feel better but he doubted they would be much help if the war ship was knocked from the sky.
“We need to dive,” Tiberius said as loudly as he could.  “Go down, into the mist.”
“There’s god knows what down there,” the captain complained.
“Just do it!” Lexi shouted.
“Why not throw your pet overboard?” the captain said angrily.  “That’s all the beast wants.”
“You know that for a fact?” Lexi said.  “And what if the dragon wants you next?  Should we toss you overboard, too?”
“I’m just saying the creature attacked your pet, not us.”
“There’s no time for this,” Tiberius said.  “Get us down into the mist, Captain!  As soon as possible.”
“What are you going to do?” Lexi asked.
“Fight back.”
Tiberius didn’t think about the spell he was casting.  He just unleashed the power and directed it at the dragon.
“Accendo!”
The portal of fire opened, and a gout of flame leapt out, enveloping the dragon.  For a moment there was nothing but the flash of orange flame and a smear of black smoke against the blue sky.  Then the dragon appeared out of the fire, completely unfazed.
“It’s still coming!” Lexi shouted.
“Fire didn’t even faze it,” Tiberius said in surprise.
The dragon roared again, and this time it spewed fire from the long, pointing maw.  Tiberius barely had time to raise his shield spell again and divert the yellow flames before they set the war ship ablaze.  His only success was staying on his feet.  He felt the contact of the fire against his spell, but it was more like a strong wind than a physical blow.
The dragon circled, looking back to see what kind of damage its fire had done to the ship.  Tiberius felt a shock of fear, knowing they couldn’t keep the battle up much longer.  The captain was shouting orders to the soldiers crewing the ship.  Ropes were pulled, and the sails angled.  Tiberius felt the ship descending but he knew it wasn’t fast enough.
“What if it can see in the mist?” Lexi asked.  “We’ll be blind, but it might not be.”
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.
Dancer trilled sadly, and Lexi put a hand on the small creature.
“I won’t sacrifice her,” she said.  “You’ll have to throw me overboard, too.”
“Don’t talk like that,” Tiberius said as he hobbled toward the ship’s rail.
“Tell me you have a plan,” she asked, the desperation clear in her voice.
“I’m working on it.”
Tiberius was thinking of every spell he knew.  The healing spells were no help, and neither were most of the spells he’d learned from Princess Ariel.  Fire didn’t seem to faze the dragon; that left wind and light spells.  It might be possible that lightning would hurt the beast, but Tiberius didn’t know if he could control the power of the lightning spell.  He could unleash the magic but he might hurt himself in the process or, worse yet, destroy the war ship if the lightning got out of control.
“Try putting it to sleep,” Lexi said.  “You’ve done that before.”
Tiberius thought back to the night attack of the huge creature on the plains far below.  The Hoskali called the creatures Draccons, and Tiberius had managed to cast his sleep spell on the beast, but for some reason he felt less hopeful about using the spell on the dragon.
“I’ll try,” he said.  “Somni Incantatio,” he chanted.
He could feel the magic moving out toward the dragon.  It felt weak, and for a moment he wished he still had the Balestone.  When he’d cast the sleep spell in his father’s palace with the Balestone fused in his back, the magic rushed out like a tidal wave and rendered nearly a hundred soldiers unconscious in the blink of an eye.  His sleep spell now felt like he was tossing a thimble of water at a forest fire.
The dragon didn’t seem aware of the sleep spell.  Tiberius felt the magical power contact the beast.  He had to move the spell constantly to try and keep it on the dragon, which flew through the air almost like an eel swimming through water.  The dragon’s wings slowed after a moment, and the beast veered away from the war ship.
“It’s working!” Lexi shouted.
But then suddenly the dragon arched upward, flying above the war ship, and Tiberius couldn’t force his magic around the huge balloon sail that held them aloft.
“Damn!” he shouted.
“All hands brace!” the captain bellowed.  “We’re entering the mists.”
Tiberius looked at Lexi as the bright world around them faded suddenly to dull gray.  They could barely see across the ship through the thick mists, and Tiberius felt exposed.  Lexi took his arm, and they waited to see what would happen.




Chapter 3
Leonosis
The newly crowned king paced.  He felt frustrated, angry, and above all impatient.  Leonosis huddled in the back of his own mind.  His body felt weak, but Draggah didn’t seem to notice.  The demon ate only to keep up appearances, and Leonosis had grown noticeably thin and haggard.
He was anxious to board the sky ship from Sparlan Citadel and finally be free.  The king’s sky ship was actually a very powerful vessel built to direct a war.  Draggah had ordered it made ready, along with the entire fleet of over one hundred war ships.  Many had already gone out in search of Tiberius, but now the king was mobilizing the large army at his disposal.
“My liege,” came a voice from behind them.
Draggah turned quickly, seeing the man in charge of organizing and supplying the king’s fleet standing in the doorway.
“Speak,” Draggah said in a low, ragged voice.
“We are dangerously low on hylum, my lord,” the man said.
Draggah looked at the man, who averted his gaze from Leonosis’ haggard form.  Leonosis could feel the demon’s foul intentions.  He was considering hurting the man, for no other reason than because the officer was delivering bad news.  Leonosis felt a quiver of fear at the thought of using all of Sparlan Citadel’s reserves of hylum.  Avondale was the only place in the kingdom where the precious gas was mined, and if they exhausted the reserves in the capital, they would have no choice but to take control of Avondale. Otherwise, they risked losing ships, maybe even the entire fleet.  The war ships were useless without hylum.
“Are all the war ships ready to set sail?” Draggah asked.
“Not all of them, my lord.”
“And is there any hylum gas left?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Then get those ships in the air.”
“But, my liege, we can’t deplete the reserves completely,” the man said, his voice little more than a fearful whine.
Leonosis understood the officer’s fear.  He could tell by looking at the man that he was not a warrior.  His talent was obviously in organization.  He kept the king’s forces armed and supplied, making him an essential part of the king’s army, but Leonosis knew that Draggah didn’t care about that.  He had already murdered several officers who hesitated to obey his commands or reported news the demon didn’t want to hear.  He was like a spoiled child who had no comprehension of the consequences of his actions.  He was destroying the king’s army on what Leonosis could only consider a fool’s errand.
“We don’t need reserves,” Draggah said.  “We need the army ready to move as soon as I give the word.  If that doesn’t happen, you will be the first to feel my wrath.”
“Of course, my liege.”
“Get out of my sight,” Draggah said, turning away from the man at the doorway.
Leonosis’ body moved, and he still found it odd to feel himself being directed by an alien force.  He wanted to scream for the demon to get out, but it did no good.  He was a prisoner in his own body, helpless to stop the carnage around him.
“Are you sure this Tiberius is really worth the effort?” Queen Ariel asked.
She was lounging on a cushioned bench near the window, wrapped in an almost transparent gown that clung to her curves.  It was Draggah’s latest torture to tease Leonosis with what he couldn’t have.  Leo could feel his body’s desire smoldering like coals in a smithy’s forge, but Draggah wouldn’t let him touch the queen.  He was saving her virtue for something, some type of foul magic that Leonosis couldn’t imagine.  Still, the demon enjoyed flaunting Ariel’s alluring body in front of his helpless slave.
“He was little more than a novice when I saw him last,” she continued.  “He can’t be a threat to you.”
“He has the Balestone,” Draggah said.
“How can you be sure of that?”
“I can feel its power growing,” Draggah said.
“And you think Tiberius is using the stone’s magic to enhance his own power?”
“Of course he is,” Draggah said.  “We must not underestimate him again.”
“We?  It wasn’t I who let him escape Hamill Keep.”
“No, you only let him live when you could have killed him in Avondale, before he learned to use his powers.”
“I thought he might be useful to our plans,” she snapped.
“And yet you didn’t bring him here to me,” Draggah growled.
Leonosis could feel the demon’s temper flaring.  It made him howl in pain as the anger burned through Leonosis’ mind like molten metal.  He wanted to warn Ariel, but no one could hear him except the demon.
“Worse still,” Draggah continued, “you let him leave Avondale.”
“How was I to know he would survive?” she said defiantly.
“You not only let him live,” Draggah went on, ignoring Ariel’s argument, “your actions forced him to grow stronger.  He was nothing until you empowered him.”
“This isn’t my fault!” she shouted.
Draggah pounced like a cat, leaping toward Ariel before she even realized he was attacking her.  He dropped one knee onto her stomach, pinning her to the bench.  His left hand held her throat so tight she struggled to breathe, but his right hand stroked her face tenderly.  Leonosis was angry to see the demon hurting Ariel and repulsed by the long, dirty fingernails he saw on his own hand.  He had always been fastidious when it came to personal hygiene, but Draggah cared little for the body that sustained him and allowed him to roam the world at large.
“And whose fault are you suggesting it is?” Draggah said softly.  “Surely not mine.”
“No,” she managed to croak.
He leaned forward until his mouth was less than an inch from hers.
“Don’t vex me, my sweet.”
Draggah breathed out heavily with each word.  Leonosis saw Ariel’s face stiffen as she tried not to gag at the smell of his fetid breath.  Leonosis had no control over his body, yet still his pride stung that Ariel would be so repulsed by him.  There was a time when he felt a kinship with her.  They were both bound to Draggah now, both slaves to his cruelty, helpless to stop his evil plans.  But Draggah had not allowed Leonosis to control his own body for some time now, and Ariel never spoke to him directly anymore.  Not that he blamed her.  Whenever Draggah discovered them talking, he flew into a rage.
Draggah stood up, releasing the young queen, who gasped for breath.  Leonosis’ body walked to the window.  He could see soldiers assembling in the courtyard below, and the sky around the tall mountain was filled with war ships.  The grand army of Sparlan Citadel was poised, ready to strike out at their enemy, but they had no idea where Tiberius was.  He wasn’t in Hamill Keep, which had been lost in anarchy since Tiberius had slain Earl Marcus and escaped with the earl’s family.  Leonosis had a sinking suspicion where Tiberius would go, but he did his best to banish any such thoughts whenever they entered his mind.  Draggah could read his thoughts easily, and if the demon learned Leo’s suspicions, he would descend on Avondale with his fleet of war ships like a swarm of locusts.
“Soon,” Draggah said eagerly, “we will leave this place.  We will go out into the wide world and wage war.  It shall be a pleasant distraction.”
“War?” Ariel said, sitting propped up on her elbows.  “Who would dare fight you?”
“There will always be someone to crush,” Draggah said.  “Otherwise, what would be the point?”
“You really think you’ll find him?”
“I can feel him—at least the stone, anyway.  Soon, it will be strong enough for me to pinpoint its exact location.”
“Does that mean it’s coming here?” Ariel asked.  “Perhaps Tiberius is coming to Sparlan Citadel.”
“No,” Draggah said.  “He is no fool, and I will not be lulled into thinking he is foolish or weak.  He is a worthy opponent, and I shall savor every moment of his demise.”
“No!” Leonosis shouted, but all he could hear was the demon’s chuckle as phantom pain tore through Leo’s mind.
“And once the boy is defeated?  Then we shall rule all?”
“Everything,” Draggah said, but Leonosis could hear the note of doubt in the demon’s voice.  It was nothing but a split-second hesitation, as if he was hiding something from Ariel.  Leonosis had no idea what it was, but he couldn’t tell Ariel about it even if he did.
“Not just the nine cities?”
“No,” Draggah said.  “We shall sweep away the mists and lay bare the blighted lands.  We shall rule like gods and crush any who oppose us.  We will grow fat on the suffering of an entire world and then we will seek out the next.”
“I can’t wait,” Ariel said, her voice cold and heartless.
“Nor can I,” Draggah growled softly.  “Nor can I.”




Chapter 4
Rafe
Walking down the rank of officers felt a little strange.  Most of the men were older than Rafe, some as old as his father had been.  Still, he got more looks of respect than doubt, and that gave him confidence.
“The events of yesterday are behind us,” Rafe said.  “I’m sure you all have questions, your men will have more, but the only thing that is important is that Earl Ageus is well and in complete control of the city.  My father died to ensure that the rightful earl was not usurped or harmed.  I have taken up his pledge to serve and protect the earl, as well as commanding the war band.  If any of you have issues with that, now is the time to resign your commission.  There will be no judgement, no negative consequences for your actions.  As of today I am your commanding officer, and like my father before me, I will brook no derision in the ranks.”
Rafe stepped back and waited to see if any of the officers would take his offer to resign.  The most senior men were in front, the younger officers behind them.  Some of the men looked around, waiting to see if anyone would make the first move.  After a long moment of silence, one of the senior officers stepped forward.
“Commander Rafe,” he said, snapping to attention.
“Speak your mind, Gerick,” Rafe said, his voice a quiet rumble.
“I served your father, and I can serve you, but there are rumors of war, sir.  I want to know what I’ll be following you into.”
Several of the other men nodded or called out their agreement.  Rafe raised his voice to reply.
“War is coming,” Rafe said.  “There are mysterious and magical things happening in the world of men once more.  I won’t try to explain what I don’t understand or haven’t seen for myself, but know this—the earl’s family is in the middle of a terrible struggle.  Leonosis has somehow managed to become King of Valana—you all know that.  What you may not know is that magic is involved, to the extent that some believe the earl’s son is under the influence of a magical being that is not of this world.”
“How do you expect us to believe that?” shouted someone in the middle of the rank of officers.
Rafe didn’t see who had shouted, but he could see the looks on the faces of many of his men.  They were struggling to understand what he was telling them, and he knew he needed to convince them of the danger, even if he couldn’t explain exactly what was happening.
“I expect you to obey orders, look after your men, and defend this city with all your strength, courage, and skill.  Anything more than that is up to you.  But I will say this—many of you fell under Brutas’ influence, myself included.  I can’t explain it and I won’t try.  But if something foul is controlling the king, then we have an obligation to first make sure it doesn’t get anywhere near the earl, and second, that we fight against it with all the strength we have.”
A few the officers shouted their agreement, and Rafe smiled inwardly.  He knew he was turning them, earning their respect.  The men of Avondale’s war band were brave warriors, yet they needed someone to lead them.  His birthright gave him the opportunity to lead, but it would be his own courage, fairness, and strategic skill that would earn their respect.
“Now as you know I was banished from Avondale.  The earl has reinstated me to the city and to this war band with full rights.  But while I was in the blighted lands, I saw things, incredible things, even magical things.  Magic is not dead in Valana, and there are those who would use magic for good and others who would use it for ill.  The earl’s third son, Tiberius, is a wizard.”
This caused more murmuring, but Rafe pressed on.
“He is a good man, and I don’t say that just because we are friends.  He has saved my life many times using magic.  He has stood by my side and fought countless enemies.  He used his magic to restore his father’s health and to resist his brother’s coup.  But our new king now wants Tiberius dead.  His father has offered him sanctuary in Avondale, and that news will be met with anger in Sparlan Citadel.  I have no doubt that King Leonosis—or whatever foul magic he’s fallen under—will come with the strength of the capital to pluck his brother from Avondale.  Our job is to stop whatever force comes here to tread on the sovereignty of our city.”
“Commander,” the officer named Gerick interrupted again, “wouldn’t we be better off just handing over the earl’s son to the king?”
“I believe with all my being that if we turn Tiberius over to his brother, we will all be enslaved.”
Another rumble of surprise and anger swept through the crowd of officers.
“Maybe there will be time to search out the meaning of all these strange events,” Rafe continued.  “But not now.  At this moment, our first and highest priority is to ensure that we are ready to protect this city against whatever forces come against it.”
“You really think the king will attack?” someone shouted.
“I do,” Rafe said solemnly.  “I think we may be facing the most difficult fight of our lives, but I sincerely believe that we are more than a match for the king’s army or any army who might come against us.  Avondale is a strong city, a mighty fortress.  We will stand firm behind these walls and stop anyone who tries to tear them down.”
There was a cheer, and Rafe’s inner smile reached his eyes, but not his mouth.  He refused to let the men know how relieved he was to find them willing to follow him.
“I want every able-bodied man ready to do his duty as of this morning,” Rafe said in a commanding voice.  “I want doubters and cowards dealt with in a decisive manner.  This is not a drill; it is not about political posturing.  This is about the survival of the people we love and the city that is our home.  Gentlemen, prepare your men.  We are on high alert.  I want the watch tower manned at all times.  I want siege rations and supplies distributed all along the walls.  And I want the palace secured at all times.  Am I making myself clear?”
“Yes sir!” the officers shouted.
“All right then,” Rafe said.  “Senior officers will report to the earl’s war room in one hour.  Until then, see to your men and your arms.  Dismissed.”
The ranks of officers broke up in a flurry of activity.  Rafe felt a pang of grief as he watched the men hurrying away.  He couldn’t help but think of his father.  Grentz, the sword master of Avondale, should have been commanding the earl’s war band.  But Grentz was dead, and Rafe had watched his father die, powerless to stop it.  He wouldn’t be commanding the earl’s war band if his father had lived, and Rafe’s pride quickly turned to guilt.  He had grown up imagining what it would be like to lead the earl’s war band into battle.  It was his dream to follow in his father’s footsteps and become the earl’s commander, but now he only felt guilty knowing that he wouldn’t be there if his father hadn’t died.  For some reason he couldn’t explain, he felt as if his dream had cost his father his life.
Rafe trudged back toward the palace, doing his best to keep his head up and not look as glum as he felt.  He didn’t hear Olyva approaching from behind him.  She didn’t speak, she just took his hand and walked quietly beside him.  When he looked at her, he could see the compassion and tenderness in his eyes.  It was almost as if she knew what he was feeling without him even saying a word.
They went back into the palace, past the small clumps of city officials who were whispering about the events of the past few days.  Since Rafe’s banishment, the city had been in almost constant upheaval, and Rafe felt as if that were his fault, as well.  He didn’t regret telling Leonosis about his love for Olyva or about being banished.  Rafe and Olyva had truly found themselves on the vast plains below Avondale’s mountain top sanctuary.  In the wild, open places of the blighted lands, Rafe had faced his first real enemies.  He had learned so much about himself, and he knew he was up to the challenge of commanding the earl’s war band.  He was also more patient, more strategic than he had been before.  He understood that leadership took more than just rushing blindly into the fray and he was thankful for that maturity, but he still felt as though things had fallen apart because he had chosen to love Olyva even though she was above his station and betrothed to Brutas.
Rafe led Olyva through the palace, not really paying attention to where he was going.  She seemed content just to be near him, and he suddenly found himself in front of the small apartment that had belonged to his father.
“I don’t think I can go in there just yet,” he said.
“We don’t have to,” Olyva replied.
“I need to meet with the earl,” Rafe said.
“Okay, I’ll go with you.”
This time she led the way, and Rafe let himself be led along as he fought down his grief.  He wanted to weep and find a place where he wouldn’t be bothered.  He wanted to hide his pain, yet it refused to be contained.
“I’m going to have to make a trip down the mountain,” Olyva told Rafe.  “I need to find a safe way down in case we have to leave the city.”
“By yourself?” Rafe asked.
“I hope not,” Olyva said.  “I'm thinking of asking Desyra to go with me.”
"Won't you need protection?"
"I need your trust, Rafe.  I can take of myself.  Can you trust me to do the task Earl Ageus asked me to do?”
“I can,” he said.  “Of course I can.  I’m sorry for being so befuddled lately.  I just can’t seem to keep my head out of the clouds.”
“Your father died, Rafe.  I know what that feels like.”
“You do?  I mean, I know you do, but you seem so strong.”
“I had you and time to rest, remember.”
“Yes, but you never really even cried about it.”
“Oh, I cried, just not in front of you.  I loved my father, but I said goodbye to him when I first came to Avondale.”
“I wasn’t close to Grentz,” Rafe explained.  “Not the way you would think.  I loved him, I wanted to be him, but I never really felt like he approved of me until we came back to Avondale.  I really thought things were going to be different, and now it’s as if someone stole him from me and I can’t get him back.”
“You have to hold on to his love for you,” she said.  “That’s what's important.  He had a chance to show you that love before he died.  And that’s something no one can ever take away from you.”
“Yes, but I still wish we could have had more time together.”
“I wish that, too.”
Rafe’s eyes were watering with tears, and he looked down so that she wouldn’t see them.  Her feet were hidden under her dress, but Rafe knew they were bare.  He couldn’t see the long, root-like toes or the patches of brown, scaly skin that looked like tree bark, and yet just knowing that they were there reminded him of what an incredible woman Olyva had become.  He loved her now more than ever, and she seemed stronger to him than he’d ever imagined she could be.  He had fallen in love with her and had always imagined himself being her protector.  Now she was protecting him, and he realized that what he really wanted was to partner with her and face whatever adventures came their way together.
“I want to get married,” he said.
She looked at him in surprise, and he smiled.
“I don’t see why we shouldn’t,” he said.  “Nothing fancy, just a small ceremony.  Your family is here.  And there’s no telling what may happen in the days ahead.  We may not even survive, but if I die, I want to die as your husband.”
Rafe was tall, and Olyva was now equally as tall, so she didn’t have to look up to kiss him.  She wrapped her long arms around his shoulders and kissed him passionately.  He pulled her close, feeling her slim waist with his hands.  When she pulled back, there were tears in her eyes.
“Do you really mean it?” she asked.
“With all my heart.”
“Then I accept.”
It was the first ray of happiness Rafe had felt since watching his father die.  And he realized it was just what they needed.  Despite what they might have to do in the days ahead of them, they could treasure the happiness of being husband and wife for a little while anyway.




Chapter 5
Tiberius
In the gloom of the mists, all they could do was wait and listen.  The dragon’s wings flapped above them, and every soul onboard the war ship was tense, waiting to see if they would live or die.  Tiberius hated the waiting even more than the pitched battle.  He felt helpless and regretted having ordered the captain to lower the ship.  But after a few moments, the sounds of the dragon’s wings faded.  A few moments more, and everyone began to relax a little.
“What do we do now?” Lexi asked.
“We were going to have to drop below the mists as some point,” Tiberius explained.  “I guess now is as good a time as any.”
“You think the dragon’s gone?”
“I’m hoping it is.”
“And what if it spots us under the mists?”
“I don’t know, Lexi.  But we never saw a dragon when we were in the blighted lands.  Maybe they don’t go below the mists.”
Dancer trilled sadly, and Lexi gave Tiberius a knowing look that said she thought his theory was rubbish.  Still, Tiberius had time to recover his strength and he spent the respite from battle formulating a new plan.
Fire didn’t harm the beast, that much was clear, and that meant that the catapult on the war ship and the firebombs it shot wouldn’t help them.  The war ship’s long, pointed prow could destroy the largest sky ship in Valana, but even if they could ram the dragon with their ship, the beast would pull the ship out of the sky.  Tiberius needed another method, a better way to fend off the beast or kill it outright.
There was a strange noise from below the ship, and several of the soldiers looked over the railing.  Lexi was looking, too, leaning out over the edge, and Tiberius was just about to warn her that she was leaning too far.  Then something huge hit the ship from below.  The stout wooden hull shook violently, and two men flipped over the rail, just barely managing to hang on.  The other soldiers ran to their aid, pulling the men up, but Tiberius was frozen in panic.  Lexi had fallen, too, only she hadn’t caught herself like the soldiers.  She was just gone.
He raced to the edge of the ship where she had been standing, his mouth open in a terrible scream of panic that wouldn’t come.  His body was wracked with pain, mostly from the spasm in his back, but he ignored the pain completely.  He leaned out, trying to see where Lexi had fallen, but there was nothing but gray mist all around them.
“No,” he finally managed to say.  “Lexi!”
There was a roar from the beneath the ship, and Tiberius felt as if he were dying.  He was powerless to help Lexi, the person he cared about more than anyone else in the world.  The captain was barking orders, but Tiberius didn’t hear them.  He just stood frozen at the ship’s railing, his body rigid, his heart pounding in disbelief.
Then the mists disappeared, and the bright, amber-colored sunlight lit up the war ship.  The lush plain far below came suddenly into sight.  And not far away, the dragon was reeling through the air.  It spun awkwardly, its once-graceful flight now clumsy and weak.  It was quickly losing altitude, and Tiberius strained to see what was happening.
“Ultimus Conspectus,” he shouted.
Suddenly his vision zoomed forward, and he could see every detail about the dragon.  The scales on the beast’s back were glossy and large, overlapping like clay tiles on a rooftop.  The wings were leathery and lined with thick veins.  Tiberius could even see the blood pouring from a wound on the beast’s neck.  But none of these revelations held his attention.  Instead, he stared almost dumbfounded at the sight of Lexi on the dragon’s back.  She had one arm wrapped around the beast’s massive neck, and both legs were gripping the dragon’s back tightly.  With her free hand, she was stabbing the dragon with her Wangorian dagger.
The dragon was writhing, trying to simultaneously to buck her off its back and swipe her off with its tail.  The men were pointing and shouting in confusion, but only Tiberius could really see what was happening.  Dancer was still clinging desperately to Lexi’s shoulder, and the woman he loved was fighting tooth and nail against a living, breathing dragon.
“Dive!” he shouted.  “We have to get down there.”
“Don’t be a fool!” the captain argued.  “We should fly back up while we have the chance.”
“Lexi’s down there.”  Tiberius pointed toward the dragon.  “We’re going to help her.”
The captain cursed but he sent the war ship into a steep dive.  Tiberius had to hold on to the railing, straining his back to keep his feet as the ship dropped toward the dragon, which was alternating between fighting off Lexi’s savage attack and keeping itself in the air.
“If we ram the devil, we’re all doomed,” the captain warned Tiberius.
“I don’t want to ram it—I want us to fly under it.”
“You’re mad!”
“Maybe, but you’ll do it, or I’ll feed you to the dragon myself,” Tiberius warned him.
The look on the captain’s face was sheer hatred, and Tiberius felt a pang of guilt for threatening the man, but he was ready to keep the threat if anything happened to Lexi.  Tiberius turned his attention back to the dragon, who seemed oblivious to their approach.
“Go faster!” Tiberius shouted.
“I can’t make the wind blow any harder,” the captain growled.
“Well, I can,” the wizard said angrily, ignoring the searing pain in his back and the suffocating fear that was making it so hard to breathe.  “Flabra!”
The portal to the magical world burst open, and a gale-like wind suddenly filled the war ship’s sails.  The dragon was struggling to gain altitude, its wings flapping hard, but moving much more slowly than before.  It threw its head back and spewed flames, which boiled out of its mouth and then back down the length of its body.
For one horrifying second, Tiberius imagined Lexi being burned alive.  Then he sent out his shielding spell.  Holding the magic at such a distance strained his body and mind like nothing he’d ever experienced.  His stomach convulsed at the effort, and his muscles cramped from his legs to this shoulders.  Everything in him screamed for relief, but Tiberius refused, even as his heart hammered in his chest like a smithy pounding hot iron with a heavy hammer.
The flames passed over Lexi, and Tiberius could feel the heat flowing around his invisible shield.  Unfortunately, the flames covered Lexi, and Tiberius couldn’t see if his spell was keeping her safe.  His eyes were watering from holding the spell in place as the dragon struggled to fly upward.  When the flames finally parted, Tiberius could see Lexi holding on to the hilt of her dagger with both hands.  She wasn’t burned, but she was in danger of falling off the dragon as it flew straight up into the air.
“Hold on!” Tiberius shouted, once his spell was finished and he could breathe again.
The war ship was finally closing in on the dragon, which was turning slowly in the air; its body seemed to swim through the air like a sea serpent.  Tiberius was weak, his legs shaking beneath him, but he summoned more wind, pushing the war ship further down and under the dragon.
“Lexi!” Tiberius shouted again.
He lost sight of Lexi and Dancer as the war ship’s massive balloon sail moved between him and the dragon.  For a long moment on the war ship, no one moved.  Tiberius didn’t know what to expect, until he felt the ship jolt slightly.  The soldiers looked toward the captain, who was frowning angrily.  Then the dragon reappeared, behind them.  It was flying away; the jerky, spasmodic movements of the wounded beast made it seem almost comedic, but all Tiberius could think of was the fact that Lexi was no longer on the dragon’s back.
The soldiers cheered as the dragon flew away, but Tiberius looked up.  The balloon sail was covered with a thick net of heavy ropes.  He waited, terrified until he saw Lexi.  She was as agile as the most experienced sailor climbing down the sloping ropes.  It was like the rigging of the ship was a ladder, and she had no trouble scurrying down toward the deck.
Tears streamed down Ti’s face.  He didn’t even try to hide his relief.  He limped toward the ropes that Lexi was climbing down, his back so stiff he was hunched to one side, and his back was wet with sweat.  The soldiers began cheering for Lexi, all but the ship’s captain, who seemed bitter that Lexi had survived.  They gathered around Tiberius, and when Lexi was low enough, they reached up with strong hands to pull her down onto the war ship’s deck.
“Well, that was exciting,” Lexi said breathlessly.
The men cheered her, and Tiberius pulled her into a painful embrace.  Dancer ran around Lexi’s shoulder and then across Ti’s neck, before settling on Lexi’s back again.
“What were you thinking?” he asked.
“I wasn’t thinking,” she said.  “I fell, and the dragon was beneath us.  I was just trying to survive.”
“I was terrified that I would lose you,” Tiberius said.
“Not as terrified as I was.”
“You didn’t look scared.  You looked fearless.”
“I was only doing what I had to do.”
“No, any normal person would have fallen.  They wouldn’t have even thought to fight back.”
“The dragon was trying to knock me off its back,” she said.  “I used the dagger because it was the only way to keep from falling.”
“May I see the dagger?” asked one of the soldiers.
Lexi held it out.  The soldier stepped forward, dabbed a finger in the thick dragon blood, and then sucked it off his skin.
“What are you doing?” Lexi asked.
“Gaining the boldness of the dragon, my lady,” said the soldier.
The others were laughing, but they too wanted to taste the blood of the dragon.  Some smeared the blood across their foreheads, and others rubbed it under their eyes.  When Tiberius looked at the captain, the old man spat as if the entire scene disgusted him.
Tiberius dipped his finger in the blood and looked at Lexi.  She ran her finger across the blade and held it up to him.  The blood was dark red and almost shimmered in the amber-colored sunlight.  Tiberius held his finger up to Lexi, and they both licked the blood off the other’s finger.  It tasted like copper at first, almost like he’d stuck an old coin into his mouth, but then the taste changed just before he swallowed.  It became sweet, and there was a part of him that wanted more.  He looked longly after the dragon, which was merely a dark speck far away by then.
“What is it?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.  “Probably nothing.”
“Your face,” she said.  “It looked like you were thinking something.”
“I was just wondering how you could be so courageous,” he said.
“I just couldn’t stand the thought of not being with you.”




Chapter 6
Olyva
She had spent the whole afternoon with a tailor and had been fitted with an elegant white gown.  It wasn’t tight, but the silk fabric flowed down her tall, narrow body, accentuating each curve and ending in a spray of lace that flowed out from her knees like the billowing mist at the bottom of a waterfall.
Desyra was her maid of honor and had helped ensure everything was ready.  Olyva’s favorite part of Avondale was the garden inside the palace grounds.  The grass was lush but trimmed neatly, the thick hedges always perfectly groomed, and the flowers that bloomed all through the garden gave the space a wonderful fresh scent.
The wedding would be a very small affair.  A priest had been summoned from the temple, and a soldier would take Tiberius’ place as Rafe’s best man.  Olyva was sure that the palace was buzzing with the news of the hastily prepared wedding, so she guessed that her mother already knew what was happening, but Olyva wanted to tell her personally.  The tailor and several of the earl’s own servants were seeing to Olyva’s gown and would help her get dressed, but as the sun began to set, Olyva went up to the rooms where her mother was staying.
Countess Mauryn hadn’t been seen since she had sided with Brutas.  Olyva didn’t know if the earl had reprimanded her or if she was simply ashamed.  Either way, Olyva was certain her mother was plotting a way to manipulate her way back into the earl’s good graces.  Olyva knocked lightly on the door, and after a short pause, a palace servant opened the door.  The servant was young and looked worried.
“I would like to see the countess,” Olyva said.
“Of course, Lady Olyva.  Come in, please.”
The servant opened the door and stepped back.  The suite that had been given over to Olyva’s mother and sisters was opulent.  Bright sunlight flooded through the high windows, and the light colored plaster on the walls gave the rooms an airy feel.  There were several magnificent paintings in gold frames, as well as tapestries decorating the walls.  A thick rug covered most of the floor in the large central room.  A fire was burning in the hearth, which Olyva avoided.  Her mother was sitting in a high-backed chair facing the fire.
“Mother?” Olyva said.  “May we speak?”
“Perhaps you should tell me.  You’re the great lady now.”
“I don’t want to fight,” Olyva said, trying to speak in a soothing voice.
“No, I suppose you don’t.  Tell me why you are here, Olyva.  Has the earl sent you to proclaim my punishment?”
“Mother, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you do,” the countess said.  “The old fool is surely gloating after your friends somehow saved his miserable life and restored his power.  He will make me suffer for siding against him, but he will not make me beg to be forgiven, no matter what horrid punishment he dreams up.”
“The earl didn’t send me,” Olyva said.  “I came to tell you that Rafe and I are getting married.  You are welcome to come, if you’d like.  Cassandra and Frezya, as well.  Desyra will be my maid of honor.”
“So, you’ll marry the help,” the countess said bitterly.  “Oh, how far we’ve fallen.”
“Mother, please,” Olyva said, choking back her temper.  “Rafe is not the help.  He is a hero, and I love him.”
“What does love have to do with anything?” the countess said angrily.  She rose so quickly the heavy chair rocked back on its thick legs.  “We do not marry for love, you silly girl.  If you want romance and intrigue, then take a lover—take a hundred for all I care, but do not drag our family down to your common station.  We are the nobility, and you should be wed to an earl, not some soldier’s whelp.”
Olyva staggered back, tears suddenly filling her eyes.  She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but her mother looked at her with complete and utter loathing.  Olyva wasn’t sure if it was because they had been forced to flee Hamill Keep or if it was because Olyva was changed by the Hosscum in the blighted lands, but she was sure that her mother suddenly hated her intensely.
“Never mind,” Olyva said, turning to leave the suite.
“Hurry away, darling daughter.  Run back to your insipid soldier and what I’m sure will be a delightful wedding.”
The sarcasm in her mother’s voice made Olyva stop suddenly before she reached the door.  The servant was standing near the door, her head down, trying to remain invisible.  Olyva had lived with her mother’s constant fussing and complaining over her daughters her entire life, until she had been betrothed to Brutas and sent to Avondale.  But until that moment she had always assumed that her mother was trying to forge a better life for her daughters.  Now Olyva realized that her mother only cared about what her daughters could do for her.
Olyva whirled around and walked swiftly back to her mother, who seemed suddenly very unsure of herself.
“Take that back,” Olyva said quietly.
“I shall not,” the countess said.
Olyva’s hand swung around hard, slapping her mother hard across the face.  Countess Mauryn was a thin woman but not weak, yet she was knocked backward by the blow.  Olyva heard the sound of her sisters’ feet on the polished stone floor.  She had guessed that Cassandra and Frezya would be eavesdropping, and now they were rushing to their mother’s aid.  Olyva waited patiently as Frezya hurried to their mother, stooping over her and pretending to be concerned.
Cassandra came directly behind Olyva, who heard her younger sister grunt with exertion and knew that her sibling was swinging something heavy at her.  Olyva ducked low and let the obstacle swing over her head.  Then she kicked out with one foot, hitting Cassandra hard in the stomach and knocking the wind out of her lungs.  Cassandra’s face was already red, her eyes swollen from crying.  She fell hard, dropping the heavy brass candlestick when she fell.
“What are you doing?” Frezya screamed.  “Guards!  Guards!  We’re being attacked.”
“Shut up!” Olyva said.  “No one is coming to your defense.  You are guests here, and only for as long as the earl allows it.  You’re a fool, Mother, if you think I’ll stand by and let you insult the man I love.”
“I don’t know who you are,” the countess said in a shaky voice.
“Then let me tell you,” Olyva snarled angrily.  “I’m not the spoiled little girl you used to boss around and complain about.  I’m a woman with strength of my own, and if it becomes necessary, I’ll be the person leading you and the rest of Avondale to safety.  I’m the daughter of a good man, and in a few hours, I’ll be married to another good man.  I’m not your trophy, and I will never be your stepping stone.”
“Your father would be ashamed of you.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” Olyva said.  “My father, Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep, would be proud of the woman I’ve become.  Your poison no longer works on me, Mother.”
“You killed our father.  How dare you speak his name?” Frezya shouted.
“I dare, because I’m not afraid to,” Olyva said, then she spun on her heel and stalked out of the room.
The servant had already pulled the door open when Olyva got to it, and even though the girl’s head was bowed low, Olyva saw a smile on the younger girl’s face.
Waves of conflicting emotions crashed over Olyva as she walked slowly down the wide hallway.  She felt guilty for hitting her mother and vindicated at the same time.  She felt ashamed at her mother’s attitude, and yet she felt sorry for her, too.  Countess Mauryn had lost everything she really cared about, first when King Leonosis had killed the earl and then taken over his body.  Her loss was only compounded when she sided with Brutas, who was shown to be a usurper. But ultimately, it was her greed and vanity that caused her downfall, a fact that was not lost on Olyva, even though it made her feel tainted somehow.
She was almost to her old rooms where the tailor was waiting to help her with the dress when Desyra came running around a corner.  She was so excited her face was bright red and her eyes were shining with excitement.
“Olyva!  The garden is so beautiful,” she nearly shouted.  “You have to see it.  It’s just perfect.”
“Okay, okay,” Olyva said, giggling.  “Show me everything.”
The younger girl pulled Olyva along the corridor.  When they reached the gardens, Desyra stood quietly while Olyva took everything in.  Fresh flowers from all around the gardens had been clipped and inserted into the dark green hedges.  Long ribbons hung in curling strips from the large willow tree that was the focal point.  Tall torches had been thrust into the ground, ready to fill the garden with soft firelight, and several rows of benches had been set up for spectators.
“Did you do all this?” Olyva asked her sister.
“No, I only helped.  The earl’s daughters did most of it.”
Olyva heard footsteps behind her.  The sound was much too quiet for a normal person to hear, but Olyva’s enhanced hearing picked up the soft sounds.  She turned to find four young girls; most were closer to Desyra’s age than Olyva’s.  The earl’s daughters were not given free run of the palace as Olyva had been in Hamill Keep.  In fact, Olyva had only seen the girls a handful of times, and always in formal gatherings.  She had never spoken to any of them.
“You did this for me?” she asked.
“Rafe’s father was like family,” said the oldest girl.  “He and Tiberius were always close.  It was the least we could do.”
“I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”
“It was our pleasure,” said another of the girls.  “We don’t have weddings in the palace very often.”
“It was really just supposed to be an informal ceremony,” Olyva said as tears filled her eyes.  “But I can’t imagine anything more beautiful.”
“You like it?” Desyra asked.
“I love it,” Olyva said.  “It’s perfect.”
“Well, we better get you ready,” Desyra said.  “It’s almost sunset already.”
“Thank you all so much,” Olyva told the earl’s daughters.
They bowed but didn’t speak, and Desyra led Olyva away once again.  Back in the small rooms Olyva had shared with her maidservant Hellen before the banishment, Olyva couldn’t believe all the activity.  The tailor was finishing some last-minute adjustments to her dress, and there were easily half a dozen servants waiting to help her with everything.
Her hair was brushed and combed up.  Pins were used to hold it in place.  It took five people to help her into the dress without messing up her hair or smudging the makeup they were carefully applying to her face.  Then came the long veil.  Olyva stood in front of a tall mirror admiring the way she looked as the twilight faded and Desyra announced that it was time.
“We’ll have to go slow,” Olyva said.  “This dress wasn’t made for walking.”
The gown was narrow to just below the knee, forcing Olyva to take small steps.  The servants hurried on ahead, and Olyva was left just with her youngest sister.
“Desyra, why are you helping me?” Olyva asked.
When she thought back to growing up in Hamill Keep, she had never given Desyra much attention.  She had always seen her youngest sister as an annoying child.  Desyra was still young, only fourteen years old, but that wasn’t what Olyva noticed most about her.  Growing up with their mother and sisters had made Olyva a self-centered, almost paranoid person, but Desyra was different.  She was optimistic, romantic, and almost selfless in her fervor for helping Olyva.
“You’re getting married,” Desyra said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
“No one else is coming, you know,” Olyva said.
“The whole palace is coming,” Desyra argued.
“I mean from our family,” Olyva said.  “Mother, Cassandra, Frezya—they won’t be there.”
“Father would have come,” Desyra said with a note of melancholy in her voice.  “He loved you so much.”
Olyva felt tears stinging her eyes but she didn’t mind.  They might smear the carefully applied makeup, but just the mention of her father made Olyva long for him intensely.
“He always told me he regretted matching you with Brutas,” Desyra said.  “He was forced to do it.  The city was starving.  He was going to make similar matches for Cassandra and Frezya.”
“But not you,” Olyva said with a tearful smile.
“He would have liked to let me marry for love,” Desyra said.  “But I wouldn’t have let him.”
“You are a strong person.  And who knows?  I’m marrying the man I love.  Maybe you will, too.”
Desyra smiled then, and as they came around the corner, they heard music coming from the gardens.  Desyra was so excited she was almost jumping up and down.
“It’s time, it’s time!” she cried.
“Wait.”  Olyva took a deep breath and steadied herself.
She was ready to see Rafe, to be his wife.  The future beyond the night before them was unfathomable, but she knew for certain that she would be Rafe’s wife soon, and that thought gave her great comfort.
“After tonight, I want you to help me,” Olyva told Desyra.  “The earl has asked me to prepare the city to evacuate.  I’ll need a lot of help, and there is no one I would love to have by my side more than you.”
“Really?” Desyra asked, her eyes wide with excitement.  “You want me to help?”
“Yes,” Olyva said.  “You’ve already helped me so much.  Now, stay close to me.  I don’t think I can take another step without you.”
“Are you afraid?” Desyra asked.
“No,” Olyva said.  “Part of me wants to run to Rafe, but part of me misses Father so much I feel like breaking down.  Can you take his place?”
“I’ll try,” Desyra said.
“That’s all I ask,” Olyva said, smiling through fresh tears.
Then they were walking again, stepping from the gloomy corridor of the palace into the soft, warm light of the gardens where Rafe was waiting for them.




Chapter 7
Rafe
He had been looking forward to the wedding but he had not expected so many people to be in attendance.  The servants had set benches, which were crowded.  The hedges were lined with people watching, and the palace balconies were overflowing.  The city wall that overlooked the palace gardens were thronged with soldiers, and the earl’s personal guard were in their finest armor forming an honor guard for Rafe.
On the one hand, Rafe felt honored that so many people would show their support of him.  On the other hand, it hadn’t been that long ago that the entire city was celebrating his banishment and screaming their derision at him from the top of their lungs.  It was all very confusing and more than a little intimidating.  He would have preferred a smaller, more intimate gathering.  He knew that many of the spectators were there just for the entertainment value of the event, not because they cared about him or Olyva, but he still felt much more pressure now that so many were present to observe the ceremony.
It was also disturbing that none of Olyva’s family were present.  He guessed that perhaps her mother and sisters might be with Olyva, but their absence from the crowd only made Rafe’s father’s absence that much more poignant.  Grentz would have stood with his son.  He would have been happy that Rafe and Olyva could be married.  The pain of his father’s death was still so fresh, and he wanted to grieve, but there was simply no time.  He had to tuck the loss away, pushing it down deep inside him.  He knew it wasn’t a healthy option, but it was the only option he had.  He didn’t want his father’s death to cast a shadow on the wedding.  Rafe knew that this might be the last night of happiness he and Olyva would have.
A trio of musicians began playing, and the crowd hushed.  Rafe was standing in front of the rows of benches just beneath the long, supple boughs of the willow tree, which had been tied back, forming a small, intimate archway.  The priest was in grand robes, just inside the canopy created by the willow, and there were small candles burning with brightly colored paper shades that gave the tree a magical luminosity.  Rafe had expected a priest and perhaps Olyva’s family.  He would have been happy to have been married by a superior officer, but he was the highest ranking commander in the earl’s war band now and he guessed that made him more of a spectacle.
Earl Ageus arrived and took a seat of honor at the front.  He was escorted by his daughters, and even though he was dressed in his finest clothes, Rafe noticed the look of worry in the earl’s eyes.  Rafe felt that same sense of dread, although he fought to push it down, as well.  The wait for Olyva seemed to last forever, and Rafe couldn’t help but fear that she might not show up at all.  He wouldn’t have been shocked to discover that Olyva had a change of heart.  There was certainly no benefit to marrying Rafe.  Olyva didn’t even want to remain in the city.  She was part of the blighted lands now and would have left Avondale with Tiberius if the earl hadn’t asked for her help.
Doubts were buzzing in Rafe’s head like an angry swarm of bees when Olyva finally appeared.  His breath caught in his throat when he saw her, and a silly grin appeared on his face.  Olyva looked like a queen, or at least a princess.  She was tall, her hair pinned high to accentuate her long, graceful neck and high cheekbones, which Rafe could see even through the veil.  The gown she wore was modest, yet it seemed to amplify the curves of her tall, athletic body.  The bottom of the gown moved and rippled almost like water, dragging the ground and hiding Olyva’s root-like toes.  Rafe would have been happy if Olyva were wearing a potato sack, but he was in awe of his bride in what he thought was the most beautiful gown he had ever seen.
Desyra looked happy to be walking with her sister, but Rafe didn’t see anyone else following.  He guessed that Olyva’s mother and sisters didn’t approve of the marriage.  He understood that, too.  He knew that nobility counted for little after having lived in the blighted lands and experienced the treachery of court, but he understood that others didn’t.  In fact, it was the nobility that held tightest to that elevated sense of self-importance and perpetuated the separation of classes.  Rafe might be the commander of the earl’s war band, but he was not noble-born and he guessed that mattered to the countess and her other two daughters.
Olyva joined Rafe, and they made their vows, led by the priest.  Then Earl Ageus gave them his blessing, making a public announcement of Rafe’s new position, the rescinding of the banishment made by Leonosis, and the renown of Rafe and Olyva’s travels through the blighted lands.
To Rafe it was all a blur.  He was simply happy, and though he took part in the ceremony, all he could really think of was how beautiful Olyva looked.  He preferred her in less makeup; since her change her natural appearance seemed to radiate a beauty that other women could only dream of.  Still, he liked that she had been made up for the wedding.  He had donned the official uniform of the Earl’s Commander.  It had been his father’s, and Rafe was pleasantly surprised that it was a good fit for him now.  Going through his father’s belongings would have to wait, Rafe knew that much.  He wouldn’t be able to hold back the rising tide of grief when he explored what his father had left behind.  The uniform had been kept in the commander’s office, which now belonged to Rafe.  The possessions there were few; most of the items were military in nature and belonged to the commander of the war band, which meant they were Rafe’s now.
The palace steward had informed Rafe that a room was being prepared for them, so for one night at least, everything would be taken care of.  It was a relief for Rafe, who knew the next few days and weeks would be extremely difficult.  There would be no rest after this night, no time to relax in Olyva’s arms or hold her body close to his so that only their breathing would move them.  Soon everything would change, Rafe knew—he just didn’t know how soon.
Rafe had just kissed Olyva, and the priest was announcing them to the crowd, who stood and cheered, none louder than the soldiers on the city walls, when the sound of a rumble made the crowd grow quiet.  It was like a long roll of thunder, but it didn’t crash or abate—it only grew louder.
“What is that?” Olyva asked.
“I don’t know,” Rafe said.
Then the ground began to trembled and shake.  People in the palace garden screamed, and the shaking only grew worse.  Rafe grabbed Olyva tightly with one hand and Desyra with the other.  They nearly ran over the priest as they backed into the shelter of the willow tree’s swaying boughs.  The earl’s guards appeared from the shadows and practically carried him back into the palace.
“I’m scared!” Desyra shouted, trying to be heard over the rumble.
“Everything will be okay—just stay with me,” Rafe said, trying to reassure her.
“Addoni help us,” the priest said in a voice pitched high with fear.
“It’s the mountain,” Olyva said.  “Something’s happening.  I can feel it.”
“What?” Rafe asked.
“There’s movement, deep inside the mountain.”
“Movement?” Rafe asked.  “How is that possible?”
“The volcano,” Olyva said.  “It’s waking up.”
There was a massive hissing sound, and the rumble subsided.  The shaking stopped, but the sounds of panic didn’t.  
“Should we help?” Olyva asked.
“I don’t think there is anything to be done,” Rafe said.  “Are we safe?”
“I think so,” Olyva said.  “I can feel tremors in the ground, but they don’t seem to be dangerous.”
“Is it over?” Desyra asked.
Olyva hugged her sister.  Rafe noticed that the priest looked terrified.
“We should get to the palace,” Rafe said.  “You need to tell the earl what you felt.”
“If you think that’s a good idea,” Olyva said.
“Why wouldn’t it be?” Rafe asked.
“I don’t know—I guess I don’t like being the bearer of bad news.”
“At least it didn’t disrupt the wedding.  We’re married now.”
Olyva smiled and put a hand on Rafe’s shoulder.  There was a look in her eye that Rafe liked.  The sounds of panic were dying down, and the hissing noise had stopped.  As they stepped out of the willow tree’s canopy, they failed to notice that many of the bright stars overhead were blotted out.  Instead they hurried across the beautiful garden and into the palace.
“Not so fast,” Olyva warned Rafe.  “This dress wasn’t made for running.”
“You look beautiful,” Rafe said.
“Like a princess,” Desyra said happily.
“You should go to Mother—she’ll be worried about you,” Olyva told her youngest sister.
“All right, but I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”
“Of course.  You’re going to help me, remember?  Let’s meet in the feasting hall as soon as you’ve had some breakfast.”
Desyra gave her sister a big hug and then hurried away.  Olyva gave Rafe another look, but this time it wasn’t romantic.  He could sense the warning in her eyes.
“Is it bad?” he asked.
“This city is in danger,” Olyva said.  “And there’s nothing we can do to save it.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying this mountain is going to erupt again, and when it does, there will be no more Avondale.”




Chapter 8
Tiberius
The encounter with the dragon left Tiberius feeling insecure.  So far their combined efforts had been enough to see them through the dangers of the blighted lands, but with Rafe and Olyva still in Avondale, it was as if he had lost his right arm.
Sleep was elusive, and when dawn broke on the second day of their trip, Tiberius slipped from the little cabin where Lexi lay sleeping, her face still stained with dragon blood.  Dancer opened one big eye, then settled in deeper beside Lexi and went back to sleep.  Tiberius moved slowly.  His back was a mass of pain.  The muscles along his spine were knotted and strained.  He could still feel the void in his back where the Balestone had been.  It was worse than an open wound, constantly burning and radiating a terrible ache through his entire body.
He was tempted to take the sleeping herbs that Olyva had given him, but after the dragon’s attack, he didn’t feel he could risk going to sleep for so long.  He was tired, but his mind wouldn’t stop spinning with dangers.  There was no dawn in the blighted lands.  The barrier of mist went from total darkness to bright amber sunlight in an instant.  Tiberius slouched against the rail and peered out over the verdant land below.
“It's really quite amazing, isn’t it?” the captain said.
“What?” Tiberius asked, surprised by the question.
“The blighted lands, they’re nothing like I thought they would be.”
“It’s hard to believe we’ve been so wrong, isn’t it?” Tiberius said.  “We’ve been hiding up on the mountaintops, and the world went on without us.”
“It wasn’t always like this,” the captain argued.  “It couldn’t have been.”
“We’ve seen places that weren’t lush and alive like the plains below,” Tiberius said.  “Some places are barren and desolate.  We even saw ancient cities that were little more than rubble now.”
“So some of it is blighted?” the captain asked.
“My guess is that the places where magical battles were fought are ruined, but there is more than enough space for people to spread out and build a new kingdom.”
“What about the huge beasts that attack the city walls?”
“Have you seen any?” Ti asked.  “There are some, but they’re few and far between.  My guess is that the animals would learn to fear us and stay away.  There are herds of tamakas—they’re like cattle and relatively harmless unless you get caught in front of them.”
“You’ve seen these beasts?”
“Tamakas, graypees, even the huge beasts the Hoskali call Draccons.”
“What are Hoskali?” the captain asked.
“They’re nomadic people who live on the plains.”
“There’s people already in the blighted lands?”
“Yes, and soon there will be more, I suppose, if we can stop Leo from destroying Valana.”
“You really think your own brother is that bad?”
“How much have you heard about our mission, Captain?” Tiberius asked.
“That it’s important.  The earl said to take you wherever you needed to go.”
“That’s good.  We’re going south, hoping to find the old commune run by the wizards of the Four Orders.  Do you know what I’m talking about?”
“No, my lord.  I’m sorry.  I never learned anything about magic.  My father would have skinned me alive.”
“I understand,” Tiberius said, knowing that magic had been outlawed in the nine cities for over a century.  “Before the cataclysm there was a group of wizards who were very careful about what they taught and how they worked magic.  They classified magic into four separate categories that each wizard had to work his way through.  For instance the First Order or category was healing magic.  They called it Sana Magus.  A wizard had to learn the healing arts and prove his mastery of them before he could move on to the next Order.”
“Sounds like they knew a thing or two,” the captain said.  “It’s a little like working through the ranks, from cabin boy to captain.”
“Exactly,” Tiberius agreed.  “We need to find the the village they built to teach new wizards.  Our hope is there will be something there that can stop Leonosis.”
“But surely your brother wouldn’t destroy the kingdom.  Why would anyone want to do that?”
“It isn’t my brother who wants to destroy Valana and enslave us.  We think some kind of magical spirit is influencing him.  This demon wants to open a portal to another world and let in all manner of foul creatures.  We have to stop him.”
“How can you know all this?” the captain said.  “I’ll admit things aren’t what we were taught.  The blighted lands, for instance, magic maybe, but I remember you running around the palace with the sword master’s son when you were in short pants.  How can you know so much?”
“I found a book on magic,” Tiberius said.  “Yes, in Avondale.  It was just a fragment of the book, really, but it was enough.  I learned how to heal people and do a little more.  Then the king came to Avondale—do you remember?”
“Of course, how could anyone forget that your brother banished you?”
“Well, the princess revealed to me that she knew magic, too.  So we know that magic is being used in the capital.  Then when we heard that Leonosis had been made king, by a unanimous consent of the other earls, it wasn’t hard to guess that they were influenced by magic.  Finally, I discovered a secret order, the Arcanius Brotherhood, who had kept knowledge of magic and the events of Valana from before the cataclysm.  They helped me to see what was happening.”
“There’s other wizards in Avondale?” the captain asked, unable to hide his shock.
“No, not wizards.  Just a group of people determined to save the knowledge of magic.  They don’t write things down.  It’s an oral history, kept in secret just in case it was ever needed.”
“And so it was,” the captain said.
“Yes, it was.  They were very helpful.  I just hope we aren’t too late to save Valana from whatever is trying to destroy it.”
“Well, this little ship is speedy enough.  As long as the winds hold true, I’ll get you where you need to go, my lord.”
“The only place he needs to go,” Lexi said as she came up the stairs from the hold of the ship, “is back to bed.  You need your rest, Ti.  What are doing up already?”
“Couldn’t sleep,” Tiberius said.
“Didn’t you take something for the pain?” Lexi asked.
Tiberius shook his head.  He knew that Lexi was just watching out for him.  He tried to hide his pain from her, but every time he moved, his back sent lancing pain through his body.  He knew his movements were stiff and unnatural, but he didn’t know how else to minimize the pain without being drugged into unconsciousness.
“You have to rest,” Lexi said.  “There’s nothing you can do up here.”
“She’s right, my lord,” the captain agreed.  “We’ll take care of sailing the ship—don’t give that a second thought.”
“I know,” Tiberius said.  “But what if we face another dragon or possibly something worse while I’m drugged out of my mind?  I wouldn’t be able to help.”
“That’s a chance we’ll have to take.  We’re not helpless here.  Besides, if you don’t get well, you won’t be able to help with anything.”
Tiberius knew she was right, but he was afraid to let go.  He felt as if his world were barely hanging on by a thread and, if he wasn’t careful, it would snap.  Just then a gust of wind made the small ship shudder, and it took all of Tiberius’ strength not to groan.
“I mean it, Ti—you have to rest,” Lexi said.
“Don’t worry, Lord, we’ll see to the ship,” the captain said.
“And I’ll keep a careful watch for anything unusual.  We’ll wake you immediately if we find anything.”
Tiberius couldn’t argue.  He was exhausted, in pain, and worried.  He knew he needed rest, since the wound caused by cutting out the Balestone couldn’t be healed magically.  His only hope was that, in time, the wound might heal naturally.
“Okay, but do what you have to do to wake me up,” Tiberius said.
“We will,” Lexi said.  “Robere is waiting for you below.”
Tiberius nodded and walked toward the stairs that led down into the hold of the small ship.  Rest was sounding better by the minute.  His back was aching, and he wanted nothing more than to get off his feet.  Still, he felt that he was missing something.  As we walked down the stairs into the gloomy space below the deck, he wondered if the future wasn’t just as bleak.




Chapter 9
Olyva
In the bright morning sunlight, Olyva felt truly alive.  She was tempted to stop and just stand basking in the glorious light, but she had a task to accomplish, one that she knew was important.  Even if they didn’t know it yet, the entire city would probably be depending on her to get them down the mountain and into a safe place.
“I can’t believe we’re leaving the city,” Desyra said as they passed through the massive gate.  
People were stopping and staring, but Olyva guessed that strange sights were becoming common in Avondale.  She hitched the pack higher on her shoulders and kept walking.
“What’s it like passing through the mists?” Desyra asked.
“You’ve been through them,” Olyva explained.
“Yes, but that was on the sky ship.  This time we’ll be walking.”
“It’s no different—it only takes longer,” Olyva said with a smile.
She admired her sister’s courage and enthusiasm.  Olyva had been a complete mess when she had been banished with Rafe.  It hadn’t been all that long ago, but she could barely remember it.  She had been so fearful, and then the Hosscum grove had changed her.  She knew that the sentient trees had been trying to change her completely, to make her part of their grove.  And she also knew that should frighten her, but it didn’t.  She felt almost honored to have been chosen.  The changes she experienced were wondrous, and she was a stronger, better person because of it.  Those very changes now filled her with a sense of purpose and gave her the ability to trek out on her own into the blighted lands and even lead the people of Avondale down the mountain if it came to that.
They crossed the barren space between the walls of Avondale and the thick barrier of mist.  There was very little vegetation outside the massive city walls.  A few stunted trees managed to grow in the rocky soil, but very little else.  When Olyva looked at those trees now, it made her incredibly sad.  Those trees were meant to be tall and strong; instead, the thin soil and harsh winds had stunted their growth.  They looked almost painful to her, but there was nothing she could do for them.
They walked boldly into the mists, knowing that there were dozens of men on the city walls watching them.  She hoped they could see her lack of fear and trust that she could lead them to safety.  She also hoped that would never be necessary.
There had been no more rumbles from the mountain after the initial quake.  Still, Olyva was sure that the volcano Avondale was built on was becoming active.  She could still feel the quiver of movement deep below the stone.  Earl Ageus had seemed disappointed more than anything when she told him what she felt.  Olyva wasn’t even sure he believed her, but the earl had been right in suggesting that their current plan of evacuating the city would be their best bet in case of either attack or volcanic eruption.
“So tell me about your wedding night,” Desyra said with a mischievous grin.
“Desyra!” Olyva said, feeling equally as embarrassed as shocked.
“What?  I’m not a baby.  I know what happens when a man and woman get married.”
“You do?” Olyva asked.
“Of course.  The man holds the woman all night long, and they stay up as late as they want talking.  It sounds so wonderful.”
Olyva giggled.  She was relieved and didn’t even consider correcting her baby sister’s innocent notions of marriage.
“Rafe seems really strong,” Desyra said.
“He is,” Olyva agreed.
“Was it hard to stay awake?”
“Not really.”
“I’ve tried, but I always end up falling asleep.”
Olyva had done her best to stay awake as long as possible.  Even after Rafe had fallen asleep in their bed, Olyva, who normally wilted quickly once the sun set, wanted to savor every moment they had together.  Their wedding night was the only normal thing about their marriage, and she involuntarily touched her stomach.  It was silly to think she might be pregnant, and she couldn’t think of a worse time to bring a child into the world, and yet she couldn’t help but hope.  Having a baby with Rafe seemed like the pinnacle of happiness to Olyva.
“That’s okay.  Everyone needs rest.  And we’ve got a long hike ahead of us,” Olyva said.
“At least it’s all downhill today,” Desyra said.
“That’s the spirit.”
“How long until we pass through the mist?”
“A while yet,” Olyva said.
“I don’t like it—it’s so gray and gloomy.”
“I agree,” Olyva said.
“If the sunlight can pass through the mist, why is it so dull inside the mists?”
“I don’t know,” Olyva said.  “But I’ve thought the same thing myself.”
Olyva wished the mists were filled with the same warm, amber-colored sunlight that she loved so much in the blighted lands.  She was tired already after getting so little sleep.  She and Rafe had been up at dawn.  He was making plans for the defense of Avondale, and she was gathering supplies for her scouting expedition.  The sunlight in the city had been marvelous, but in the mist she felt tired and almost hungry, even though she didn’t normally eat regular food anymore.  She thrived on sunlight and preferred to let water soak up through her long, rootish toes.
“Maybe the mists are magical,” Desyra said, without the slightest trace of fear.
“That’s possible,” Olyva thought, although Tiberius had never noticed anything magical about the mists.  “Does that frighten you?”
“What?  Magic?”
“Yes, does magic frighten you?”
“No, I think it’s exciting,” Desyra said.
“Does anything frighten you?” Olyva asked.
“I guess,” Desyra said.  “Father was frightening after he came back from the capital.  Mother frightens me sometimes.”
“She can be difficult to understand.”
“Cassandra and Frezya try to scare me, but they aren’t very good at it.”
“They can be mean,” Olyva agreed.
“Mostly they just ignore me.  Plus, I could always go to Father.  He would protect me.”
“He was a wonderful man,” Olyva said.
“I miss him.”
“Me, too.”
They walked on in silence for a while.  Olyva was happy to have the spear she had taken partly for protection and partly as a staff to help with the descent.  She knew the spear wouldn’t save her or Desyra from a pack of graypees, but she hoped that she would feel anything approaching them before they ended up in any real danger.
The mountainside was rocky and steep in places, but there were no sheer cliffs to scale down, and her toes gripped the soil so that she had a firm footing.  She was even able to help Desyra, who occasionally slipped on loose stones or dirt.  When they finally passed through the mists, the world grew bright below them.  The blighted lands were magnificent to behold from the side of Mount Avondale.  Everything below them was green and lush.  The amber-colored sunlight wasn’t as potent to Olyva as the direct sunshine above the mists, but she could immediately feel her skin drinking up the rich light.
“Wow!” Desyra exclaimed.  “It’s so beautiful.”
“It is,” Olyva agreed.  “But we need to keep moving.  We want to reach the bottom before nightfall.”
“It’s a long way,” Desyra said.
“Yes, but we can make it.  Like you said, it’s all downhill.”
They made the trip down the mountainside easily enough.  Desyra kept up a steady conversation.  She asked question after question, her curiosity unquenchable.  There was no indication that nightfall was on its way, but when they were close to the base of the mountain, they came upon a small spring that trickled from between two rocks.  The mossy grass grew longer around the water, and the mountainside formed a small, bowl-like expression just past the spring.
“We’ll camp here tonight,” Olyva said.
“Finally?” Desyra said, flopping onto the ground.
There was very little wood on the mountainside, and Olyva wasn’t too keen on building a fire in the first place.  She had packed candles and she gathered enough dry grass to kindle a small fire, which she did, using the small flames to light three candles.  The grass fire only lasted a few minutes, and then Olyva poured water over the ashes.
“Why not build a real fire?” Desyra asked.
“There isn’t much wood or dung to burn here,” Olyva explained.
“Dung?”
“Yes,” Olyva said, smiling at the way her sister wrinkled her nose in disgust.  “On the plains there aren’t many trees.  The Hoskali use dried tamaka dung to build fires.”
“They burn poop?”
“Yes, it’s very effective.”
“It sounds gross.”
“It won’t seem that way for long,” Olyva said.
She had gotten a blanket spread out on the ground for Desyra and unpacked some food.  Desyra had her own small pack with survival supplies, including a blanket, flint, rope, and dry rations, but she didn’t bother to unpack any of the items.  Instead, she used the pack as a pillow and stretched out on the blanket Olyva had laid out for her.
Olyva cut up an apple, several carrots, and sliced several slivers from a block of hard cheese.  She also gave Desyra a small loaf of sweet bread.  The younger girl ate happily while Olyva stood with her toes in the small trickle of water.
“Aren’t you going to eat?” Desyra asked.
“I don’t need to.  The sun nourishes me.”
“The sun?”
“Yes, remember I told you about the Hosscum grove.  The trees changed me.”
“That’s why you’re taller,” Desyra said.
“Yes, the Hosscum can change people into trees, or into a type of tree, I guess.”
“There aren’t any nearby, are there?”
“No,” Olyva said with a smile.  “They started to change me into a tree, but Rafe stopped them.  So I have some special abilities, like being able to feel vibrations in the ground.”
“What else can you do?”
“I can hear better,” Olyva said.  “And I can smell things.  Everything has a very distinct scent.  I could tell if something was nearby even in complete darkness, just by how it smells.”
“That’s amazing.”
Olyva nodded.  “The changes the Hosscum worked on me weren’t bad.  It’s an honor to be chosen to be part of the grove.”
“Where are the trees?”
“The Hosscum aren’t like regular trees.  Their roots run along the top of the ground, and the groves can move, although they move slowly.”
“So the trees might come looking for you?” Desyra asked, with just a hint of worry in her voice.
“No,” Olyva said sadly.  “Rafe and Tiberius burned down the Hosscum grove that changed me.”
“They burned the trees?  You mean they killed them?”
“They didn’t realize what they were doing,” Olyva said.
Night fell suddenly, and the world around them went from bright, amber light to almost total darkness.  Only the candlelight gave them any illumination.  When the sun set, Olyva felt a wave of fatigue.  She had planned to stay awake until her sister was asleep, but once the sun set, she wasn’t sure if she could.
“Wow,” Desyra said.  “It’s really dark.”
“The mist blocks the stars and moon.  There are very few people on the plains, so there isn’t much light.  We should get some sleep.”
“Are you staying close to me?” Desyra said.
“Right beside you,” Olyva said, settling down on the ground beside her sister.  “All night.”
“Can we let the candles keep burning?”
“Maybe just one,” Olyva said.
“Okay.”
Desyra yawned.  She lay down on her side, watching the candle flame as it burned steadily.  There was almost no wind, and the night was warm.  Soon Desyra was asleep, and Olyva blew out two of the candles.  Then she lay down on the ground, feeling the earth beneath her skin.  Her toes burrowed into the soft soil, and Olyva fell instantly asleep.




Chapter 10
Leonosis
“The ships are ready?” Draggah asked.
“Everything except for provisions,” the general said quietly.
“How long will it take to get everyone onboard the ships?”
“A few hours, my king.”
Draggah screamed in fury, pummeling the officer in his rage.  The demon had grown more irritable by the day as they waited to hear from the scout ships that had been sent back.  Rumors were flying around the city, and the mood inside the castle was total fear.  Four servants had been slain for no reason other than being in Draggah’s presence when a fit of rage took him.  Usually, the demon simply tormented Leonosis.  The mental torment was nearly unending, but the demon also refused to eat, causing Leo’s physical body to suffer, as well.
“That is too long!” Draggah screamed.
“My king, if we board the ships now, we’ll only have to re-provision before leaving.  It won’t save us any time.”
“Have the soldiers on the ships by noon,” Draggah said.  “I want each ship fully provisioned and ready to sail.”
“Where are we going?” the general asked.
Draggah grabbed the man’s throat so tightly the officer couldn’t breathe.  He struggled to remove Leonosis’ hand from his throat.  The general was a big man, his chest thick with muscle and his arms bulging, but he couldn’t remove the demon’s supernatural grip.  His eyes bulged, and his tongue protruded from his lips in a grotesque fashion.  Leonosis was only slightly concerned that Draggah was killing the general of the king’s army.  When the demon had first taken over his body, Leonosis might have tried to intervene, but he knew there was nothing he could do to save the officer and his efforts would only incite the beast’s wrath.
“My king!” The door burst open, and a red-faced soldier scrambled into the room.  “A ship is returning!”
Draggah tossed the general as if he were a child, then stalked to the large windows of the castle tower.  He could see the war ship in the distance as it sailed toward the castle.  Leonosis felt relief flood through him.  It was a combination of the demon’s relief and the cessation of Leonosis’ own torment.  For a moment, the demon had forgotten Leo, and the constant torture stopped.
“At last,” Draggah said, mainly to himself.  “General, get my troops ready.  And prepare my ship, as well.”
The general nodded, bowed, and hurried from the room, rubbing his neck as he went.  The messenger followed.  Leonosis sobbed quietly in the corner of his own mind, which was no longer his alone.  He did his best not to attract the attention of the demon.  The last thing Leonosis wanted was to become the target of the wicked creature’s cruel games.
Draggah shouted for his personal servants to ready his weapons and armor.  Queen Ariel came in and looked out the large window.  Leonosis hated seeing her.  The once-proud princess was now almost as fearful as everyone else in the castle.  She ate little, and her skin had grown so pale that it looked sickly.  Her hair was lank and dull.  Large dark bags had formed under her eyes, which were bloodshot and glassy.
“What is it?” she asked.
“News from the scouts,” Draggah said.  “Soon we will leave this frigid aerie and find the Balestone.”
“I’m going, too,” she said, her voice whining almost like a child.
“Of course, my dear,” Draggah said.  “I wouldn’t think of leaving without my precious bride.”
“Don’t patronize me.”
“Then don’t act like a child.  You are vital to my plans, you know this.  Stop acting as if you fear my betrayal.”
Servants brought in clothes and armor.  When they disrobed Leonosis, he could see his frail body in the mirror.  Draggah was fully in control of Leonosis, and he rarely looked down at himself.  But in the mirror, Leonosis could see how painfully thin he had become.  His stomach was distended, and the bones in his shoulders, hips, and knees stuck out in a grotesque fashion.
They pulled a soft wool tunic over his head and helped him step into pants.  Then came a set of fine chainmail, followed by a thick vest of stiff leather.  A wide belt was wrapped around his thin waist and cinched tight.  Tall boots that had long strips of metal to protect his lower legs were forced onto his feet, and he donned thick gauntlets.  Finally, a helmet forged of dark metal with a gold inlay that formed a king’s crown was gently placed on his head.
By the time King Leonosis was dressed in his finest armor, the warship from Avondale had arrived.  Leonosis waited in the throne room while the soldiers were escorted down to give their report.  They bowed as soon as they saw their king.  Leonosis wondered what the other soldiers in the castle had told them.
“Report!” Draggah demanded.
“We come from Avondale, my liege,” said one of the soldiers.  The others stood behind the speaker with their heads down.  “The wizard is there.”
“Tell me everything,” Draggah demanded.
“We were patrolling, just as you ordered us.  We saw something happening with the other war ship and so we went to investigate but were attacked by the city soldiers.”
“Men from the earl’s war band?” Draggah asked.
“Yes, my liege.  We were overwhelmed,” he lied.  “Your brother arrived and, for a short time, took control of the city, but then the wizard defeated him.”
“So Tiberius has taken control of Avondale,” Draggah said.
“No, my lord.  He was injured, and his father is protecting him.”
“You’re sure of this?” Draggah demanded.
“We don’t know how he was hurt, but we saw his friend, the sword master’s son, hanging from the palace walls.  There was a battle of some kind.  Most of your men were slain.”
“And they just let you escape?”
“No, my lord.  The earl sent us.  Your father.  He’s not ill, not anymore.  He sent us to tell you that you aren’t welcome in Avondale.”
“What did he say exactly?”
“That he is disappointed in you and Brutas.  That he may not be able to stop you from being King of Valana, but you are not welcome in his city.  And that he wants you to send your mother home.”
Leonosis felt a pang of fear.  He hadn’t seen his mother since shortly after his coronation.  Leo had no idea what had become of her, but he knew it couldn’t be good.
Draggah laughed, but his humor was short lived.
“What of Tiberius?”
“We heard he refused to let your brother leave the city,” the soldier said meekly.  “He said the city would protect him.”
“How certain of this are you?”
“We only heard stories of what happened, my lord,” the soldier said.  “But the other sky ships were all in Avondale when we left.”
Draggah’s mind flipped through the possibilities.  He knew Earl Ageus was up to something, but he wasn’t certain what it was.  Leonosis knew his father was a cold, calculating man.  The fact that Tiberius had healed their father was a surprise.  The earl had never shown any love to Tiberius, but perhaps healing the old man was a tactical decision.  Earl Ageus was almost certain to oppose Brutas.  Draggah regretted not slaying the earl’s second son and taking control of his body, the way the demon had done with the other earls.  At least then Draggah would have had firsthand knowledge of what had happened in Avondale.
The mental slip was like a flash of lightning.  It was suddenly there and suddenly gone again, but Leonosis knew that it was real.  Draggah had not taken control of Brutas because he was too weak.  Splitting his concentration between the earls took a heavy toll on the demon, and losing Earl Marcus when Tiberius and Rafe had slain him had caused Draggah a great amount of pain.  In the end, the decision not to enslave Brutas had come out of necessity.
No sooner had the realization of Draggah’s weakness crossed Leo’s mind than a wave of soul-crushing pain followed.  Leo’s thoughts were almost always clear to the demon.  He had to work hard to hide his thoughts, and the realization of his tormentor’s pain had happened so quickly that Leo hadn’t had time to conceal anything.
When the pain finally eased enough that Leonosis could think clearly again, he was on the king’s sky ship.  Below him the last of the war ships were being provisioned.  Draggah stood at the bow of the ship, looking down over his army.
Don’t be foolish, the demon spoke directly into Leonosis’ mind.  This army is just the beginning of my power.  Soon your world will buckle under the weight of my wrath.  Your kind will run in terror, but none will escape me.  Valana will know only pain.
The demon’s pleasure brought Leonosis no relief.  It felt as if his body were on fire, even though his mind was somehow clear.  He could see the war ships, each loaded with men and fire bombs.  He could see in his mind’s eye the demon’s vision of Avondale burning.  He could almost hear the screams of the people as they died.
The death of your people is inevitable.  I shall enslave them all and feed off their torment for eternity.
No! Leonosis shouted, but the demon only laughed.
Leo was helpless to stop the destruction of all he loved and everything he knew.  The world was under attack, and Leonosis was forced to watch from the eyes of the enemy.




Chapter 11
Tiberius
After resting for two whole days, Tiberius was finally beginning to feel better.  The wound in his back still ached, but the muscles around the wound were no longer spasming, and he could move around the ship easily enough.
The journey south had been uneventful after their encounter with the dragon.  The plains had slowly shifted into rolling hills below them.  The climate was growing hotter and more dry.  The lush green moss that served as grass on the plains had been taken over by a taller, weedy-looking plant, and there were short trees.
“You think any of those trees are alive?” Lexi asked him as they leaned against the ship’s railing.
“Like the Hosscum?” he asked.  “No, I don’t think so.  I can’t see their roots.”
“That’s good to know.  I can handle animals, but sentient trees creep me out.”
Tiberius laughed and was surprised to find that it didn’t hurt.  Lexi was smiling at him, and a warm wind was propelling the ship at a fast pace.  It felt like the start of a great day.  Robere brought them breakfast.  Most of the rations on the ship were growing stale, but Tiberius was thankful for the fruit, bread, and cheese.  He knew that they would be left with salted meat before long, the kind that was like chewing boot leather and tasted worse.
“What is that?” Lexi asked.
Dancer, always on Lexi’s shoulder, trilled in surprise.  Tiberius looked out into the distance, and the straw-colored landscape was taken over by a dark, muddy brown.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.
“Dancer, give us a better look,” Lexi told the wind glider.
The little animal hopped from Lexi’s shoulder to the rail of the war ship.  Then it scampered out across the narrow mast that protruded from the side of the vessel like a fin on a fish.  When it reached the end of the mast, it dove forward, flipping through the air before gliding up on an invisible current of air.
The war ship was sailing at what seemed like a fast pace, but Dancer was faster.  The little creature was soon out of sight.  Lexi swayed for a moment, and Tiberius put his arm around her.  Her eyes were closed, and he knew she was seeing through Dancer’s eyes.
“Oh no,” she said.
“What?” Tiberius asked.
“Trees.”
“Trees?  That’s not so bad.”
“No, not just trees,” Lexi said.  “It isn’t like a forest.  It’s more like a tangle of trees.  There are so many.”
“Is there something bad about the trees?”
“No, not the trees specifically.  It’s hard to explain.  They aren’t natural.  It’s like a thousand forests have been chopped down and dumped in place.”
Tiberius didn’t understand, but he felt instinctively that they were nearing their destination.  The commune of wizards would have been a primary target during the war between the wizards of the Four Orders and the rogue sorcerers they battled.  It made sense that something horrific would be all that remained.
“Take us lower, Captain!” Tiberius shouted.
“You heard him!” bellowed the old sailor.  “Tighten those lines and bring us down.”
The ship was still flying toward the brown smudge on the horizon, and Tiberius decided he needed to see the mass of trees for himself.
“Ultimus Conspectus,” he whispered.
Immediately his vision raced forward.  It was like he was looking through a telescope, only the magical enhancement allowed him to see much further and more clearly than any spyglass.  The unnatural forest came into view, and Tiberius felt his stomach knotting up with fear.  The forest looked horrific.  Most of the trees were gray and lifeless, some were tangled sideways in the mass of trees, and other were even upside down, their roots reaching out like gnarled limbs desperately seeking a way out.  The trunks and branches were entwined like the forest was a giant knot, both frightening and oddly curious at the same time.
“What do you think could have caused that?” Tiberius said.
“Magic?” Lexi asked.
“No magic I’ve ever heard of,” Tiberius said.  “It must be a result of the cataclysm.”
“At least we can sail over it.”
“No, we have to go down there.  The Emerystone is there.  I’m sure of it.”
“In there?” Lexi asked.  “Ti, if it’s in that forest, you’ll never find it.  You could search your entire life and not find it.”
“I have to try,” he argued.  “We can’t turn back now.”
“But how are you so sure?  There’s no sign of the wizard village down there.  Why would they build something in that forest?”
“That forest was grown or created to hide the commune.  Perhaps it was supposed to wipe any sign of the Four Orders away, but I know I have to go down there.”
“Your back is just now getting better,” Lexi said.  “Let’s sail over it and explore it first.”
“No, don’t you see?  That won’t do any good.  That forest is meant to hide something.  We have to go down there and find out what it is.”
“Anything could be hiding in that forest, Ti.  Creatures we’ve never seen before.  More sentient trees.  We can’t risk going down there.”
“I have to,” Tiberius said.  “You can stay here.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.  If you’re going, I’m going.  You probably wouldn’t last half an hour without me anyway.”
As the war ship sailed closer to the strange forest, Tiberius and Lexi gathered supplies.  Lexi carried food and water for several days in a pack that she strapped securely to her back.  Tiberius gathered rope and blankets.  He hoped they wouldn’t be in the forest long, but he had to be ready to spend at least a few days in the tangled mess.  He guessed that finding the Emerystone wouldn’t be easy.
“Tell me you’re not going in there,” the captain said, pointing toward the forest that was now clearly visible from the ship.
“We have to,” Tiberius said.
“You’re out of your mind.”
“Just take us as close as you can.”
“Dancer’s back,” Lexi said.  “She found a way in.”
“What do you mean?” Tiberius asked.
Dancer was standing on Lexi’s shoulder, trilling and pointing with one small paw.
“There’s an opening further south,” Lexi said.  “It’s hard to explain.  A tunnel maybe, I’m not sure.”
“Can she lead us there?”
The little animal jumped up and down on Lexi’s shoulder.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Tiberius said.  “Show the captain where to go.”
Tiberius checked his weapons.  He was carrying a dagger, but he had lost his whip.  He didn’t know what he might need in the strange woodland.  A spear would be too difficult to carry through the tangled forest, which looked almost like a junk heap.  He had no idea what they might face and he knew he had to be ready for anything.  He slid a throwing knife into a hidden sheath in his right boot, and Robere brought him a climbing pick.
“Where did you find that?” Tiberius asked.
“The ship has a small armory,” the aging servant said.  “That pick looked useful.”
“I guess a flying ship should have climbing equipment,” Tiberius said.
“You will be careful, Master Tiberius.  That forest looks dreadful.”
“I will be—don’t worry.”
When Tiberius got back on the main deck of the ship, they were over the forest.  Some of the trees had leaves, but they were all brown and brittle looking.  Nothing about the forest looked vibrant or even alive.  The trees seemed to be coated with brown dust or sand.  The trunks and limbs were packed tightly together, and the forest stretched out as far as Tiberius could see.
“How far are we from the opening?” Tiberius asked.
“I still can’t see it,” Lexi said.
Tiberius was impatient.  He was ready to see what lay inside the forest, ready to find the Emerystone and return to Avondale before anything dire happened.  But he also felt afraid.  He wished that his back wasn’t still so weak or that he could know for certain what lay inside the forest of gnarled, twisted trees.  Lexi was right—they might run into anything down in the tangled mass, but Tiberius knew he had to go, and once he understood that, he was anxious to get moving.
“There!” Lexi said at last, pointing to the southwest.
The captain altered his course slightly.  They were barely more than a dozen feet from the top of the forest canopy, which was surprisingly level.  Tiberius leaned over the railing and searched for the opening.  Finally he saw what appeared to be a small gap between the barren branches of one tree and the upturned roots of another.  The opening wasn’t large and looked almost like the mouth of a cave.  The interior of the forest was very dark.
“Should we take a lantern?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t think taking fire into what looks like a gigantic brush pile is a very good idea.  It looks like a spark could set this whole forest ablaze at any moment.”  Dancer trilled sadly.  “Do you have everything you need?” Tiberius asked.
“I think so,” Lexi said, adjusting the pack on her shoulders.
They went back to the center of the ship and waited while the captain and his men brought the vessel as close to a halt as they could without someone on the ground to anchor the war ship.
“You’ll have to climb down the rope ladder,” the captain explained.  “Once you’re down, you can tie us off, and we’ll be more stable.”
“All right,” Lexi said.  “I can do that.”
“Be careful,” Tiberius said, hating himself for letting Lexi go first but knowing she was much more suited to the climb than he was.
She kissed him, then gave him a wink before slipping over the rail and climbing down the swaying ladder.  Tiberius leaned out over the side of the ship so he could see Lexi descend.  She was graceful and completely sure of herself.  He marveled at her ability.  She made the climb down quickly with no wasted effort or loss of balance.  He knew that, compared to her, his descent would be clumsy and awkward.
Lexi stepped off the rope ladder and onto the gnarled roots of the upturned tree.  She tied the ends of the rope ladder, which were several feet longer than the rungs, to the tree roots.  The sailors then dropped several lines, which Lexi also tied to the roots.  The anchoring would have been more secure if she could have spread the lines out wide, but the canopy of the forest was uncertain at best.  There was no real way to know which branches could support her weight.
Dancer jumped from place to place on the canopy as Tiberius braced himself for the climb down.  He stepped onto the rope ladder, felt the flimsy instrument bend under his weight, and a jolt of pain shot through his back.  He grimaced but continued climbing down.  It took him nearly twice as long as it took Lexi, but he made it to the bottom of the ladder without incident.
“It looks dark,” Lexi said as she bent over the opening.  “But there is some light filtering in.”
“At least we’ll be able to find the ship again if we need to,” Tiberius said.
He gazed into the small opening, surprised that they even found it.  He couldn’t help but wonder if this was the only way into the mass of tangled trees or if there were other gaps all over the twisted forest.  He knew it was wishful thinking to hope that the opening led straight to where the Emerystone was hidden.
“We should get moving.  There’s no telling how much daylight we have left.”
Lexi nodded and stood back up.  This time, Tiberius went first.  There were limbs and tree trunks large enough to support his weight, but he went slowly, testing each hand- and foothold before trusting it to support him.  Lexi moved more easily and could have quickly outpaced him, but she seemed content to let Tiberius lead the way.  Their eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom.  Amber-colored sunlight filtered through the branches, but the light seemed dull, the shadows dense.  They couldn’t see very far ahead and continued to follow the gap that led downward.
The forest was taller than Tiberius had thought, and there was no way to move out of the tunnel they were in without slithering through the convoluted branches.  The gloom intensified as they moved down the tree trunks.  Occasionally they saw small animals dashing between the branches, but none were in the tunnel they were moving through.
“Has it occurred to you that perhaps this is like a game trail?” Lexi asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, maybe some creature uses this gap in the trees to move through the forest.  Something big.”
Tiberius hadn’t thought of that, and the possibility was chilling.  Still, he didn’t see that they had much choice.
“We could use some light,” Tiberius said.
“You think?” Lexi said sarcastically.
“You sound nervous,” Tiberius said, trying to keep things light as he steadied himself on a thick branch.
“I’m not afraid of the dark, Ti,” Lexi said.  “But not knowing what we’re walking into is disconcerting.  We don’t even know for sure if this is the right place.”
“I’m fairly certain,” Tiberius said.
“The map showed a city, then the commune.  There was no city.”
“The city was consumed by the forest.”
“How in the world can you know that?”
“I don’t know, but somehow it makes sense to me.  Some powerful magic was used to create this forest.”
“But why?” Lexi asked.
“I think it was created to hide the Emerystone.”
“And you think this tunnel will just lead us right to it?”
“Probably not,” Tiberius said.  “But it’s the only way we’ve found to move though the tangled wood.  You could probably climb through that”—Tiberius pointed into the thicker tangle of branches and trunks—“but no one else could.  Our only hope is that we can find it.”
“Can’t you use magic?”
“I could set the forest on fire,” Tiberius joked.
“That’s not funny,” Lexi said.
“I think our best bet is to just keep climbing,” Tiberius said.  “But I can shine a little light on our surroundings.”
Lexi looked at Tiberius expectantly.  He smiled and raised a hand.
“Fulsi,” he said quietly.
The portal of light opened slowly.  Tiberius was careful to keep the magic under control.  The light was very powerful and could easily have lit the forest up nearly as brightly as the sun.  Instead Tiberius contained the light so that it seemed like a tiny star was hovering over his head shining a strong light all around them.
They heard the movement of many creatures reacting to the light.  Most were little more than a flutter of wings or the sounds of tiny feet skittering across the rough bark of the tree limbs.  They could see that the bark on the trunks around them was different than anything they had ever seen before.  It had a strange pattern to it that was very geometrical.  There was also a lot of moss growing around them, but instead of bright green, the moss was a dirty gray.
“Strange,” Lexi said.
“Definitely magical,” Tiberius agreed.  “These trees aren’t natural, not even in the blighted lands.”
Lexi was about to say something else, but she was interrupted by a deep, resonating growl.  The sound was felt as much as heard.  The limbs they were resting on vibrated, and both of their eyes grew round.  There was something in the forest that didn’t like the light, and as Tiberius looked up, he knew there was no way he could climb back out of the twisting tunnel of limbs fast enough to escape.
“Go back,” Tiberius said.
“Are you coming?”
“There isn’t time.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Lexi said.
“Please,” Tiberius said.
“No,” Lexi insisted.  “This time, we do things my way.  Snuff that light and follow me.”




Chapter 12
Lexi
She grabbed Tiberius’ pack and pulled it off his shoulders.  He had to turn so she could unhook the bag, but he didn’t resist.  She shoved his pack into a small gap in a tangle of branches.  Then she did the same with her own.
“What now?” Tiberius said.
“Time to find a better hiding place.”
The trees were still shaking, even though the growling had stopped.  The woods vibrated in a pattern that Lexi recognized as footsteps.  Whatever lived down in the hole they were climbing through was coming up to meet them.
Lexi pointed at what seemed like an extraordinarily small gap in the limbs, but she saw that it was just big enough for the two of them to wiggle through.  And the space beyond was slightly larger.  Lexi hoped it was far enough away from the main tunnel that the creature would pass them by.
She poked her head into the opening just as Tiberius snuffed the light from his spell.  For a moment she was blind, but she didn’t need to see to keep moving.  Her hands grabbed the rough bark and pulled while her feet pushed her deeper into the gap.  The shaking was growing stronger, and Lexi felt the bark biting into her back, but she didn’t have time to rotate or adjust her body.  She needed to get into the hole and help Tiberius in after her.
“Hurry,” Tiberius said.
Lexi felt the pressure mounting.  She was terrified they would be caught by the creature.  She reached back through the small opening and took Ti’s hand.  It was a much more difficult climb for Tiberius.  He wiggled frantically, grunting as the rough bark tore his clothes and gouged his skin.
The little opening was barely big enough to contain the two of them.  Their bodies were pressed together in the tiny space, arms and legs entwined, but there was no thought of romance.  They could heard the creature’s huffing breath now.  Tiberius was staring back toward the tunnel, but Lexi was searching for a way to get even further from the creature.
There were no more openings large enough for both of them, but a small gap near her head was just big enough that she could squeeze through, and a larger gap between two branches might be big enough for Tiberius.
“There,” Lexi said, pointing at the gap.  “Get moving.”
“We won’t fit,” Tiberius said.
“Not me, just you.  I’m going this way.”
“I thought you wanted to stay together.”
“I want to stay alive more,” Lexi said.
She wasn’t waiting to convince him.  She pulled her body into the tiny opening and slithered into a sitting position, pulling her legs in behind her.  Tiberius was moving, too, but much slower.
Suddenly there was a deep, resounding growl, and the trees around them shook violently.  Tiberius screamed in pain as the branches he was struggling through squeezed him.  Lexi could see the beast’s head.  It was round and covered in dark fur.  There were four large teeth, the size of shovels, only flatter.  The beast bellowed into the opening, and Lexi screamed back.  Then the teeth began to bite into the wood, splintering it easily.  The creature was too large to follow them into the small gap, but it wasn’t giving up the chase.
“Keep moving!” Tiberius shouted.
Lexi could see that he had finally made it though the small opening he had struggled into.  The creature was clawing and biting the wood, pushing its mouth further into the gap.  The trees around them were swaying as the beast burrowed after its prey.  Lexi was distraught that they were moving in opposite directions but she knew they didn’t really have a choice.  If they stayed together, the creature would certainly catch them.
She kept squirming her way through the branches.  Some were soft and covered with moss; others were so rough they snagged her clothes and scraped her exposed skin bloody.  The creature was angry, ripping and tearing through the trees.  The sounds of its teeth gnawing the wood and the branches popping as it ripped them away was frightening, but the further she crawled, the more she realized the beast wasn’t following her.  That fact was a relief but also frightening, as she realized that meant it was pursuing Tiberius.
Lexi worked her way back to the tunnel.  It wasn’t easy, and she had to navigate carefully.  Once she even had to stop and change directions, but eventually she made her way to the tunnel.  She considered going back up to the war ship.  She would be safe from the animal that was chasing them, and if Tiberius were smart, he would do the same thing, but she was also afraid that he might be hurt.  If he needed her, she couldn’t bear the thought of having abandoned him in the forest.
Once she was in the tunnel, she moved much more rapidly.  She had taken her time with Tiberius, not wanting to make him go any faster than he was comfortable, but now she dropped down the tunnel at a dizzying pace.
She found the spot where the creature had attacked them.  The wood all around the spot was splintered.  The bright wood under the dark bark was almost like an open wound.  Sap dripped from the worst of the smashed branches, and there were tufts of fur pinched in the tree bark.  Their packs were still intact, and she retrieved them both.  Climbing with the added weight of two heavy packs would be difficult, but she didn’t want to leave anything they might need behind.
Lexi knew that following the creature was a bad idea, so instead, she climbed further down into the dark tunnel, hoping she might somehow get ahead of Tiberius and find a way to help him.
It grew darker the further she descended, and Lexi had to rely on her ears rather than her eyes.  She could still hear the smashing and cracking of the large creature eating its way into the forest, but it seemed to be moving away from the tunnel.  Lexi could only hope that Tiberius wasn’t still trying to lead the creature away from Lexi.  She was safe enough; she only needed to find him so they could get back to the ship.
She had to slow down to listen in the gloomy forest.  Moving through the darkness without making a sound was something she understood very well.  And while she had never been in a real forest—had never even climbed a tree for that matter—she found moving through the tunnel easy enough.
It was too dark to see Tiberius through the thick limbs and trunks, but she heard him.  The forest was full of sounds, the wood creaking, small animals scurrying about, birds fluttering, but nothing was like the sounds of tired exertion that Tiberius was making.  He was grunting, his clothing snagging and scraping on the rough bark.
Lexi settled into a crook formed by a thick limb as it joined a large, angled trunk and waited for Tiberius to appear.  It was dark, even though glittering light could still be seen far overhead.  The amber sunlight simply didn’t reach down through so many tangle branches.  It was almost like seeing the stars in the night sky.  All around Lexi the tunnel was dark, with only a slight difference in the shades of darkness to indicate a wooden bough that was closer than another.
“What are you doing here?” came a tired voice from the gloom.
“Waiting on you,” Lexi said.  “You sound surprised.”
“I thought you would have gone back to the ship.”
“Not without you.”
Lexi couldn’t see Tiberius, not even as a shadow in the darkness.  His voice seemed close, but she couldn’t see him at all.
“How did you get away from the creature?” Lexi asked.
“Cloaking spell,” Tiberius said.  “It was the only option I had.”
“I can’t believe that beast couldn’t just follow you by the noise you were making.”
“In case you didn’t notice, the giant fur ball with teeth was making quite a bit of noise itself.”
Lexi smiled.  “The cloaking spell—that makes you invisible, right?”
There was a slight pause, then Tiberius suddenly appeared in the darkness beside her.  He was little more than a dark blob in the gloom, but Lexi felt better seeing him just the same.
“Yes,” Tiberius said.  “Sorry I didn’t drop it.”
“No,” Lexi said.  “I was just curious.  What now?”
“Well, I’m going down,” Tiberius said.  “I need to see if there is anything at the bottom of the tunnel other than that creature.  But you don’t have to come with me.”
“You know I’m not leaving you,” Lexi said.  “Lead the way, but take your pack—it’s killing me.”
“You got the packs?” he said in surprise as she handed him the canvas bag.
“Of course,” she replied.  “Someone has to keep a level head around here.”
“You’re amazing,” he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice.
“Don’t get sappy, just find a way down.”
“You’ve got it.”
They had to descend by feel, and it wasn’t long until the darkness around them was complete.  Even the tiny specks of light overhead disappeared.  Lexi’s stomach growled, and she realized that night must have fallen.
“Ti, we need to find a place to rest,” she whispered.
“I know, but I was hoping we might get to the ground before we stopped.”
“How will we even know?” Lexi asked.
“I guess I need to try the light again.”
“What if it draws more creatures?”
“I’ll keep it dim, and we'll have to shade it as much as possible.”
Lexi wasn’t crazy about the idea, but she didn’t have a better one.  She wasn’t afraid of the dark, but finding a place where they could rest through the night would be difficult in the darkness.  For all she knew, they could be taking refuge in the giant creature’s den.  And there would be no relief from the darkness in the morning.  They would have to use the light eventually.
“Okay, but be careful,” she warned.
As Tiberius chanted the spell, Lexi’s hand went to the handle of the Wangorian dagger.  The weapon was small but solid, and just holding it sometimes helped calm her nerves.  A tiny dot of light appeared between them.  It was so dim that it looked almost like a firefly.  The light did nothing to illuminate their surroundings, and all Lexi could see was a shadow beyond the light that she knew was Tiberius.
The light grew a little stronger, and Lexi could finally see the trees around them.  Overhead, the light seemed to to drift up into the trees, which were so dark they seemed like living shadows.  Below them was nothing but darkness.
“There’s no place to take shelter here,” Lexi said, examining the trees around them.
The limbs and trunks were so entangled that she knew finding a gap between them that she and Tiberius could squeeze through would be impossible.
“Should I increase the light?” Tiberius asked.
Lexi wasn’t sure.  The light was reassuring, and on the one hand, she wanted more of it.  But it also made her feel exposed.
“Do we have a choice?” she said.
Tiberius looked at her for a long moment, then shook his head.  “Here goes nothing.”
The light began to descend and brighten at the same time.  They had to climb further down to see anything other than the tree tunnel they were in.  Finally, after several minutes, the trees around them began to spread out, making the tunnel widen.  There were gaps in the trunks and branches, but Lexi didn’t notice any of that.  Instead, her eyes focused on what appeared to be a stone wall.
“Is that the ground?” Tiberius asked.
“Has to be,” Lexi said.
“And that wall?  Is that part of a building?”
“Keep climbing,” Lexi said.
The limbs were further apart, the tree trunks becoming vertical and making the climb much more difficult, especially for Tiberius.  They made their way across the tunnel until they were right beside the wall.  They could see the rotting remnants of roof beams.  The roof had long ago caved in, but the walls had been made of mortar and stone.  Lexi put her foot on the wall and tested to see if the structure would hold her weight.
“It’s solid,” she said after a moment.
“I guess we’re at the bottom, or close to it.”
“Should we keep moving?” Lexi asked.
“I’m thinking that creature we saw was nocturnal, but at some point it will come back this way.  I’d rather not be here when it does.”
They moved slowly out across the wall, and then came a smaller tree that allowed them to make their way down the wall to the ground.  Lexi felt good having solid ground under her feet again, even if the soil of that ground was damp and spongy.  The smell of damp earth and decaying vegetation was strong.  As Tiberius let his magical light shine brighter, they could make out the remains of buildings and homes among the massive tree trunks.  Gnarled roots ran along the ground in places, and piles of stone from collapsed structures made walking treacherous.
There were also large mounds made of fallen branches, leaves, and dirt.  Lexi guessed they were animal dens of some type.  They kept moving until they found a sturdy-looking building.  The roof had fallen in, but there was space just inside the door that was clear of debris and where the wooden floor was still intact.
“This looks like a good place to spend the night,” Ti said.
Lexi agreed, and they settled in.  They both sat down and leaned against a wall in the corner of the old building.  The roof beams angled down over their heads and were covered with debris from decades of forest growth above.  In normal circumstances Lexi might have felt claustrophobic in the small, dirty space, but the sturdy stone walls gave her a sense of security.  She liked being in something that was obviously manmade after being in the overgrown forest, which seemed like nature’s insane attempt to take over the world.
“You hungry?” Lexi asked.
“Famished,” Ti replied with a smile.
She pulled out the salted meat rations and two small loaves from her pack.  The food was mostly eaten in silence.  Tiberius had dimmed his magical light so that it was merely a soft glow.  It gave them enough illumination to eat and see one another’s faces, but nothing more.  They didn’t want to attract any unwelcome attention.
“So what now?” Lexi asked, stifling a yawn.
“Now we rest.  In the morning we continue the search for the Emerystone.”
“Do you really think we’ll find it?”
“Our chances seem to be improving.  Besides, I don’t want to think of what might happen if we don’t find it.”
She leaned her head against Tiberius’ shoulder.  Nothing in her life had ever been safe, and while she didn’t like the fact that the world seemed to be falling to pieces around them, she didn’t feel distraught the way her friends did.  She had confidence in Tiberius and in herself.  She knew that no matter what happened to Avondale or the other cities, the two of them could make a life for themselves somewhere.  Her only fear was the possibility of losing Tiberius.  That thought made it hard to breathe, so she pushed it out of her mind, closed her eyes, and fell asleep.




Chapter 13
Olyva
The trip back to Avondale was much more rigorous than the trip down the mountain.  Olyva and Desyra had found a small stream at the base of the mountain.  The weather in the blighted lands was much warmer than on the mountaintop, so they wouldn’t need shelter as much as water and a place where they could stay together until it was safe to return to the city.
Desyra had been full of questions, keeping up a steady stream of conversation until the trek up the mountain forced her to concentrate just on the climb.  Mount Avondale wasn’t like Hamill Keep.  There were no sheer cliffs to scale, no craggy spines to traverse, just a long, gradually increasing slope that slowly wore them both down.
As they got closer to the mists, Olyva felt a sense of relief.  She knew the mists were the final barrier on the climb back up to the city.  And even though she relished the warm, almost intoxicating amber sunlight that filtered through the mists, she knew the pure, bright, direct sunlight above them would fill her with a much greater energy.
“You look tired,” Olyva said with a smile as she tried to ignore the burning pain in her legs.
“Exhausted,” Desyra moaned.
“Just think, Rafe carried me up the mountain to Hamill Keep, and that’s a much more difficult ascent than this.”
“I would … have left … you be … hind,” Desyra said between gulps of breath.
“How about we stop for a rest?”
“Yes, please!”
They sat down and ate the last of the rations that Olyva had brought.  Olyva nibbled at a piece of bread, while Desyra munched happily on bread and cheese, some dried berries, and a honey cake.
“Why are you wasting your water?” Desyra asked in surprise.
Olyva was pouring the last of the water in her canteen over her feet.  Since her encounter with the sentient trees, she preferred to hydrate by soaking up water through her long, root-like toes.
“I’m drinking,” Olyva said.
“You can’t drink like that.”
“I can.  My toes are like tree roots.  I can soak up water with them and…”
She let the words trail off as her whole body tensed.  She could hear something moving toward them.  Something was slowly slinking down the mountain, its rough hide scraping on the scrub brush.  The sound was barely audible, even to Olyva’s enhanced sense of hearing, but it traveled on the wind, and she recognized it.  Something was moving toward them, stalking her.  She could read the sounds almost like words on a page.
“What’s wrong?” Desyra asked.  “Olyva, are you okay?”
“Something is coming,” Olyva said, focusing on her sister’s pale face.  “Get on your feet.”
“What is it?” Desyra said, her voice pinched with fear.
“I don’t know yet, but we’re going to be all right.”
Olyva wished she sounded more convincing.  She had a spear and she felt confident using it to defend herself, but she was afraid the creature stalking them would somehow get past her and hurt Desyra.
“You have to stay behind me,” Olyva said.  “If I turn, you move behind me.  Don’t look at the animal, don’t run away.  No matter what happens, you stay right behind me.  Do you understand?”
Desyra was trembling, but she nodded her head.
“If something happens to me, you run straight up the mountain.  Don’t stop and don’t look back.  You run as long and as fast as you can.  Get to the city and tell Rafe what happened.”
“I’m scared,” Desyra said.
“Me too,” Olyva admitted.  “But I knew this was a possibility.  Trust me, I can keep us safe.”
“Are you sure?”
Olyva tightened her grip on the spear.  “Yes,” she said, fixing her resolve.
There was a deep-pitched rumble, and Olyva somehow knew that it was the creature taking a deep breath.  She also knew it was about to come bounding out of the mists.  Her thoughts about the creature were intuitive, as if the knowledge was inside her even though she had no idea how she could know anything about the beast.
She leveled the spear and wished she had another.  If Rafe were there, she could tell him where to cast his spear, but she had only one weapon.  She couldn’t risk losing it if she missed her throw.  As confident as she was about where the creature was gathering itself to attack, she wasn’t sure she could throw her weapon that far.
“It’s coming,” Olyva said quietly.  “Keep your eyes on me.”
She felt Desyra take hold of the back of the long shirt Olyva was wearing.  Then a shape came flying out of the mist.  It was dark, with stiff brown fur that was striped by tapering bands of black.  The beast’s head was round, with a thick beard of white whiskers standing out from the bottom jaw up and around the crown of its head.  The beast’s mouth was open, and large pointed teeth were clearly visible.
Olyva’s toes dug into the rocky soil, and she leaned forward.  She felt a surge of strength flowing up from her feet, as if she were a mighty oak tree facing a winter storm, not a woman with a spear facing a charging beast that was twice her size.
Even though the creature was bounding toward her at incredible speed, Olyva could see the muscles flexing and contracting beneath the beast’s dull coat of fur.  A deep growl erupted from its throat and rose to a high-pitched crescendo, but Olyva didn’t move.  She kept the spear held straight in front of her, her own muscles tensed and ready to thrust her weapon into the beast’s heart, but at the last minute, the creature veered away.
It raced past, just out of reach of Olyva’s spear.  One massive paw came swinging toward them, the curved claws raking nothing but air.  It slid on the loose, rocky soil as it tried to stop and turn back.  The creature was fast, but its footing was uncertain, and Olyva had more than enough time to turn downhill.  Desyra wasn’t as fast.  She scrambled around behind her older sister, and Olyva saw the beast’s eyes watching Desyra hungrily.  She got the impression that the animal wasn’t interested in her—it wanted Desyra.  Olyva didn’t know if that was because Desyra was smaller and weaker or if it was because of the change the Hosscum trees had done to her.  But above all else she knew she would die before she let anything happen to her baby sister.
“You can’t have her,” Olyva said, brandishing the spear.  “There is nothing here but death.”
The animal screeched again, baring its fangs and swiping at the air with its massive, claw-lined paw.  Olyva twirled the spear over her head and then brought the point down in a speeding slash that made the weapon whistle through the air.
The animal’s hind legs gathered beneath its belly, and Olyva knew instinctively that it was going to charge her again.  She let one leg slide forward a single pace, then her toes once again burrowed into the ground.  The spear rose to shoulder-level, and Olyva held it lightly in one hand.  She had seen Rafe throw his spear, and she did her best to mimic him.  She let the weapon balance in her palm, while her other arm pointed straight out in front of her.  The spear moved back slowly; the metal point balanced so well it didn’t waver or sway.
“Run,” Olyva whispered to her younger sister.
“What?” Desyra asked, her voice a raw croak.
“Run!”
Desyra turned and scrambled up the hill.  The animal saw her go and jumped forward at the same instant.  It was no longer charging toward Olyva but angled slightly so that it could race past her and run down the little girl.  Olyva knew she was taking a horrible chance.  If her cast missed or if the spear didn’t kill the beast, it might reach her sister and devour her before Olyva could stop it.
She tracked the bounding creature with her spear, waiting an agonizing moment that seemed to stretch out in a long, dreadful eternity.  Then she threw the spear.  The animal was barely more than a spear’s length away, and its body was stretched out before Olyva, its front paws reaching out and its rear legs propelling it up the mountain.  The spear slammed hard into the animal’s side.  Her throw wasn’t perfect.  She had been aiming to hit the beast just behind its front shoulder, hoping to drive the spear’s steel tip deep into its chest.  But the animal was moving so fast that the spear sank into the beast’s soft belly instead, just below the thick rib cage.  The spear tore through the flesh and organs, causing the animal to collapse.  The rear legs twitched but couldn’t hold the animal up.
The roar of pain and fury was terrible to hear, and it was so loud that Olyva had to cover her ears with her hands.  Blood was pouring into the ground from the wound.  The heavy spear was wagging as the animal tried to find an escape.  Olyva could see the red fibers of severed muscles and the bloody bulge of intestines being pushed out by the animal’s efforts.
She approached the creature slowly, glancing up the hill at Desyra, who had stopped when she heard the beast’s death cries.  She looked pale and terrified, but also relieved.  Olyva took hold of the end of the spear and jerked hard to free it from the animal’s body.  The creature roared in pain again, but this time the sound was much weaker.  Its jaws snapped at Olyva, but she was too far away to be in danger.  She raised the spear and drove it down into the animal’s chest.  The head dropped onto the ground like a stone, and the long tongue flopped out between the animal’s massive teeth.
Olyva stood frozen for a moment, her hands still on the shaft of the spear, then her emotions took over, and she cried.  All the fear that had fled when the creature attacked now seemed to fall on her like a torrential rain.  Her hands shook, and her knees felt weak.
“Is it safe?” Desyra asked.  “Is it dead?”
Olyva nodded her head, trying to hold back tears that wouldn’t obey.
“Can I come back?” Desyra asked in a shaky voice.
“Yes,” Olyva said, picking up the pack that lay on the ground near her feet.  She pulled out a sharp knife and looked back at the creature she had just killed.  “We have a lot of work to do.”




Chapter 14
Rafe
His nerves were getting the best of him.  It was mid-day, and he paced along the mighty stone wall that surrounded Avondale.  His soldiers sensed his mood and gave him a wide berth.  Over the last several days, Rafe had made sweeping changes to the city’s defenses.  First had been a systematic distribution of the city’s armory.  Weapons and armor, most not used in decades, were taken out of the large storehouse and divided among several caches throughout the city.  Every squad was on high alert, with some even sleeping at their posts to ensure the war band wasn’t caught off guard.
Then came the changes to the city’s legendary ballistas.  The huge weapons were capable of firing bolts that were taller than a man, nearly a thousand feet from their positions on the city walls.  The weapons were used to drive back the massive creatures that sometimes wandered too near the city, but Rafe had repositioned the ballistas to fire up into the air.  There were several catapults under construction on the city gates, as well, and more on the roof of the earl’s palace.
Another full unit, over 150 men, had been given secret orders.  They were gathering weapons and supplies to escort Olyva and the citizens of Avondale if they were forced to flee the city.  But Olyva hadn’t returned.  She had taken supplies for four days—not that she needed food the way normal people did, but Desyra certainly did.  Those rations would have run out the day before, but Olyva and her sister were still missing.  He felt both fear and guilt.  Rafe wavered between blaming himself for not going with her and blaming himself for not letting her leave with Tiberius the way she’d planned.
He’d sent men to the southern gate, with instructions to report to him as soon as possible if Olyva returned to that side of the city.  It was possible that Olyva was already back and the soldiers just hadn’t had time to make the long journey around the city walls to inform him.  At a run, a soldier with weapons could cross from one side of the city to the other in just over an hour.  Still, even if Olyva was back now, that meant that her mission had run into trouble.  Perhaps a pack of graypees had wounded her and even now she was suffering somewhere, hoping he would find her.  But he wouldn’t leave the city, even if Olyva never returned.  He was where he was needed most, and even though Olyva was now his wife, he couldn’t abandon his post to go in search of her.
“Commander,” said a calm looking member of the earl’s guard.  “The earl would like to speak with you.”
“Of course,” Rafe said, holding down the furious tirade of profanity that he wanted to shout at the guard.  He didn't want to speak to the earl or see anyone but Olyva.  And he wouldn't be satisfied until he knew she was safe.
He followed the man back down off the wall and into the palace.  The earl’s residence and the city’s political center was very active.  Earl Ageus was not just healthy again; he seemed robust and full of energy.  He had met with every single minister, grilling them on the changes that Leonosis had enacted as acting earl in his father’s place.  The taxes the city paid to the king were kept mostly on the palace grounds, but those goods—crops, timber, wool, and hylum—had been loaded into wagons and made ready for the city’s evacuation.  The citizens of Avondale knew nothing of the earl’s plans, but rumors were buzzing throughout the town.  Everyone knew that something was afoot, and the buildup of the earl’s war band meant that whatever was in the works wasn’t good news.
The city’s entire corps of paladins, normally in charge of policing the city, had been conscripted by the earl’s war band.  Crops were being harvested early, and servants were busy butchering animals, which were then loaded with salt and packed into barrels.  Some of the city’s priests were spreading prophecies about Addoni’s wrath and pointing to the earthquakes, which were now a daily occurrence.  Many people saw the frenzied activity at the earl’s palace and guessed that the city’s wealth was being preserved in case something happened to the mountain, but others argued that it didn’t make sense for the war band to be on high alert if the mountain was the earl’s only concern.
The wisest citizens were able to piece together enough facts to understand that Leonosis, the new King of Valana, and his father were not getting along.  A feud in the royal family could easily mean war.  What no one had considered, at least to Rafe’s knowledge, was that the city might be forced to evacuate to the blighted lands.
Rafe was led to the earl’s audience hall where Ageus was pacing as he listened to the report by one of his many counselors.  Rafe waited patiently while the man explained that they were running dangerously low on salt.
“Smoke the meat,” the earl said.  “We don’t have time to cure it.”
“But my lord,” the man complained.  “We won’t have enough stock to replenish our herds at this rate.”
“Did I ask you about replenishing our herds?” Earl Ageus asked angrily.  “I want them slaughtered and preserved!  I want your people working day and night.  Do you understand?  Day and night!”
“Yes, your greatness,” the servant said, bowing.  “I will see to it immediately.”
“Excellent,” the earl said.  “Rafe, come with me.”
Several of the other ministers looked frustrated, but the earl ignored them.  Only Rafe understood the stress that Ageus was under.  The attack by Leonosis’ war ships couldn’t be far off, and if Olyva was right about the mountain, even if they survived a war, they would still have to abandon the city.
“My lord, you wanted to see me,” Rafe said once the earl closed the door to his audience hall.
They were in a small anteroom, but a posh one.  Rafe guessed it was set up to allow the earl a comfortable place to escape to when the demands on his time grew too stressful.  Earl Ageus dropped into a thickly cushioned chair and waved for Rafe to sit in another.
“How are things on the wall?” the earl asked.
“We’re almost ready,” Rafe explained.  “The catapults are still being constructed, and stone gathered to serve as ammunition.  Timber bolts for the ballistas are coming in regularly, but I still wish we had more.  The pitch has been mixed, the men briefed.  There’s not much more that can be done at this point.”
“And the unit that will accompany the citizens?”
“It’s half soldiers, half paladins.  They don’t know they’ll be leading people down the mountain.  I didn’t see the need to tell them that.  The rumors are already running rampant.”
“Yes,” the earl said wearily.  “I know it.  I sincerely hope that people will follow your wife out of the city when the time comes.  Has she returned?”
“No,” Rafe said, his voice dropping.  “She should be back by now.”
“Have a little faith.  Our future is bleak enough without adding undue worry to it.”
“We can beat Leonosis,” Rafe said.
“To what end?” the earl asked.  “Even the mountain has turned against us.  We need only hold off my son’s attack until the city can be evacuated.”
“And if Olyva doesn’t return?” Rafe asked.
“She will,” the earl said.  “She must.  The transition will be hard enough, but Olyva can make things easier.  I see a bright future for the two of you.”
“I hope you’re right, my lord.”
“I’m the earl,” Ageus said.  “I’m always right.”
They laughed, and then the earl turned serious again.
“Rafe, when the fighting begins in earnest, I have no doubt our men will show their quality.  I want you to consider leaving the city with your wife.  Wait,” he said, holding up a hand to forestall Rafe’s objection.  “Hear me out.  I can lead the fighting here.  This is my city and my duty, but you have a greater destiny.  Tiberius will return, and when he does, you should be at his side.”
“I will be,” Rafe said.  “But I won’t leave you alone.  My father’s duty has fallen to me, and I won’t leave you here.  I can’t.”
“You should,” the earl said.  “I will be more at ease knowing you are safe.”
“I am honored that you would think of me, but I cannot shirk my duty.  Nor would I leave our city’s defenses to anyone else.”
“You don’t think an old man like me can do the job as well as you?”
There was a twinkle in the earl’s eye, and Rafe realized he was joking.  He had never heard the earl make a joke.  In fact, he’d never seen Tiberius’ father be anything but gruff and demanding.
“There was a time, Rafe, when your father and I were young.  We were the best of friends.  My father was still earl, and your father was just a soldier.  He hadn’t won his reputation yet.  We had such dreams, then, such ambitions.  Yet somewhere in the middle of life, I managed to lose sight of what was really important.  Your father never did that.”
“He was a hard man and a demanding father.”
“He saw greatness in you,” the earl said, wagging a finger at Rafe.  “And he was right.  I see it, too, now that the blinders of greed and spite have been lifted from me.  I would give everything to go back and raise my own children the right way.”
“Tiberius is a good man,” Rafe said.
“He’s a good man in spite of me.  And in spite of his mother, I dare say.  Your own father was more of a parent to Tiberius than I was.  Yet somehow he has managed to have more honor and goodness than the rest of us put together.  I was on my deathbed begging to die.  I was never religious, Rafe, despite all the years I went to the temple.  It was all for show, but in the end I realized how foolish all my pursuits were.  Power, wealth, jealousy—did you know I was jealous of your father?  His fame with the sword surpassed my renown, as it should have, but all I could see was anger and resentment.  I didn’t want to be the nameless earl, the one with the sword master.  I let my pettiness destroy our friendship, and yet your father still gave his life for me.  How can I ever repay that debt, Rafe?  It’s impossible and it weighs on me.  I don’t want you to waste your life defending a wretched old man who treated your father so poorly.”
“I don’t know how my father felt about you,” Rafe said.  “To be honest, I didn’t know how he felt about me until just before he died.  But I do know this—Tiberius loves you.  He is fighting to save Avondale and all Valana.  I can’t help him on his quest, but I can protect what he loves most.  So I will stay.  I will do everything in my power to protect you and to give Tiberius the time he needs to destroy the evil that has taken root in Sparlan Citadel.  That is how I will honor my friendship and my father.”
The earl nodded.
“So be it.”




Chapter 15
Tiberius
Waking up was difficult.  It was still completely dark, and it took Tiberius several moments to remember where he was.  His back was aching.  The climb through the twisted forest had been incredibly hard, forcing him to contort his body and use muscles he’d been babying since having the Balestone removed from his body.
He rubbed his face and took several deep breaths.  He wanted to stand and stretch his stiff muscles, but Lexi was asleep on his shoulder.  He stroked her face until she woke up.  He felt her body stiffen but he quickly reassured her that everything was all right.
“It’s okay,” he said.  “We’re safe.  Just time to get moving again.”
“I just fell asleep,” she complained.  “It’s so dark—how can you know what time it is?”
“I’m certain—come on.”
He rubbed her shoulders and scratched her back until she stopped complaining.  He was tired, too, but he was also anxious.  They were close to their goal, and he couldn’t help but feel the excitement of approaching the heart of old magic in the world before the cataclysm had destroyed it all.  In his mind he could see the wizards and their apprentices walking through the town’s wide streets.  There was a time when the ruins they were in was a bustling place full of ideas and optimism.  He hoped there might be some books on magic that he could find along their way.  He was desperate for more magical knowledge, and missing the opportunity to collect the books the old wizard in Devonyr had collected was still difficult for Tiberius to accept.
They ate a little, but neither had much appetite.  Once they had crawled back out of the building they were sheltering in, they tried to see any sign of sunlight overhead, but there were too many twisted branches and trunks, so Tiberius summoned his magical light.
“Fulsi,” he said softly, immediately smothering the bright light that wanted to shine out in all directions.
Instead, he forced the light to shine down at their feet, so they could see where they were going, but everything else was merely shadow.
“How are we going to find anything like this?” Lexi said.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.  “But I don’t want to attract unwanted attention.”
“You think there are more of those creatures that chased us?”
“Maybe,” Tiberius said, not saying what he really thought.
The creature they had run from the day before wasn’t really a predator.  It didn’t want to kill them, but rather just force them out of its territory.  If they ran into something that wanted to eat them, they might have a much more difficult time escaping.
They wandered through the ruins and between the thick trunks of the huge trees.  Tiberius hoped they would find something that would mark the difference between the town and the old commune where the Order of Wizards had hidden the Emerystone.  But everything seemed the same, and the forest was so crowded with trees and debris that they were forced to change directions often.  Soon, Tiberius was afraid they were wandering in circles.
“Are you sure you’re headed the right way?” Lexi asked after a while.
“I think so.  Something is driving me forward.”
“Could it be just your desire to succeed?”
“It could be,” he admitted.  “It could also be a sense of something magical.”
“I’m totally lost,” Lexi said.  “I’m afraid we won’t be able to find our way back.”
“I can use my Find North spell,” Tiberius said.  “If we keep moving south, we’ll find the commune.  And then we’ll be able to get back to the tunnel, I’m sure of it.”
“I wish I could be as certain as you are.  All this darkness makes me feel hopeless.”
Tiberius tried to remain positive.  He didn’t like the darkness either.  The air was humid and rank with the smell of earth and decay.  There was no wind, and the trees seemed to hold the heat in so that they were both sweating as they walked along.  The straps on Ti’s pack dug into his shoulders, and his feet hurt from walking on the uneven terrain, but despite it all, he kept moving forward.
“Repperi Arctoa,” he said, occasionally checking to ensure they were moving south.  The Find North spell forced him to turn, almost as if some invisible force were twisting his shoulders.  Once he was facing north, the force vanished, and he relaxed.  He was then able to turn around and lead them south.
It was impossible to tell how much time had passed.  They hadn’t eaten much that morning, so Tiberius guessed it was still early when he felt hunger stirring in his stomach.  They stopped and ate lunch, which was more of the same bland rations as the night before.  They sipped their water, which was warm and tasted like the wooden barrel it had been stored in on the war ship.  They were so hot and tired, they were tempted to guzzle it all down, so they forced themselves to drink just enough to keep them going.
The thought of being lost in the darkness was terrifying.  The gloom at the forest floor and the shadowy trunks of the trees all around them made Tiberius feel as if the darkness were alive.  The weight of the huge trees seemed to press in on him, and his mind fought against a sense of panic that kept flaring up.  They heard animals but saw nothing.  They had no idea if what they heard were small forest creatures or horrific beasts, but Tiberius’ imagination attributed every sound to a horrific monster that was just waiting to pounce on them.
Hour after hour passed; eventually the ruins stopped appearing in the darkness, and Tiberius guessed they had passed through the town.  Now there was nothing around them except for the dark trees, and Tiberius had to fight his own doubts.  Maybe they weren’t in the right place.  Maybe they had passed through the wizards’ commune without even knowing it.
Lexi walked beside Tiberius almost as silently as his shadow.  She let him lead the way and didn’t question him.  This was his mission, and she was there to support him.  It made him feel good to know she was there, but it also terrified him that he might be leading her to some horrible fate.  She could have waited on the ship in safety and been at least comfortable, but he was glad she was there.  He felt selfish for wanting to keep her so near him, but her presence gave him a confidence that he sorely needed in the gloom of the forest.
Tiberius guessed it was late afternoon when they finally stopped to rest.  His feet and back were aching, and they were both tired.
“Maybe I was wrong,” Tiberius said.
“It was worth a try,” Lexi said gently.  “It was a long shot to think that we might find it on our first try.”
“I just don’t get it.  The commune should be here.”
“If this is the right town.  Maybe we haven’t traveled far enough yet.”
“I wish I could know for sure,” he said bitterly.  “I hate the thought of giving up.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.  We’re still alive.  We haven’t been hurt or captured.  We just didn’t find what we were looking for.”
“I want to push on, just a little while longer.”
“We only have enough rations for one more day,” Lexi said.  “If we don’t turn back, we won’t be able to get back to the war ship before we run out of food and water.”
“Just for a while,” he said.  “I just need to be sure.”
“I’m with you, Ti.  I’ll go wherever you tell me.”
He wanted to hug her and kiss her and declare his undying love to her for saying that.  He felt tears welling in his eyes, and his throat was suddenly more dry than ever.   No one had ever had so much confidence in him before.
“Well, let’s get going,” Lexi said.
She stood up and pulled Tiberius to his feet.  He readjusted the pack on his back and then started out.  Every step felt like a mistake.  There was a nagging doubt in the back of his mind that told him he was a fool.  If he wasted their time now and they had difficulty finding the tunnel again, they could die down in the unrelenting darkness.
He was just about to turn back when he noticed that something was different.  He wasn’t sure what it was, but something had changed.
“Is something different?” he asked Lexi.
“I don’t think so.”
“I can’t figure it out, but something has changed.”
He looked around.  The forest was still a dark, oppressive tangle all around them.  The air was still fetid and hot.  He looked down—the ground was still just dark soil, but then it hit him.  The ground wasn’t soft like before.  He bent down and brushed at the dirt with his fingers.  Just below the surface, covered with a layer of fine dirt, were cobblestones.
“Look!” Tiberius said excitedly.  “We’re on a street.”
He hurried forward, and suddenly they found themselves on a wide, straight road.  The trees grew close on either side, but in front of them, the path was clear.  They moved forward quickly, passing the ruins of buildings on either side.  Part of Tiberius wanted to stop and explore the ruins, but he knew he didn’t have the time or resources.  His curiosity had been stifled by the unrelenting heat and darkness.  Now, all he wanted was to find the Emerystone and get out of the twisted forest.
“Can you believe it?” he asked as they hurried down the straight, even path.
“Is this it?”
“It has to be,” Tiberius said.
The massive trees grew close to the path, which was just wide enough for a single wagon to travel on, but it was the most open space they had been in since entering the forest.  They couldn’t see much to either side.  There were ruins, much like in the city behind them, but they were hidden by the trees.  On the path, the small light Tiberius had conjured shone much further than before.  They increased their pace without really thinking about it.  Tiberius was certain he was close to his objective and couldn’t wait to see what lay ahead.
At the end of the path was a dome-shaped building.  It looked strange in its construction and in the fact that it was still intact.  Everything else in the forest was in ruins, but the dome-shaped structure seemed untouched.  The walls and roof were made of stone, and there was a heavy-looking wooden door blocking the only visible entrance.
“That has to be it,” Tiberius said.
“I can’t believe it,” Lexi said.
“We have to go in.”
“Wait, what if there is something living in there?”
“If there’s something alive inside, it would have to be a person.  There’s no way in except through the door.”
“Humor me,” she said.  “Let’s just inspect it from all sides before going in.”
Tiberius didn’t think that was necessary and he was anxious to see what secrets lay inside the dome-shaped building.  But Lexi had supported him since they had left Avondale.  He wouldn’t refuse her now, not when all she wanted was to inspect the building before going in.
“Okay, let’s check it out.”
The spaces around the sides of the dome were much narrower than the wide pathway that led to the structure.  The trees grew close, forcing Tiberius and Lexi to walk beside the building.  Tiberius put his hand on the stones, which were cool and solid.  There were no windows and no other doors.  The entire structure seemed to be in perfect condition.  When they had completed their inspection, Tiberius turned to Lexi.
“Well?  What do you think?” he asked.
Nothing else had been visible in the commune.  The twisted forest had invaded and destroyed everything except the dome.  Exploring the structure wasn’t just the best option, it was the only option.
“Let’s go,” Lexi said.
Tiberius reached out and touched the door.  The wood was smooth and warm, seemingly unaffected by the damp air around the roots of the forest.  There was a small iron ring attached to the door.  Tiberius pulled it, and the door swung open, the rusty hinges grinding together to make a horrible screech.
Tiberius and Lexi froze, listening for some sound that might indicate danger.  Ti half-expected the noise of the door to have roused some horrible monster, but the commune was silent.  The light from Tiberius’ spell shone into the building and revealed a very plain-looking stone wall only a pace or two into the structure.  On one side the wall ended abruptly; on the other, it curved along just inside the outer wall, forming a corridor.
“That is strange,” Lexi said.  “What is this place?”
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.  “I guess we’ll have to go inside to find out.”
Tiberius led the way.  The roof to the narrow hallway was low, and Ti guessed that the corridor led halfway around the building before opening up into a larger room.
“Is this a tomb?” Lexi asked fearfully.
“I don’t think so,” Tiberius replied.  “Maybe they took everything when they left this place.”
The room seemed empty, and Tiberius let his magical light grow stronger.  The interior of the dome was completely dark, but so was the forest, so the room didn’t seem all that different to Tiberius.  There were no furnishings in the room, not even sconces along the walls for torches.
“Is it a temple?” Lexi asked.
“Possibly.  The Balestone was in a temple.”
“What’s that in the floor?”
Tiberius wasn’t sure.  He could see a dark spot, but the more he increased the light, the darker the spot became.  They moved forward slowly.  The floor was made of smooth stones, which were now covered with a layer of dust that made them feel slick.  There was no moisture in the room and nothing to look at except for the dark spot on the floor.  As they got closer, Tiberius realized the spot was actually a hole and around the hole was an inscription.
The pinnacle of all known magic is Nativus Magicus.  It must only be practiced by the most dedicated of wizards.
“This is it!” Tiberius said in a quiet but excited voice.  “We found it.”
“Found what?  What did we find?”
“This is where they hid the stone.  It has to be.  Nativus Magicus is the Fourth Order of Magic.  It must be down in this well.”
“Why would they hide the stone down a well?”
“I don’t know, but where else could it be in this place?”
Lexi looked doubtful, but she didn’t argue.  Tiberius let his magical light shine brighter, and several feet below the floor they were standing on, they saw water.  The dark liquid reflected the light back up toward them, and as they leaned over the well, they could see their reflection.  At first Tiberius was startled, but he quickly realized he was only seeing a reflection of himself.
“At least we have water,” Lexi said.
“Maybe the stone is down there,” Tiberius said.  “Maybe we have to go down into the well to find it.”
“Or maybe there’s some foul creature down there waiting to drag us under the water and eat us.”
“Come on, we have to know.  We came all this way.”
“You sound a little obsessed, Ti.  It makes me nervous.”
“Okay, what if I shine my light down into the water?  Maybe we can see what’s down there.”
Lexi nodded, and Tiberius lowered his magical light.  The tiny sphere dropped down into the hole.  The reflection from the water only grew brighter as the light approached.  They couldn’t see anything below its surface.
“Here goes nothing,” Tiberius said.
The light moved through the water without disturbing the liquid at all, but as soon as the light passed through the surface, their reflections disappeared.  They could see inside the murky depths.  The sides of the well below the surface were covered in a thick sludge, and as the light drifted down, they could see the bottom of the well far below.  At the bottom was what looked like a metal box.
“That’s it!” Lexi said.  “That box has to be it.”
“It is,” Tiberius said.  “But we can’t get it.”
“What?  Why?”
“Because that isn’t water,” Tiberius said grimly.  “It’s some sort of oil.  If you tried to swim in it, you’d drown—plus it would coat your nose and mouth.  You’d suffocate even if you were able to reach the surface.”
“But there has to be a way to get it out,” Lexi said.  “We can’t give up.”
“They put it down there so no one would be able to get it out.  If you lowered a torch down there, the oil would ignite.  This whole room would be filled with fire in an instant.  No one could survive.”
“So the only way to know the stone was down there would be to use magic?” Lexi asked.
“I guess so.”
“Then maybe this,” Lexi waved her hands around her, “is all a test.  Maybe the stone was left where only a wizard could find it.”
“You mean to get the stone you have to prove yourself?”
“That right.  You have to use your magic to get the stone, Tiberius.  It’s the only way.”




Chapter 16
Olyva
Coming out of the mist felt like a huge victory for Olyva.  They had been forced to camp overnight in the gray mists that covered the blighted lands after fighting the brown-furred creature the day before.  Olyva knew that Rafe would be worried, and Desyra was more than a little afraid, but more than any of them, Olyva was worried about herself.  She had passed through the mists easily enough on the trip down the mountain, but the mist’s strange absence of light—combined with the steep uphill trek—had taxed Olyva almost more than she could bear.
It had taken half a day to emerge from the mists, and by the time they made it out into the bright sunlight above the foggy barrier, Olyva had no strength left.  Desyra had been forced to carry their heavy pack and had gone without breakfast, but she was still in much better shape than Olyva.
“I just need to rest another minute,” Olyva said, collapsing on the ground.
“What’s wrong?” Desyra said.  “Isn’t the sunlight helping?”
“It is,” Olyva said.  “I’m just tired, that’s all.  A few more minutes and I’ll be fine.”
The sun did feel glorious, and part of Olyva wanted to stand up, strip away her clothes, and let every inch of her skin soak up the intoxicating rays.  But she was simply too tired.  She lay on the ground instead, her whole body aching with fatigue.
She must have fallen asleep, although she didn’t mean to, for the next thing she knew, a group of soldiers had surrounded her, and Rafe was kneeling over her.
“She just collapsed,” Desyra said.  “The climb was difficult.”
Olyva blinked in the bright sunshine.  Rafe’s face was worried, and she could hear Desyra gulping water.
“Here, drink a little,” Rafe was saying.
He had a canteen in his hands.  Olyva really wanted to pour the water over her feet, but she didn’t want to frighten the soldiers, who were already looking around nervously.  They didn’t like being outside the city walls, but they would just have to get used to it, Olyva thought.
“Thank you,” she whispered, as she sipped the water.  “I’m okay.”
“You look exhausted,” Rafe said.  “What took you so long?”
“This!” Desyra proclaimed as she rolled out the brown-furred skin of the animal that Olyva had slain.  “We were attacked, but Olyva killed it, and I helped her skin it.”
“You killed this?” Rafe asked, looking at the brown fur.
Olyva could smell the rotting flesh that was still stuck onto the animal’s skin.  She had done her best to cut as much of the fat and sinew from the hide as she could, but she didn’t have the right tools.
“It attacked us,” Olyva said.  “Yesterday.  Just before we reached the mists.”
The soldiers were all talking in admiring tones about Olyva’s kill.  Desyra was beaming with pride, but Olyva still felt weak.  She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her, but she knew she  needed time to recover.
“Come on,” Rafe said.  “Let’s get you back in the city.”
The journey into Avondale was not what Olyva had hoped for.  The rumors and concerns over the buildup of the earl’s war band had grown into a palpable sense of mistrust.  Olyva could see it on the faces of the people they passed as Rafe escorted her to the earl’s palace.  Leading them down the mountain would not be an easy task, and it was imperative that she regained her strength.  If she didn’t bounce back quickly, she wouldn’t be good for anything.
“Take me up to the rooftop,” Olyva told Rafe.
“The earl wants to see you,” he explained.
“I need sunlight.  I’m so weak.”
“What has happened?”
“I don’t know for sure.”
“She grew tired in the mists,” Desyra explained.  “We shouldn’t have camped there.”
“Maybe she’s right,” Olyva said.  “I don’t know.  But the climb today was so taxing.  And poor Desyra, she’s had nothing to eat.”
“Well, we can fix that,” Rafe said.  “I’ll see that your hide gets tanned.  Why don’t you run to the kitchens and find something to eat?”
“Okay,” Desyra said excitedly.  She was eternally optimistic and full of joy.
“How was the trip?” Rafe asked in a worried tone, once Desyra was gone.  “Did you find what you were looking for?”
“I did,” Olyva said.
“But you’re hurt.  Did that animal injure you?”
“No, I’m not hurt.  I’m just weak.  I need sunlight and water.”
“Here, drink some more,” Rafe said, holding out the canteen.
“I need it on my feet,” Olyva said.  “I know that sounds strange but—”
“No, it’s not strange, my love.  It’s just you, and I love you.  Come on, I’ll get you to the roof.”
Olyva would have preferred a grassy meadow, with soft soil to dig her toes into.  Instead, she settled for climbing up onto one of the long planters that decorated the top of the earl’s palace.  She let her toes wiggle into the rich soil as Rafe poured water over her feet.  The sun on her face and arms felt wonderful, but the cool water soaking into her root-like toes was ecstasy.
“I’ll bring the earl to you,” Rafe said.  “I don’t think he’ll mind the distraction.”
Rafe hurried away, but Olyva raised her arms and stood perfectly still.  She had grown to love stillness.  When she stood with her arms upraised, her feet rooted in the ground, she felt strong.  But she was also more perceptive, with every sense attuned to the air around her and the earth beneath.  She could taste the different scents that drifted through the air.  In Avondale, she could smell the wide variety of cooking meats and baking breads.  She could smell the animals that were used by the farmers on the lowest level of the city and the tanneries where skins were stretched, scraped, softened, and sometimes smoked to add color.  The waste that was the bane of any city was especially pungent but not repulsive.
Each scent told Olyva a story.  And sounds carried on the winds, too.  She could hear the buzz of hundreds of voices.  From the forest that surrounded the lake at the center of Avondale’s cone-shaped summit, she could hear the swaying of branches and the scratch of pine needles rubbing together.  And even though she wasn’t planted on the ground, she could still feel the movement taking place deep inside the mountain.  There was a great pressure building, and heat was rising, changing the very pressure of the air above the mountain.  The palace roof was one of the highest points in the city, and Olyva felt the currents that flowed through the air, reading the scents and sounds from faraway places.  And all because she had learned to be still and listen.
She heard Rafe and the earl coming up the steps to the rooftop before they arrived and decided that it might be better if she came down from the planter and met with the earl in a more common fashion.  She didn’t want her changes to distract him from the important news she brought.
Stepping down from the planter, her legs felt weak.  She leaned back against the stone planter for support as Rafe escorted the earl onto the roof.  The tension on the earl’s face was easily recognizable.  It radiated out from him like a bad odor, but Olyva felt only sympathy for the man.  His own son was bringing an army to destroy him, and she couldn’t fathom what that kind of pain felt like.
“You have returned,” the earl said, trying to smile.
“Yes, my lord.  And I have found a suitable place to take the citizens of Avondale when the time comes.  There is ample water, and the journey will be relatively easy.”
“Easy enough for wagons?” the earl asked.
“I believe so,” Olyva said.  “There are dangers, of course, but not from the land itself.  Your soldiers should be more than able to hold back any animal attack.”
“Olyva made a kill on her own, yesterday,” Rafe said.
“Yes, that news has already reached me.  They say the fur you took is quite exotic.”
“I was defending myself and my sister,” Olyva said.  “I only took the hide because it seemed a waste to leave it.  I doubt the tanners will have time to do anything with it.”
“It was still a prize,” the earl said.  “There may be very few in the weeks ahead.  Why do you doubt that the skin can be tanned.  Do you have more to report?”
“I do, my lord.  It is the mountain.  I fear an eruption is inevitable.  I can feel the pressure building up below the city.”
“You can feel the pressure?” the earl asked, obviously suspicious.
“I know it sounds strange,” Olyva said.  “But I can feel it.  I can feel changes in air pressure, and there is a massive buildup of pressure within the mountain.  There is movement, too, but you know that already.  Something is stirring the mountain to life.”
Earl Ageus looked down at Olyva’s feet.  They were muddy, her long toes covered in wet soil from the planter.  Then he looked up and into her eyes.
“I’ve always been good at reading people,” he said.  “I can almost always tell when a person is lying.  I didn’t see many things in my children because I didn’t want to see them.  But I can tell when someone isn’t being honest with me.  What I need to know is if you really can sense what you claim to feel or if you’re insane.”
“My lord,” Rafe said.  “She saved our lives more than once in the blighted lands.  She predicted rain, and it rained.  She knew one of the huge creatures was coming, so we were able to prepare.  And she saved an entire tribe of Hoskali people from a poisoned stream.”
“Well, I suppose I have very little to lose,” the earl said.  “If you’re wrong and nothing happens, then the citizens can return to their homes no worse for wear.  But the war band will stay, of course.  How much time do you think we have?”
“I really don’t know,” Olyva said.  “I can feel the pressure building and I might be able to give a warning, but not enough to evacuate the city.  I doubt it would be enough to save myself if the mountain erupts the way I’m afraid it will.”
“But you’re confident that everyone will be safe at the bottom of the mountain?”
“I am,” Olyva said.
“All right, I’ll gather the people,” Earl Ageus said.  “Rafe, send runners.  I want the entire city at the main gate in three hours.  Will you be ready to lead them out tomorrow?”
“Yes, my lord,” Olyva said, feeling a tremor of fear as she answered.
“How long will it take to get everyone down?”
“The journey by foot will take a full day,” Olyva said.  “But the elderly and children could be carried down by sky skip.  The vessel from Hamill Keep is perfectly suited for such duty.”
“That’s true,” the earl said thoughtfully.  “We could move down supplies that way as well.  There is still much to be done.  Thank you for taking our people to safety.”
“It is my honor to serve, Lord Ageus.”
The earl and Rafe strode swiftly away, and Olyva stood watching for moment.  She wasn’t sure what she could accomplish in just one evening.  She still felt very tired, but she needed to speak to her mother.  Countess Mauryn would not like the fact that Olyva had volunteered to use the Hamill Keep sky ship as a ferry to take people down the mountain.




Chapter 17
Leonosis
Draggah was impatient.  He had reveled in the freedom he felt leaving Sparlan Citadel, but that joy had quickly faded.  The voyage across the sea of mist that covered the blighted lands was dull by any standard.  Even in a grand ship of war, which the royal sky ship was, the seemingly endless expanse of mist was tedious.  Draggah, whose eyesight was more keen than Leonosis’ (or anyone’s on the ship, for that matter), still had nothing to look at, but he paced the command deck just the same.
Unlike the other sky ships, the Sparlan Citadel vessel was fully armed.  There were catapults in the bow and archery stations along the rails.  On the bottom of the ship, there were small bay doors that could be opened to allow the ship to drop fire bombs (or anything else) down on any helpless creature below.  The ship carried a contingent of the king’s guard, even though the sailors were all armed and trained in warcraft.  The main deck was more narrow than the lavish ship from Avondale or the broad supply vessel from Hamill Keep.  There was an elevated deck at midships where the captain saw to the sailing of the vessel, but an even taller deck was situated at the stern and was for the private use of the king.  The command deck was also the roof of the king’s compact, but opulent stateroom.
From the height of the command deck, Draggah could see everyone on the main deck and out on the rigging or masts.  A shouted order could be heard by everyone, including the captain, who had no illusions about who was in control of the vessel.  Draggah had enjoyed watching his underlings scurrying about the ship, making sure all was well.  He also enjoyed looking behind the vessel, where his magnificent fleet of warships spread out in a well ordered formation.
But leaving Sparlan Citadel was not easy for Draggah.  Leonosis, prisoner though he was in his own body, could feel the strain the distance from the capital put on the demon.  Something—Leonosis had no idea what it was—tied Draggah to that particular mountain.  Draggah retained full control over Leonosis, but he had dropped his hold over the other earls.  Life would go on in those cities just as it always had.  The demon had learned as much as he needed about each one and ensured that Leonosis’ coronation had been properly carried out.  Now, the noble families of each city could fight over the right to be the next earl; Draggah had no interest in their local politics.  Soon, the demon planned to enslave them all, and when that time came, he would have the Balestone, ensuring that no one could stop him.
Leonosis had also been given a reprieve from the constant torment the demon usually inflicted on him.  The demon had removed as much of his mind from Leonosis as possible, even erecting a barrier of sorts.  Leonosis didn’t understand it and he didn’t care.  He had no control over his body, but he finally had the demon out of his mind.  He could think whatever he wanted, and Draggah was none the wiser.  Leonosis knew the demon could return at any moment and lay bare all of Leo’s most secret thoughts, but he couldn’t help but ponder the fact that Draggah seemed weaker the farther they traveled.
In fact, as Leonosis thought about things, Draggah had been confined to the space at the center of the castle when he’d arrived.  Draggah had been trying to take control of the king’s son, but the poor child simply wasn’t strong enough to host the vile demon.  When Leonosis, full of arrogant pride, had forced himself on Princess Ariel, she had revealed the true power in Sparlan Citadel, and Draggah had found a new home inside Leonosis.  But Leo couldn’t help but hope that the demon’s hold over him was slipping.
Food was brought for Leonosis, but he refused to eat.  Leonosis suffered the pangs of starvation with absolutely no way to feed his body.  The demon rarely allowed Leonosis to sleep.  Leo’s mind sometimes wandered, falling into a dreamlike state, but his physical body was wasting away.  It was a horrid torture, and Leonosis felt as though every nerve in his body was crying for relief, but he couldn’t solve the problem while Draggah retained control of his physical body.
The wind was cold, but Draggah didn’t seem to care.  The sun, when its rays weren’t blocked by the massive hylum sail overhead, scorched his exposed skin, but there was nothing Leonosis could do but suffer.
Princess Ariel was on the lavish ship as well, but she had her own stateroom and she rarely emerged from it.  Leonosis longed to see her, to speak with her and share his misery, but Draggah wouldn’t let him speak.  He was as lonely as he’d ever been, and the isolation was starting to play tricks with his mind.  He let his thoughts turn inward and he dreamed about death.  If he could die, he reasoned, he would be free from his body and therefore free from the demon.
Days had passed since they had left Sparlan Citadel, but in the lingering daze Leonosis drifted in, he couldn’t tell how long the journey had taken.  He was in a state of numb, uncomprehending limbo when he felt a sudden thrill.  It was as if a jolt of excited happiness had suddenly shot through his weary mind.  It shocked Leonosis back into a fully conscious state, and through Draggah’s enhanced vision, he could see a dark spot in the distance.  The day was growing late, and the sun was beginning to drift down toward the horizon behind them, but something was clearly visible in the distance.  And only one thing would be visible above the mists.  It was Avondale, the glorious city, sitting on the pinnacle of the ancient volcano like a king’s crown.
“Finally,” Draggah uttered.
The jolt of excitement had pierced the wall between the demon’s mind and Leonosis’ own thoughts, but now the barrier was fully back in place.  Still, Leonosis was a silent observer to all that happened.
“Food!” Draggah bellowed.  “And wine!  Summon my queen and raise the war flag.”
There was a sudden flurry of activity.  Servants appeared with a folding table and chair.  Food was brought.  There was fruit, cheese, bread, puddings, seasoned fowl, a variety of vegetables, and desserts dripping with honey and dotted with candied nuts.
A large crystal goblet was filled with wine, and Draggah took his seat at the table.  He ate with no thought to the food’s taste, but Leonosis marveled over every succulent morsel.  He was so giddy at being fed he wanted to cry, but he dared not draw the demon’s attention.  The wine spread a warmth through Leonosis’ body that it hadn’t felt since leaving Sparlan Citadel.  And the tired, cramping muscles relaxed somewhat.
“You summoned me,” Queen Ariel said irritably as she climbed the wide staircase that led to the command deck.
“Our prize is in sight,” Draggah said.
“Where?” the queen asked, turning around to look for Avondale.  “I don’t see anything.”
“Use your powers, fool,” Draggah taunted.  “How quickly you forget your own abilities.”
“Ultimus Conspectus,” Ariel said softly.
She had cast the spell almost under her breath, but Leonosis heard her.  He was riveted by the very sight of her.  Ariel was the one person who knew of his enslavement.  She alone had not forgotten him, he was certain of that.  They were fellow victims of Draggah’s evil machinations, a bond that Leonosis hoped wouldn’t break.
“And now you see,” Draggah almost cooed.  “The Balestone is close—I can feel it.  The earl’s son won’t be able to keep it from me.  I shall tear down that wretched city brick by brick if that is what it takes to find him.  Then, we shall have our victory, my sweet.”
Leonosis suddenly felt ill.  Draggah was going to destroy Avondale, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop it.  Leonosis always felt a pang of regret when Draggah unleashed his merciless fury on a lowly servant or disappointing soldier, but those were minor losses.  In truth, even though Leonosis didn’t want to see anyone fall under Draggah’s influence or fury, he didn’t care for the lives of those people.  Other than Queen Ariel, Leonosis didn’t care about anyone.  But he cared about Avondale.  It was his home.  It was beautiful and strong, yet Leonosis had no doubt that Draggah would happily raze it to the ground to achieve his purposes.
“And I shall rule, remember that.  You promised me that I would rule over the nine cities,” Ariel said in an almost petulant whine.
“Of course—I have no interest in the lives of mortals, only in their suffering.  Soon,” Draggah said happily, his lips smacking and still wet from wine, “my conquest will be complete.”
The laughter that followed was wicked, and even though it came from Leonosis’ physical body, it was clearly not human.  Leo tried to block out the sound but he couldn’t.  Nor could he keep from seeing the terror of the hardened soldiers who heard it and looked to the command deck to see their king, cackling like a mad man.  If only they knew, Leonosis thought.  If only they could comprehend what Draggah planned to do to them, to Valana, to the entire world, they would throw themselves from the sky ship and welcome their deaths gladly.  But no one knew the depravity that awaited, only Leonosis.  And he couldn’t tell a soul.




Chapter 18
Tiberius
Tiberius sat down to think.  The people who hid the Emerystone only intended for someone with magical power to find it.  But Tiberius didn’t know a levitation spell, and he couldn’t think of how to get the box at the bottom of the well out.
“If not for the oil, I could climb down and get the box,” Lexi said.  “It doesn’t look that heavy.”
“I can’t figure out how to get past the oil,” Tiberius said.
“Well, it couldn’t have been an easy test, could it?  I mean, they didn’t want just anyone being able to retrieve the stone.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I guess I would focus on your most advanced spells,” Lexi explained.  “There was too much at stake to risk having someone find the stone and retrieve it because they solved a riddle or knew enough magic to be dangerous.  They would only want the most talented wizards to be able to find the stone.”
“That’s right!” Tiberius said excitedly.  “The old wizards of the Four Orders insisted that a person master one Order before moving on to the next.  And there are three types of spells in the fourth order—basic, intermediate, and advanced.  My light spell is a basic spell of the Fourth Order.  Maybe that is why this room is so dark.”
“And regular torch or candlelight would be deadly around the oil,” Lexi said encouragingly.
“The long curving hallway ensures that no outside light could reach this inner room.  So we had to use the light spell.”
Tiberius’ mind was suddenly reeling with possibilities.  If using the basic spell for light was the first test to finding the Emerystone, could the oil be a second, more difficult test?  He thought about the intermediate spells of the Fourth Order.  The basic fire spell grew into the lightning spell.  But that wouldn’t help them inside the sturdy dome-shaped building.  Even if he conjured lightning inside the dome, it would ignite the oil.  The basic light spell graduated to focused light.  It was a very powerful spell, one that Tiberius had used to cut through stone and metal when the wizard at Devonyr had captured him and shackled him to the wall.  It might be possible to use the focused light spell to cut a hole in the side of the well and drain the oil out, but it would take a massive amount of work.  It would also destroy the dome, and the heat from the spell could ignite the oil, just like lightning would.
The third basic spell was wind, which in the intermediate stage became a cyclone.  At first Tiberius couldn’t imagine how the cyclone spell could help him with the oil, but then he realized that it might be possible to spin the oil.  As a child he loved to swirl his drinks with a spoon until they resembled a whirlpool.  He would imagine himself onboard a tiny ship trying to survive the swirling waters.  Of course he could never swirl the water or juice fast enough to create a proper whirlpool, but with the strength of the cyclone, it might be possible.
“I have an idea,” Tiberius said.  “It might work, but it’s risky.”
“Tell me,” Lexi said.
“I think it might be possible to use my cyclone spell to spin the oil, creating a tunnel down to the box.”
“A tunnel?” Lexi asked, not understanding.
“Yes.  See when the liquid is spinning, the sides rise up, and the middle dips down.  It’s like a whirlpool.”
“And you think you can do that with the oil?”
“Maybe,” Tiberius said.  “None of the other spells have a chance of helping.”
“So then I could climb down and get the box,” Lexi said.
“No, the walls will be covered with the spinning oil.”
“So how do we get the box?”
“I’ll have to lower you down with a rope.”
“You’re going to lower me down into a whirlpool of oil, while casting the spell?”
“Two spells,” Tiberius said.  “If you want to be able to see, that is.”
“Tiberius, I trust you.  If you think you can do it, I’ll try.  But you do know that if something happens, I’ll probably drown in the oil.”
“Yes, and I would never let that happen,” Tiberius said.  “Let me just see if the spell will even work.  If it does, then we’ll try and lower you down.”
Lexi nodded and stepped back.  She retrieved the long coil of rope that Tiberius had brought and began inspecting it.  Tiberius got on his knees and stared down into the well.  He had never cast two spells of the Fourth Order at the same time.  There was nothing in his book of magic that warned him against such a feat, but he knew the toll that casting the powerful intermediate spells took on him.  The need for total concentration was so high that he wasn’t sure he could control both the cyclone and the light spell, not to mention holding up Lexi’s weight.
Still, he didn’t feel like he had a choice.  They had to get the Emerystone, and he could see no other way to get past the oil well.  He closed his mind and concentrated on the light spell.  Over the past several hours, he’d gotten used to having the magical portal open.  It was almost like having a ringing in his ears.  He was always aware of it, but his mind had gotten used to blocking the distraction out of his conscious thoughts.  He only hoped he could keep it up while he cast another spell, but there was only one way to find out.
“Furibundus Nimbosus,” he whispered softly.  “Furibundus Nimbosus.”
He chanted the spell over and over, keeping the light portal at bay, while pushing the powerful magic of the cyclone winds down into the well.  He opened his eyes once he heard the sounds of the thick liquid beginning to stir.
“Furibundus Nimbosus,” he chanted a little louder, as he watched the amber-colored oil beginning to spin around the sides of the well.
His heart was beating fast, and he was using only the slightest hold on the cyclone.  The well was the perfect container for the powerful force, so he didn’t have to wrestle with controlling where the wind tunnel went.  It was a static spell, and the oil was so thick he could let the spell erupt at almost full force.  His mind felt as if it were pulling in opposite directions, but he felt strong enough to control the magic, which was exactly what he hoped to be able to do.
“It’s working,” he said loudly, then continued to chant the spell.
“Wow!” was all Lexi said.
Looking down in the well, the oil was spinning at an incredible speed, racing around the edges of the well and just below the lip.  The center of the well was empty, although the rushing walls of liquid narrowed toward the bottom.  He could see the box at the bottom, glistening from the oil but very plain.
“Can you get it?” Tiberius asked.
“If you can get me down there,” Lexi said.
Bracing himself on the edge of the well was the most difficult part of their plan.  The well was too large in diameter for him to straddle, so he was forced to stand on one side and hold the rope out over the empty space so that Lexi, with her feet tied securely to the rope, could be lowered down into the well.
“Here goes nothing,” she said with a mischievous grin.  “You better not drop me.”
“Never,” Tiberius said.
The truth was, he was already feeling the strain, but he knew he couldn’t let go of his control over the two spells he had cast.  He chanted the incantation for the cyclone spell silently in his mind as he watched Lexi ease herself into the dark hole.  There was just enough space at the top of the well that Lexi could center her body by holding onto the edges.  The oil was spinning just below her hands, and Tiberius tensed as Lexi lifted her legs up into the air.  He pulled the rope, which was wrapped over his shoulder, so that she could hang out over the empty portion of the vortex.
The strain on Tiberius’ back was excruciating, but he didn’t budge.  The fate of the woman he loved hinged on his will and strength, so he focused his mind like iron and slowly let the rope slide down.
Lexi had spread the rope out along the floor so that it wouldn’t get tangled.  Tiberius let the rope slide under one boot, using his weight to control the speed of her descent.  Pulling her up would be even more difficult, but he tried not think about that.  The rope ran up the inside of Tiberius’ leg, around his hip and across his back, then over his shoulder and out to the hands that suspended Lexi over the well.  The rope burned like fire across his flesh, rubbing the skin raw beneath his thick tunic.  Both of his hands cramped, but he needed to do things slowly.  He was fortunate that the well wasn’t too deep and Lexi, lithe and short, didn’t weight too much.
Sweat broke out all over his body, and his breathing quickly turned into a ragged puffing.  Every muscle was flexed with the effort of holding Lexi up.  She hung upside down, slowly descending down into the dark well.  The small sphere of light hovered just above her shoulder, but there was nothing to see except the swirling oil and the metal box at the bottom of the well.  Tiberius could see Lexi’s body, spinning slightly on the end of the rope.  His arms and shoulders were shaking, and he was afraid he might drop her, when suddenly the weight eased.  The muscles in his back stung as they slowly relaxed, and sweat dripped from his forehead only to be lost in the swirling oil.
Looking down, he could see that Lexi had reached the bottom of the well.  There wasn’t enough room for her to turn or stand up, but she was able to hold up most of her own body weight.  Fear that had been crouching in the back of Tiberius’ mind suddenly sprang up.  He wasn’t sure if he could lift her back out.  His body was exhausted, and his mind was pinched with the strain of keeping both spells going.
A tremor passed through his body, making him groan in agony, but he couldn’t let go of the rope.  If Lexi fell or even swayed into the oil, she would be slung around by the force of the cyclone spell, bashing her delicate body into the stone walls of the well.  He couldn’t let anything go, couldn’t relax, and couldn’t give up.  But suddenly, the mental strain was too much, and the light from Tiberius’s spell vanished, plunging the entire structure into darkness.




Chapter 19
Rafe
Rafe was nervous.  He hated the fact that his own people made him nervous, but the last time the entire city had been gathered by the city’s main gate had been Rafe’s banishment.  That crowd had been so ugly he couldn’t help but worry that the new crowd might turn that way, as well.  The news Earl Ageus was about to give them wouldn’t be well received by most of the people.  And if they decided to riot the way the people of Hamill Keep had, not even the earl’s war band would be able to stop them.
The problem, Rafe thought, was that he knew too much.  Only a few months ago he felt like the world was a wonderful place, full of opportunity, but now he knew how fleeting life really was.  Outside of Avondale, the world was a much different place.  Even in the cities of Valana, life could be much more difficult.  People were capable of doing good things, but evil seemed much easier and much more prevalent.
The earl’s personal guard escorted Ageus up onto the wide gatehouse, which, along with the surrounding buildings and the wide boulevard in front, formed a sort of amphitheater.  Earl Ageus raised his hands, and the crowd quieted considerably, but he would still have to shout to be heard by everyone.
Olyva looked nervous, too.  The earl was about to introduce her and officially put her in charge of the city’s evacuation.  Not everyone who had seen the noble-born but Hosscum-touched lady approved.  The earl’s daughters, surprisingly enough, had grown quite fond of her, but many of the other ladies of the city’s elite families had made their disapproval plain enough.  The real question was whether or not the average citizen would follow her.  And it wasn’t just about Olyva being different—it was about leaving Avondale to go down the mountain and into the blighted lands.  Even if they were promised the evacuation was only temporary, Rafe feared that many would refuse.
“People of Avondale!” Earl Ageus cried in a loud voice.  “Hear me.  I am your earl, and while many of you know there have been difficulties in my family, I assure you that your safety and prosperity remain my highest priority.  Through the years of my stewardship over our cherished and beautiful city, there have been many challenges, but the most difficult thing to face as an earl and as a man is simple change.  We don’t like change, we don’t like things to get messy, but change is a part of life.  And life is often messy.  Now is such a time.  You’ve all felt the tremors and quakes that have shaken up our grand city.  My advisors are telling me that it is possible the volcano will erupt again.”
Earl Ageus had to pause while the crowd dealt with this revelation.  Rafe doubted that many people would have considered the tremors to be so dangerous.  The hubbub of the crowd quieted again as the earl raised his hands for silence.
“Now, as you know, my son Tiberius and the sword master’s son Rafe have been to the blighted lands.  In fact, over the last several weeks, many people, including some of the soldiers in my war band, have gone below the mists.  The blighted lands are not the place of ruin we thought they were.  There is clean water and shelter in the blighted lands, so I am ordering a citywide evacuation.”
This time the crowd erupted.  Everyone was surprised, but many were furious.  The tension and rumors had caused many people in the city to be on edge, and news that the volcano might erupt was terrifying, but leaving the city and going into the blighted lands was more than most people could take.  Some shouted angrily, others fought past the crowds and abandoned the earl’s speech, but Ageus pressed on.
“This is no time for outrage!” he bellowed from his spot on top of the gatehouse.  “We are not craven people.  If the blighted lands are truly ripe for colonization, the people of Avondale will lead that movement.  We will find a way to make our city, our families, and the people we care about safe and more prosperous than ever before.”
A small portion of the crowd began to cheer.  Rafe was in awe of the earl’s response.  He could have accepted their outrage as inevitable.  He could have given in to their demands.  But instead, he was finding a way to make what many would have considered awful news into something they could cheer about.
“Our first priority must be to ensure that the people of our great city are safe.  Therefore, Olyva, daughter of Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep, will lead as many of you as are physically able to make the journey down the mountain to form a base of operations.  Gather food, clothing, and supplies for a few days, then meet her here at this gate one hour after dawn tomorrow.”
There was more grumbling, but the earl pressed on.
“One hundred and fifty of my best men—some soldiers, some paladins—will keep you safe.  If you cannot make the journey or if you have young children, the sky ship from Hamill Keep will ferry you down late in the day tomorrow.  I have prepared all our food and supplies to be carried down the mountain.  I am using what was to be given to the king in Sparlan Citadel as our taxes, because your safety and well being is of greater importance.  We shall endure.  We shall overcome the dangers we face and carve out a new history for our city.  We shall—”
The earl was interrupted by the ringing of the city’s warning bell.  Usually the bell only rang in cases of danger, such as when one of the massive creatures that roamed the blighted lands wandered too close to the city walls.  But Rafe had ordered his lookouts on the watchtower to ring the bell at the first sign of Leonosis’ fleet.
The crowd was clamoring to know what was happening, and Rafe looked up to the watchtower.  One of the soldiers there was leaning out over the parapet and pointing west.  From the gatehouse, which faced north, Rafe looked back over the earl’s palace to a line of tiny dots in the sky.  Rafe knew that a normal sky ship would take at least two hours to cover that distance, but the king’s war ships were smaller, faster, and much more deadly.
Rafe moved to the earl’s side.  He looked at the older man, who was busy scanning the sky, his face pinched with worry.
“What now?” Rafe asked.
“Start the evacuation,” the earl said.  “Get the food and supplies onto the ship from Hamill Keep.  Olyva must guide it to the place she selected.  Then we have to lead the people out of the city.”
“Leonosis will see them leaving,” Rafe said.
“We can’t stop that now.  We can only hope he’ll be focused here, on me and on the city.”
“I’ll see that the ship from Hamill Keep is prepared,” Rafe said, looking at Olyva and feeling a pang of regret knowing that he wouldn’t be able to stay with her and protect her.
“And prepare my ship, as well,” the earl ordered.  “I’m going to meet him.  Perhaps we can still avert a disaster.”
The earl turned back to the crowd, but Rafe and Olyva were hurrying away.  They raced along the high wall and across the colonnade that led to the palace.  The chief steward was summoned and ordered to have the supplies that were loaded into wagons now brought up to the palace rooftop.  They would have to load as much as they could then let the huge vessel slip away before the city was surrounded by war ships.
Olyva was anxious, and Rafe did his best to reassure her.  She would have to return and lead the city down the mountain in the dark.  It would be difficult for her, tired as she was, but Rafe saw no alternative.  If the earl could stall Leonosis until nightfall, then most of the city could flee without being seen.  Of course it was doubtful just how many of the city’s citizens would actually evacuate, but Rafe couldn’t worry about that.  His highest priority now was keeping the earl safe.
“Rest once you’re onboard,” Rafe told Olyva.  “Let the servants and sailors see to the unloading.  I’ll send a squad of troops to protect your supplies, but you should sleep if you can.”
“I won’t be able to, knowing that you’re in danger.”
“I’ll be fine, I promise.”
They were just about to head onto the roof when Countess Mauryn and her daughters Cassandra and Frezya came down the sweeping staircase.  Olyva went rigid, and Rafe scowled.  He didn’t have time to fool with Olyva’s mother, but he was determined to be polite just the same.
“Why was I not informed about some plan to use my sky ship?” the countess asked.
“Mother, it is for the good of the city.”
“My family and all of our possessions, including that sky ship, will be turned over to the king as soon as he arrives.  I refuse to allow you to entangle us in your schemes.”
“Surrender now, traitor,” Cassandra said in a gloating tone.  “Your rebellion is finished.”
“We’re not rebels and we’re not asking,” Rafe said.  “Step aside and do not interfere with Earl Ageus’ plans.”
“Mother, we are guests here,” Olyva said.
“I am not a guest.  I am a prisoner,” the countess said haughtily.
“Prisoners are kept in the dungeons, my lady,” Rafe said, his voice low.  “If that is what you want, I will make it happen.  Otherwise, step out of our way.”
“I protest,” the countess said, stepping to the side of the wide staircase.
Her daughters stepped back, as well, but Rafe made sure he was between Olyva and her family as they hurried up the stairs.  The countess and her daughters were staring down as Rafe moved by them, and he was almost past them when he let his guard down.  Frezya, the younger of the two daughters, swiped at him with a small knife.  Rafe roared in pain, as the blade bit into his forearm.  It was not a life-threatening wound, but deep enough that he would require several stitches.  Without thinking, he lashed out, backhanding Frezya, who toppled back and flipped over the staircase’s railing.
The younger girl’s scream was matched by Olyva’s, who was being dragged backward by Cassandra, who had darted forward once Rafe was distracted and snatched a handful of Olyva’s long hair.  Cassandra was pulling Olyva down the stairs backward.  One look was all Rafe needed to know that she could fall at any moment.  Countess Mauryn was staring defiantly at Rafe, but in a flash he drew his sword and leapt into action.
His left shoulder slammed into the countess, knocking her down the curving staircase.  Then the sword flashed out and severed Cassandra’s arm at the elbow.  Olyva, the pressure on her head suddenly relieved, fell forward onto her knees.  Cassandra began to bellow as blood fountained from the stump of her arm.  Rafe kicked the wounded girl hard with a powerful front kick that caught her squarely in the chest and sent her flying backwards off the stairs.  She landed in a heap, knocked unconscious or dead—Rafe didn’t care which.
He stalked down the stairs like a hungry graypee, and the countess was his next meal.  She scrambled back, ignoring her children and looking for a way to escape.  Rafe’s blood was dripping off his sword, but he didn’t use it.  Instead, he raised his boot and brought it down hard on the countess’ leg.  There was an audible snap, and Olyva’s mother screamed in pain.
“Maybe that will slow you down a little, when you’re running for you life, you bitch!” he snarled.
When he turned around, Olyva was staring at him.  He wouldn’t have been surprised to see fear, anger, or even shame in her face, but there was only a sadness.  Rafe had to step over the bloody arm of her sister to escort Olyva back up the stairs to the palace roof, and they didn’t speak until they were back outside in the sunshine.
“Is your arm all right?” Olyva asked.
“It’s fine, just a scratch.”
“It’s more than that,” Olyva said, wiping the blood away with the hem of her tunic.  “Here.”  She drew Rafe’s dagger and used the point to stab into her arm.  She cut into one of the patches where the soft brown stems grew.  Instead of blood, a clear sticky sap leeched out.  Olyva dabbed at the fluid and then used it to seal up Rafe’s wound.  It took three applications, but the bleeding stopped, and the pain was replaced with a numbness.
“What would I do without you?” he said, smiling.
“Bleed all over the place,” she teased.
“I’m sorry about your family,” he said.
“Don’t be—they’re not my family anymore.  You’re my family, Rafe.”
She pulled him close, and they kissed for a moment.  Then Rafe stepped away from Olyva and called for the sailors, who stood waiting to be given orders, to pull the Hamill Keep sky ship down to the roof.  Another order sent the earl’s ship rising up toward the watchtower.
“I have to go,” Rafe said.  “We’ll buy you as much time as we can.”
“I love you, Rafe.  Come back to me, okay?  Promise me you’ll come back.”
“I’ll find you,” Rafe said.  “I promise.”
They kissed once more, just as a large group of servants hurried past carrying supplies up onto the large ship.  Everything was happening fast now; it would soon be a blur, but Rafe savored the feel of Olyva in his arms, her breath on his neck as he pulled her close.  He breathed in the scent of her hair, kissed her forehead, then hurried away, blinking back his tears and fixing his mind on the duty ahead of him.
 
 




Chapter 20
Lexi
The idea of being lowered into the well frightened Lexi more than she could imagine.  She didn’t mind climbing up towering heights, but being lowered into a dark hole headfirst was folly of the highest order.  But she didn’t feel like she could tell Tiberius no.  If she refused, they would never be able to recover the Emerystone, and she didn’t want him to think he wasn’t strong enough or powerful enough to keep her safe.
While he worked his magic, she inspected the rope he had brought.  It was in good shape and strong.  There was plenty of length to lower her down to the bottom of the well.  In fact, she could have gone down, back up, and down again, with more than enough rope to spare.  She tied it securely to her feet and ankles, lashing both legs with the rope but leaving enough room between them that her legs wouldn’t be strained by her weight.
“It’s working,” Tiberius said.
Lexi could hear the pride in his voice and she didn’t want to deflate him.  Especially since her life depended completely on him.  She wasn’t sure how to respond and tried to keep her voice calm.
“Wow!” was all she managed to say.
Her throat was suddenly very dry, and her knees felt weak.  She wanted to cry.  Part of her had hoped that his spell wouldn’t work and she wouldn’t have to be lowered headfirst into a vortex of spinning oil, but now she saw that she had no other alternative.
What bothered her the most was putting all of her trust into Tiberius.  It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Ti—she did, and she loved him—but she had never placed herself entirely at someone else’s mercy before.  Even when she worked for people in Avondale, there had always been a backup plan to ensure that she wasn’t betrayed or abandoned.  But this time she would have to rely on Tiberius completely.  If his magic failed, she would die.  If he wasn’t strong enough, she would die.  She was very aware of just how weak his back was from having the Balestone removed.  Holding her out over the well would put incredible pressure on his back, and she felt her skin break out in gooseflesh at the thought of going headfirst into the swirling mass of oil.
“Can you get it?” Tiberius asked.
“If you can get me down there,” she replied.
She had tried to keep the accusation out of her voice, but she didn’t think she was very successful.  Luckily, Tiberius didn’t seem to notice.  She laid the rope out in a long, curving line around the perimeter of the building.  The last thing she wanted was for the rope to get tangled.  Then she helped Tiberius run the rope over his shoulder and secure it with his foot.
She wanted to say something to give him confidence, but her terror was beginning to get the best of her.  She knew that if she didn’t hurry, she wouldn’t be able to go through with the crazy stunt.
“Here goes nothing,” she said, trying her best to look as if she were excited about the plan.  “You better not drop me.”
“Never,” Tiberius said.
She ignored the fact that his face was already showing signs of the strain he was under.  She crawled out over the spinning oil.  She could feel the air moving around her; the sound of the swirling oil was like a swift river flowing over boulders.  Her face was contorted with fear, and she was glad that Tiberius couldn’t see her.
Bracing her hands on the wall just inches above the rushing liquid, she kicked her feet up.  For one terrifying instant, she felt her balance swaying out of control and she nearly screamed in panic, but Tiberius adjusted the rope and held her fast.  She was dangling out over the dark well and she felt all her fears realized in that one instant.  Tight, confining spaces had never bothered her, but she didn’t like being in a place without a clear exit.  The first rule of living on her own had always been to avoid places she couldn’t easily get out of.  Going down into the well headfirst triggered every red flag in her mind.  She could feel the rope trembling in Tiberius’ grasp.  The shadows, the swirling oil—it all seemed to feed her fears.
She was turning as he lowered her.  Lexi kept her arms stretched out above her head, partly to make her profile as thin as possible, but also because she was afraid he might drop her.  The last thing she wanted was to bash her head against the metal box if she fell.  Tiberius’ little sphere of light followed her down, but Lexi preferred to keep her eyes closed.  Her stomach was cramping, and the joints in her knees, hips, and ankles were aching from the strain of being suspended upside down.  Blood was rushing to her head, making it pound and flush, while her feet quickly went numb.
It seemed to take forever to reach the box, but eventually her fingers touched the warm metal.  It was slick from being covered with oil.  The box was just large enough for Lexi to put her hands on the top, spreading her fingers and taking the majority of her weight onto her arms and shoulders.
Even over the sound of the swirling oil, Lexi could hear Tiberius panting.  He was holding her erect, but she was bearing most of her body weight.  She was just about to call for him to pull her back up, when suddenly the little sphere of light vanished.
Lexi instinctively held her breath, expecting the oil to crash down on her.  She lurched, almost pulling her legs down so that she could kick up off the floor of the well once she was buried in oil, but Tiberius held her.
“Don’t thrash!” he called.  “I’ve still got you.”
His voice was a harsh shriek, and the strain was obvious, but he didn’t let go of the rope.  Lexi had a little trouble taking hold of the box.  It was a smooth metal cube and slicked with oil, but not too heavy.
“I need some slack to get my fingers under the box,” she called.
Her voice echoed up the walls of the well and sounded strange.  Her own fear was straining her voice, but she didn’t care.  Tiberius lowered her down even further, and she quickly got her hands under the box.
“Pull me up!” she shouted.
The upward movement was slow.  To Lexi it seemed like she lurched up a few inches at a time.  She wanted him to hurry and had to hold back a blistering tirade of fear-laden remarks about Tiberius taking his sweet time while her life was on the line.  In the total darkness, she couldn’t see how high she was.  She wanted to bend and look up, but she didn’t dare make Tiberius’ job any harder than it already was—and besides, in the darkness she couldn’t see anything anyway.
Tiberius was grunting with each heave of the rope.  Lexi held the metal box in a death grip, scarcely willing to breathe.   Terror made her body stiff until finally Tiberius spoke to her again.
“When I say so, I need you to raise up,” he said through clenched teeth.  “I’m going to stop the cyclone spell.”
Lexi had no idea if she was high enough to avoid the spinning liquid, but she had no choice other than to obey.  She tried to speak, but her throat was so dry no sound came out.
“Did you hear me?” he asked in an almost angry tone.
“Yes!” she managed to say, her voice a high-pitched squeak.
“Now!” he shouted.
Lexi threw her arms up, bringing the box from over her head around and to her stomach.  She bent her knees and tried to hold herself up.  The oil sloshed beneath her, and she felt like she was falling.  Her scream was deafening for a split second, and then she crashed hard into the side of the well.  She was still below the surface mostly, but Tiberius had taken hold of one leg just above her ankle.  The wind was knocked out of her lungs from the sudden, unexpected crash, and she struggled to breathe as he clawed to drag her out of the well.
The side of the cistern was slick with oil, and she felt it soaking into her shirt.  One hand held the box tight against her stomach, but the other thrashed against the wall until she found the lip of the well.  Tiberius had pulled one of her legs over the edge, and Lexi did the rest.  She rolled onto the smooth stone floor of the building, struggling to catch her breath.
Tiberius flopped beside her, moaning in pain.  Part of her wanted to slap him; the other part wanted to kiss him.  He hadn’t let her down.  And she knew the physical strain must have been enormous.  He had pulled her up and did his best to keep her safe.  She had never felt more loved than she did in that moment.
“We did it,” she managed to say, once her chest had stopped aching and she had caught her breath.
“You … were … amazing,” he said.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“My back … is cramping,” he said.  “It’s hard … to breathe.”
“Take your time,” she said, trying to soothe him with her voice.  “I’ve got the box.  There’s no hurry.”
She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was close so she reached out until she felt his arm.  Then she scooted closer and lay beside him.  She felt a strange sense of euphoria.  She had faced death, overcome unbelievable odds, and survived.  She wanted to scream, but she was afraid that might attract unwanted attention from some hideous monster.  They had found the Emerystone, or at least something of great value.  She only hoped they could get it and themselves safely back out of the twisted forest.  And for Lexi, that couldn’t happen fast enough.




Chapter 21
Rafe
The city was in an uproar, and Rafe could only hope that the evacuation plan went smoothly.  The time for worrying about his men and the people of the city was past.  His whole concentration had to be on the earl now.  He had stayed in Avondale to take his father’s place as protector of the earl.  He was leaving Olyva to do a duty he felt strongly about and he was determined not to fail.
Rafe caught up with the earl and a dozen of his guards at the entrance to the watchtower.  They hurried through, and Rafe was amazed at the earl’s stamina.  He took the stairs two at a time and didn’t seem winded, even when they reached the top.  Tiberius’ healing spell had done more than heal his father—the earl seemed like a younger man.
The sky ship was being pulled into place by the guards on the tower.  Rafe and the earl looked to the west.  Already they could see the war ships better.  At the front was the king’s ship, easily twice as big as the others.  Rafe tried to count the fleet of ships, but it was no use.  The ships around the king’s ship were clearly visible, but those farther back blurred together.
“How long until they reach the city?” the earl asked.
“An hour at most,” Rafe said.  “Unless we can stall them.”
“Leonosis will have to speak to me.  He can’t ignore his own father, even if he’s king.”
“Just remember, my lord—Leonosis might not be himself.”  Rafe lowered his voice.  “If some foul creature is controlling him, as Tiberius speculated, he might not hesitate to slay us all and destroy the city.”
“I’ll just have to find a way to get through to him,” the earl said.  “Come, it looks like the ship is ready.”
More of the earl’s guards were joining the already crowded group of guards on the watchtower.  The newcomers brought armor and weapons.  The time for preparations was past; from this point on, Rafe knew, his men would always be armed and ready for combat.
The earl was the first to board his ship, and Rafe sent the earl’s guard up after him.  As the soldiers hurried on board, Rafe’s three highest ranking officers came up the steps.  They were all closer to Rafe’s father’s age than his own, but they showed him the same respect they had paid his father.  Rafe was amused to find them all red-faced and panting after their climb up the tower.
“Commander,” Captain Rowan said, between breaths.  “You’re leaving?”
“No,” Rafe said.  “The earl and I are going to meet the king.  Hopefully we can satisfy him, but at the least we hope to stall him long enough for the people to evacuate the city.”
“Not many plan to leave,” said the infantry commander named Saryns.  He was a tall man with bristly gray hair on his head and cheeks.  “They want to stay and see what happens.”
“Can’t blame them for that,” Rafe said.  “Except all they’re likely to see are their friends and family being slaughtered.  Remember our strategy.  We have to present the largest target possible and make the king’s solders fight a drawn-out engagement.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll lay siege to the city.”
Just then a rumble shook the mountaintop.  On the watchtower Rafe could hear the thick stones grinding together as the tremor shook the massive structure.  Everyone froze until the shaking stopped.
“There’s no sense keeping men up here,” Rafe said.  “Rowan, keep your men on the walls.  Gerick, help with the evacuation.  If people don’t want to leave, don’t force them, but make sure that everyone who wants to flee the city is ready to go shortly after sundown.  We can’t leave the gates open long.  We’ll use the wagons for the elderly and children.”
“Who’ll lead them, sir?” asked Gerick, his voice a ragged whisper from a training accident that had nearly killed him and left a jagged scar across his neck.
“Olyva will be back for them—never doubt that.  Once she’s gone, your men will take their positions on the gate houses.  Saryns, I want all your men in the palace.  No matter what else happens, your men stay in the palace.  We must hold the palace at all costs.”
“Yes, commander,” the officer said.
They all three saluted, and Rafe hurried up the wooden steps that led into the earl’s sky ship.  He felt the ship floating free almost as soon as he got onboard.  By the time he made it up onto the main deck, the sailors had raised the long ropes used to moor the sky ship and had them stowed out of sight.
The crew worked quickly, adjusting the sails and heaving on the rigging.  The sky ship was a majestic craft and under normal conditions Rafe would have felt a thrill.  He had been on the sky ship once as a boy, and even though he had sailed on the Hamill Keep ship, the vessel from Avondale was different.  It represented so much more than just a mode of transportation.  Rafe had watched his father sailing away from the city on trips with the earl.  To Rafe, the sky ship had always been the only way out of Avondale.  And only the most important people were ever allowed to sail on the magnificent vessel.  Rafe had promised himself that one day he would sail with the earl on the ship, and now he was doing exactly that.  But he hadn’t planned on sailing to war.
In the distance he could see the king’s war ships.  His heart was pounding at the prospect of Avondale’s lone sky ship sailing to meet an entire fleet.  He unconsciously slid his sword up and down in its scabbard as he climbed the steps to the command deck.  It was crowded with guardsmen, but Rafe quickly ordered most of them down to the main deck.  Several were to wait in the earl’s cabin, out of sight, as a reserve force.  The rest were spread around the deck as a show of force.
Rafe knew that, if they were attacked, the earl’s guard would fight valiantly, but one ship was no match for a fleet, and no group of warriors that only numbered twenty-five, including Rafe, could hope to stand against an entire army.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” the earl said.
He was leaning over the rail at the stern of the ship, staring out at Avondale below him.  Rafe looked out and had to admit the city was impressive.  The circular streets with their ornate stone architecture, the powerful walls rising like the arms of a mighty warrior to encircle and protect the city.  Then there were the well groomed fields—some dark, some bright green with crops that had not yet ripened enough to be harvested.  The open fields beyond, surrounding the dark forest, and then there was the lake at the very center, like a blue jewel at the heart of a royal pendant.
Rafe looked at the lake again, staring hard.  Normally the lake was pristine, but unless Rafe’s eyesight was playing tricks on him, there was something floating on the surface.  It looked scattered and dark against the brilliant blue of the water.  It was almost like seeing a cracked mirror from a distance.
“My lord,” Rafe said, “is there something floating on the lake?”
The earl turned and looked, leaning hard against the rail and squinting into the distance.
“Captain, a spyglass please,” Earl Ageus said.
The ship’s captain offered the earl his own telescope.  It was a heavy brass instrument, almost as long as the earl’s arm.  He propped his elbow on the ship’s rail to hold the spyglass steady.
“It’s fish,” the earl said in a quiet voice.
“Fish, my lord?” Rafe asked.
“Dead fish, hundreds of them.  What on earth could be causing the fish in the lake to die?”
Rafe had no answer.  The world was a mystery.  Rafe knew strategy and swordplay.  He knew horsemanship and how to train an army, but he had no knowledge of fish other than how they tasted.
“I don’t know,” he said.
“So many things to deal with,” the earl said.  “War, my son’s treachery, the future of the city.  You know, I always thought having a third son was redundant.  A second son ensured the dynasty, but a third was useless.  Daughters you can always marry off, but Tiberius served no purpose.  I couldn’t imagine that he would ever be needed as earl.  I was blind to so many things.”
“You couldn’t have known,” Rafe said, trying to console the earl.  He felt strange speaking about such intimate matters with the ruler of Avondale, a man he’d always been afraid of as a child.  Earl Ageus had been gruff and harsh with Tiberius.  He had never spoken more than a dozen words to Rafe before Tiberius healed him, yet now he was sharing his greatest regrets with Rafe as if they were the oldest friends.
“You remind me of your father,” the earl went on.  “He could always be counted on to rationalize whatever crazy thing I was doing.  I could see in his eyes that he didn’t believe what he was saying, but I didn’t want the truth, and he knew that, too.  He saw his duty to always be on my side, no matter what.  But I don’t think that’s best.  You’ll be Tiberius’ man, and if we live through this mess, he’ll be a man of great power and responsibility.  He’ll need a friend who isn’t afraid to tell him when he is stepping over the line.”
“I’m just a soldier, my lord,” Rafe said.
“Nonsense.  You’re like your father—a bright, capable man.  Loyal, dependable, and strong—that’s exactly what every ruler needs by his side.  I’m the one who made your father feel like he was only a soldier, because I was unhappy with my life.”
“You were unhappy?” Rafe asked in surprise.
“Yes, and I’m ashamed of that, but it’s true.  I had everything I ever wanted, but I didn’t have to work for any of it.  I could have been a great man, Rafe—your father knew that.  But Avondale is so wealthy, ruling it takes no real skill.  The ministers see to their responsibilities, and the earl settles a few squabbles.  That’s all there is to it.  I couldn’t have failed if I wanted to.  My father was a brute, too, but my grandfather was a great man.  He made changes, made Avondale a better place.  I thought I would be like him, but in the end, I settled for doing the bare minimum.  Just enough to get by, that’s all.
“I married who my father told me to marry.  I never loved her,” Earl Ageus went on.  “I did my duty but nothing more.  I wasn’t faithful and I doubt she was, either.  I ignored my children, treated my people like they were beneath me, and in the end I took to the cup to drown my sorrows.”
“You’re sober now, my lord,” Rafe said.  “And you’re making a difference.”
“Yes, because my son—my throwaway as I used to call him—gave me a second chance.  And because your father sacrificed himself to keep me safe, we shall never forget his greatness.  Grentz, the sword master—did you know he hated that title?  I came up with it.  It was a stupid way for me to feel superior to the other earls.  I forced him to fight because I wanted his reputation to impress my peers, and in the end he did it so well that I grew jealous of his fame.  I was a fool, but the time for feeling sorry for myself is past.  Now, I must do whatever I can to protect the city.”
“Tiberius will return,” Rafe said.  “I have no doubt, my lord.”
“Is he a good man?”
“The best, and wise, too.  He saved my life more than once.  I never would have thought that possible.  Even as children I always assumed that I would be the mighty warrior who saved him.”
“I wonder where his compassion sprang from,” the earl said.  “Certainly not from me.  I never taught Tiberius anything and I certainly didn’t set a good example.”
“Perhaps there will be time for you to get to know your son,” Rafe said.
“I would like that,” the earl said.  “And perhaps I can convince him to take my place as Earl of Avondale.  If we can hold out long enough for him to have a city left to rule.”
Rafe didn’t know how it was possible for the sky ship from Avondale to be sailing toward the fleet from Sparlan Citadel, since both fleets were propelled by the same wind, but they were.  And the ships were clear to see now.  There was over a hundred of the small war ships, each armed with a catapult and manned by a dozen warriors.  Even if they didn’t all leave the ships to fight, the king would have over a thousand men at his disposal.  Rafe didn’t have that many; even with the paladins they conscripted, their total number was around nine hundred.  A full unit composed of one hundred and fifty men would be leaving the city with the citizens who were evacuating.  If it came to combat, Rafe knew the odds were not good.
“Your orders, my lord?” the captain asked.
“How far are we from the city?”  Earl Ageus asked.
They had been traveling for over half an hour, but the approaching fleet was getting close.
“Three miles, four maybe,” the captain said.  “We are almost in range of their catapults now, my lord.”
“You mean this ship?” the earl asked.
“Yes, we could come under attack at any moment.”
Rafe remembered how the war ship that attacked the sky ship from Hamill Keep had shot flaming bombs toward the large vessel.  Tiberius had saved them from those attacks, but Rafe had no illusions of what would happen if Leonosis ordered his fleet to attack now.
“All right,” the earl said, “hold here and signal to their ships.  I want them stopped here for as long as possible.”
“What should I say, my lord?” the captain asked.
“Ask them for a parley.  We need to discuss why the king is approaching Avondale with a war fleet.”
The earl’s voice was sharp, his tone gruff.  Rafe was reminded of the earl he had known growing up.  The stress of the situation was enough to make any man tense, and Earl Ageus seemed worried, perhaps even scared.  Rafe wasn’t scared of fighting, but he didn’t like the idea of plunging to his death in a sky ship.  There was nothing he could do if the war ship fired at the vessel from Avondale.
“Yes, my lord,” the captain said.
“Pray this works,” the earl said.  “And hope that Tiberius hurries back with whatever he needs to stop an army.”
Rafe looked out across the great expanse of mist and wondered where Tiberius was at that moment.




Chapter 22
Tiberius
Ti lay in the dark, trying to slow his breathing.  The muscles in his back were in full spasm, squeezing his chest so that every inhalation only seemed to cause him more pain.  He knew if he could calm things down and breathe shallower, the cramping muscles might ease up a bit.
“Can you rub my back?” he managed to say through clenched teeth.
Lexi didn’t reply; she just started feeling him.  In the darkness, even lying side by side, they couldn’t tell where the other was apart from touch.  Lexi helped Tiberius roll over onto this stomach.  The floor of the chamber was cold stone and smelled of dust, but he lay his face on it anyway.  The cool stone felt good against his sweaty forehead and cheeks.  Lexi massaged Ti’s back, and the pressure seemed to calm his cramping muscles.  He couldn’t help but wince whenever she touched the raw strip down his back from the rope.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Rope burn,” he said.  “But it’s the muscle I’m struggling with.”
She couldn’t feel the raw skin through his clothes, and of all the pain he was struggling with, the rope burns were the least of his worries.  It took nearly half an hour before he felt like trying to sit up.  He had to be careful not to hunch his back, no matter how tired he was, but he got situated in an upright position and summoned the light spell once again.
“Fulsi,” he whispered, immediately clamping down on the portal of light that opened beside him, so that it was little more than a pinprick of bright light floating in the air between Tiberius and Lexi.
They both blinked in the sudden light, rubbing their eyes and smiling in relief.  The darkness of the dome was oppressive, and the light was a welcome sight.  Lexi looked worried, but she never complained.  Tiberius was constantly impressed by her strength and determination.
“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.  “I’m sorry I let you swing into the wall.”
“I’m fine, Ti,” Lexi said, her voice thick with concern.  “You did the hard part.  You didn’t drop me.”
“I would have died first,” he said with a smile.
“And your back?”
“It’s hurting, but I’ll live.  Let’s figure out how to get the box open.”
They both turned their attention to the plain metal box that was sitting on the floor nearby.  It was still slick with oil but otherwise seemed unharmed.
“It’s odd,” Tibeirus said.  “I’ve never seen a box like it.”
“There are no handles,” Lexi said.  “I had to get my hands under it to carry it up.”
“And no markings either,” Tiberius said.  “I can't even see a seam.  There’s no visible lid.”
“So is it some kind of puzzle box?” Lexi asked.  “Maybe you have to do something to open it.”
Tiberius increased the light so that the entire room was visible and the box was easy to see.  He picked it up, checking the bottom, which was exactly like the top and sides.  The box was a perfect cube, with no visible seams or even forge marks.  Tiberius had seen some of the greatest craftsmanship in Valana, but he’d never seen anything so perfectly forged.  The box had weight, but it obviously wasn’t a solid block of metal.
“It has to have been magically made,” Tiberius said.  “The stone must be inside, but there’s no way to open it.”
“Is it another part of the test?” Lexi asked.
Tiberius rapped on the box with his knuckles, but the metal was solid.  He couldn’t imagine finding a way to break into the box without using magic.  He’d used the basic light spell to find his way into the room and then the intermediate cyclone spell to retrieve the box.  That left the three advanced spells of the Fourth Order: crucible, destruction, and sealing.
Of the advanced spells, Tiberius had only used the crucible spell, and then only to defeat the army of animated brass warriors sent to slaughter him and Rafe in Devonyr.  That spell had been difficult, like trying change the course of a river using only his hands.  Luckily, he had been in an abandoned city, with nothing to lose, when he set the powerful magic free.  It had worked flawlessly on the brass warriors, and it seemed like the only sensible way to open the box to retrieve the Emerystone, but he wasn’t sure he could wield the powerful magic without destroying the contents of the box.
The destruction spell had been used during the cataclysm by wizards who couldn’t control the magic’s power.  Tiberius had no idea how devastating that magic had been, but he’d grown up hearing tales of the horrible consequences.  It was because of that reckless use of power that magic had been banned in the nine cities of Valana.  Tiberius knew that magic was still used in the blighted lands, but the great powers from before the cataclysm had almost vanished forever, all because a few wizards pushed their craft too far.
The advanced spells of the Fourth Order were exponentially more difficult to wield than the one before.  Tiberius had no idea if he would ever be able to master the destruction or sealing spells, but if he could possess the Emerystone, he wouldn’t have to.  The ancient wizards had used the sealing spell to bind the powers of the most accomplished wizard of their day to the stone, allowing anyone who used it to tap into that great well of strength.  Tiberius had felt the power and the evil of the Balestone.  That magical stone was created using the Emerystone to seal the powers of another world into a gem that gave its user incredible power, but that power came at a terrible price.  It had to be destroyed, and Tiberius could only do that by using the Emerystone.  Otherwise, he risked causing another cataclysm, and that was his greatest fear.  That the magic he loved so much and had risked his life and reputation to learn really would be as horrible as the stories he’d heard so often growing up.
“I think I know what I have to do,” Tiberius said.  “But we can’t do it here.”
“Why not?” Lexi asked.
“I’m going to have to melt the box,” Tiberius said.  “And there’s too much oil in this building.  We should do it outside.”
“And away from the trees.”
“Maybe on the open path,” Tiberius suggested.
Getting to his feet was painful, and every step sent a throb of pain down his back and into his legs.  The raw skin from where the rope had slid across his back and over his shoulder burned.  But Tiberius heaved the metal box.  It was about the same weight as a large melon and slick from the oil.
“I can carry it,” Lexi offered.
“I’ve got it,” Tiberius said.  “But you can get our packs.”
She got both bags and slung one over each shoulder.  The air in the dome-shaped building seemed even more dusty and old as they left.  Tiberius wanted to walk out into the sunshine, but the exterior was just as dark as the interior.  He had to dim the magical light to avoid attracting unwanted attention from the denizens of the forest.  They walked back along the wide cobblestone path that was hidden by a the fine layer of dark soil.  When Tiberius thought they were far enough away from the dome, he set the box down.
“Well,” he said, “I think this is far enough.”
“Is what you’re doing dangerous?”
“Working any magic of the Fourth Order is dangerous,” Tiberius said.  “The magic is so strong it can be difficult to control.  I’ve grown used to wielding the basic spells, but I’m about to use one of the most powerful.  And our clothes have oil on them.  It would be better if you stood back a bit.”
Lexi nodded and slipped farther down the path, then took shelter behind a large tree trunk.  In the small amount of light Tiberius was allowing to shine, he could just see her face.  The shadows made her features stand out in contrast to her light skin.  Her short hair was disheveled, but her eyes were brimming with excitement.  Even the dark, twisted forest couldn’t make her look anything but beautiful to Tiberius.
He turned his attention back to the box.  The dull gray metal seemed to blend into the dark surroundings, but the oil shimmered, reflecting the magical light.  Tiberius hoped he could keep the light spell open while he cast the crucible spell, but the amount of strength and concentration it would take to control the powerful magic might be too much.
“If the light goes out, don’t panic,” Tiberius said.  “I’m not sure I can work both spells at the same time.”
“All right,” Lexi said.  “Be careful.  Don’t catch on fire.”
Tiberius raised his eyebrows as he realized he was just as likely to burst into flames as the box was.  He knelt down several feet from the box, staying on his knees just in case he had to move away quickly.  His back was still hurting, and he needed to neutralize the painful distraction as much as possible.  He closed his eyes and waited several moments, letting his mind and emotions settle down before beginning the spell.
“Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer,” he chanted softly.
He knew the words by heart, having memorized them long ago in Avondale.  He had soaked up the magical knowledge like a dry sponge, but he had uttered the words out loud only once before.  He immediately felt the familiar swirl of magic and the portal forming that would unleash the deadly heat.  The crucible spell was basically the same as the fire spell, only much more intense.  The heat was no longer in the form of flames, but in an intense wave.
Tiberius allowed the portal to open just slightly, barely more than a pinhole, yet the heat from the spell was so hot he broke out into an immediate sweat.  It was like stepping close to the blacksmith’s forge when the smithy was working the bellows.  The wave of heat was directed away from Tiberius and toward the metal box, which instantly burst into flames.  The oil that remained on the box flashed up, filling the path and the space between the trees with a bright orange light.
Anything combustible around the box immediately caught on fire, but it was mostly dirt, which seemed to turn to powdery ash and blow away in the wave of heat.  Tiberius kept the flow of heat steady.  The oil burned away quickly, and the top of the box began to glow.
Tiberius felt the mental strain almost immediately.  Working powerful magic was taxing on his strength, and he was soon clenching his eyes shut and straining to keep the spell going.  The light spell died, but the metal box was glowing so brightly it gave its own light to the dark forest.  The first beads of metal began to roll down the edges of the box.  Tiberius had to be careful, moving the wave of heat so that only the top of the box grew hot and melted.  There was just enough force from the spell that Tiberius could blow the melted metal backward, away from the opening he was forming.  A few white hot drops of molten metal dripped into the box, but for the most part, he was able to control how the box melted.
He pushed himself hard to melt the entire top of the metal container.  He wanted to stop when the hole was big enough for his hand to reach through, but he kept working.  He could have melted the entire box in a matter of seconds, but only by destroying it and anything it held inside.
When he finished, he fell backward.  The metal was still glowing red but not giving off much light.  The heat could still be felt, and Tiberius rolled away from the box, hoping he hadn’t damaged anything that lay inside.  Lexi came out from behind the tree and hurried to Tiberius’ side.
“Have we got any water left?” he asked.
“A little,” Lexi said.  “It has to last us until we reach the ship.”
Tiberius sipped the water, letting it soak into his parched mouth and throat.  He wanted to guzzle as much of the cool water as he could hold, but he forced himself to only drink a few swallows.  They still had a long journey back to the tunnel that led up to the war ship that would take them back to Avondale.
“Did you get the stone?” Lexi asked.
“No,” Tiberius said.  “It’s too hot to touch anything in there.”
“But you saw it,” she asked.
For the first time since they had found the dome, Tiberius smiled.  He had seen the stone.  It was small, almost the size of a peach seed, and held in place by a pile of straw, which had turned to a fine ash inside the box.  After an hour of rest, Tiberius went back to the metal container.  He had recast his light spell, and the small orb of light was hovering just over the box, shining light down into the interior.
“It’s still hot,” Lexi said.
The metal had cooled a great deal and no longer glowed, but there was enough heat coming from the box that it felt like they were standing in front of an open oven.  Tiberius emptied his pack and used the canvas to protect his hand.  He reached in and carefully retrieved the object that lay inside the container.  It was still warm, but not terribly hot.  He held it up.
“Is that a diamond?” Lexi asked.
Tiberius grinned.  “That,” he said happily, “is the Emerystone.”




Chapter 23
Rafe
From a distance, Rafe guessed the sight of the two sky ships moving slowly toward one another was inspiring.  In truth, the tension on the Avondale ship was so thick that many of the men were sweating despite the cold wind.  The captain had signaled to the king’s ship, asking for a conference.  The war ships, as Rafe and Earl Ageus had hoped, held their positions.  The king’s ship sailed forward alone, and the Avondale ship was forced to move forward into the range of the war ships’ deadly catapults.  Until the two ships came together, the earl’s ship would be in danger.  Still, the earl had ordered the captain to take his time.  The wind was blowing out of the north, forcing both ships to manipulate their sails in order to catch and use the wind to propel them forward.  After an awkward bit of sailing, the two massive ships finally came to a halt no more than forty feet apart.
The ships couldn’t ease together; their long masts protruding from either side made that impossible.  Instead, the ships swung around so that their sterns were as close as the massive balloon sails that kept them aloft would allow.  Ropes from each ship were tossed to the other and tied so that they didn’t drift apart.
“We have to be ready to sail,” the earl told the captain in a quiet voice.  “And we might be a target, so be ready.”
“Aye, my lord,” the captain said.
Rafe thought the sailor looked confident, but he couldn’t be sure that they would survive if the king’s war ships launched fire bombs their way.  The balloon sail was a huge target, and even a glancing blow could set the canvas on fire and send them plummeting thousands of feet to the ground.  He couldn’t help but wish once more that Tiberius was with them.  His friend would give them a degree of security no one else in the entire kingdom could supply.
“Let’s begin,” the earl said.
Earl Ageus was flanked by four guards as he moved to the railing at the rear of the ship.  Rafe accompanied him, as well, carrying a large shield.  If the king had treachery in mind, Rafe’s job would be to place himself and the shield between the earl and any danger.  Rafe had placed archers with fire arrows in the earl’s stateroom.  One command would send them running out with their arrows lit from braziers to fire at the king’s ship.  It would be a last-ditch effort to take the king out if something happened to their own vessel, and the thought of that made Rafe’s stomach twist furiously.
He hated the thought of being attacked with no way to strike back.  And even though the archers presented a very real threat, Rafe knew that Queen Ariel was some type of sorceress.  She could use the same spells to deflect his arrows that Tiberius had used to save the sky ship from Hamill Keep when it was under attack.
Magic was at work in the world, and it had little regard for the lives of men.  In many ways it was like a sickness, working its way through the entire realm, and Rafe fully believed that only Tiberius could stamp it out.  He didn’t fear magic the way he had been taught, the way he had before Tiberius’ healing magic had saved his life.  But he didn’t like having to plan for something he knew he couldn’t predict.  The queen—and whatever evil magic she was dabbling in—could have powers beyond his imagination.  Rafe only hoped that he could get his feet back on solid ground before he had to face that threat.
Leonosis made his father wait.  The more powerful individual always had the right to arrive later than his subject, but the wait was overly long.  Rafe would have been angered, but every moment the king delayed played into their plan.  The earl’s war band might not be strong enough to defeat the king’s army outright, but Olyva would get as many people from the city as she could.  Even if Avondale was completely destroyed, there would be a remnant of survivors left to rebuild it.
Finally the king arrived.  He was dressed in the finest clothes and surrounded by a dozen men, as well as his wife, but nothing could hide the fact that Leonosis looked horrible.  His hair was falling out, leaving bald patches around his golden crown, his body so thin that he looked like a starving man.  His belly was distended, while his chest, shoulders, and arms were little more than skin and bones.  The billowing silk garments couldn’t hide the weakness of the king’s body, yet he stood straight and strode toward the stern railing with confidence.
Rafe heard the earl’s sharp intake of breath at the sight of his son, but he didn’t speak.  His face was frozen in a frown meant to reflect his concern for Avondale.  Rafe did his best not to let his own horror show, but it was difficult.  The queen looked less than healthy herself.  When she’d come to Avondale only a few months before, she had been beautiful and vivacious; now she looked tired.  There were dark circles under her eyes, and her skin seemed pale.  She stood just behind and to one side of Leonosis, who, despite his own appearance, seemed fearless.
“Father, how good of you to welcome me,” Leonosis said.  His voice was loud and carried across from one sky ship to the other seemingly without effort.
“I would welcome you,” Earl Ageus said, “but not a fleet of war ships.”
“Ah, it is my power that you fear.”
“I don’t fear you, son.  You may be king now, but I will always be your father.”
Leonosis laughed.  Rafe had heard Tiberius’ eldest brother laugh many times.  He had been cruel when they were children, and often irreverent, but now his laughter seemed more maniacal than before.  He felt the earl stiffen slightly beside him, even though there was no motion to his body, just a tensing of the muscles that were already on edge.
“Let us dispense with the jockeying for position,” Leonosis said, once his laughter had subsided.  “I care very little how you see me, father.  Your eyesight is old and dim.  I’m here for Tiberius.”
“Your brother?” the earl said in mock surprise.  “He is not here—you banished him.”
“Do not play games with me, Father.”  Leonosis said the last word with such derision that Rafe shuddered involuntarily.  “He is in Avondale, and you are protecting him.”
“I don’t know what you are talking about and I protest you coming here with your army in tow.  Perhaps I spoiled your plans by not dying, as you and your brother Brutas wished.  Is that what this is about?  You promised Brutas my place, but my recovery has foiled your plans.”
“I do not care about Brutas,” Leonosis said coldly.
“No, you care only for yourself, but your plan to replace me was against our laws, and even kings are bound by the laws of Valana.  You cannot remove me as earl without a council of earls.  That fact remains, no matter what other treachery you have in mind.”
“Old man,” Leonosis said, “your dithering bores me.  I care nothing for who sits on the throne of Avondale.  I only want Tiberius and all his possessions.”
“He is my son,” Earl Ageus bellowed.  “I will not give him to you.”
“I am king,” Leonosis said menacingly.
“What crime has he committed?” Ageus shouted.  “Why is your brother of such importance to you now?  You cared nothing for him when you were younger.”
“Nor did you, Father,” Leonosis said.  “But we are children no longer.  I am a man and your sovereign king.  You will give him to me, or I will take him by force.”
“Tiberius has been given sanctuary in Avondale,” the earl said.
“I can see that you are harboring all sorts of unwanted riffraff these days.  Is that not Rafe Grentzson by your side?  He was banished from Avondale, along with the whore from Hamill Keep.  What is more—he is wanted for the murder of Earl Marcus, as well.  Yet I will grant him and his lover amnesty in exchange for Tiberius.”
“You are a cruel man,” Earl Ageus said.  “Rafe served me when your brother tried to have me killed.  His father gave his life for me.”
“You are stalling,” Leonosis said.
“Fine, I will give you what you ask, but let me bring him to you.  I do not want the greatest city in Valana surrounded by your ghastly ships of war.”
“See that you bring him quickly,” Leonosis threatened.  “And all that he possesses.  Or else my ships of war will descend on your city like carrion birds feasting on the dead.”
The threat was clear, and Rafe’s fury boiled within him, but he didn’t move.  He couldn’t reach Leonosis at any rate and he knew that the entire war band would be looking to him soon.  He needed to set an example of discipline in the face of almost certain death, not foolish anger over insults and posturing.
“It is late,” the earl said.  “I will bring him to you tomorrow.”
For the first time, a look of uncertainty crossed Leonosis’ face.  Rafe wanted to cheer, not because they had scored a perceived victory, but because their adversary had shown weakness.  It was nothing more than a seam in Leonosis’ armor, but Rafe knew that if there was one weakness, there would be others.  Whatever was happening with Leonosis, Rafe was confident that Tiberius could defeat him.
“If you are not sailing by first light,” Leonosis threatened, “I will take your city from you.  If you resist, I shall destroy everything you love.”
He raised his hand in a dismissive gesture and turned away.  It was a common sight, one person ending a conversation as if they were too busy or important to be bothered any longer.  Rafe started to relax, but then he saw the ropes that bound the two ships together burst into flames.  The fire started in the center of the ropes, between both ships, and his eyes grew wide as the thick ropes were parted in seconds.  Rafe doubted that a strong man with an axe could have cut them any faster.
Queen Ariel had waited until after Leonosis stalked away, watching their reaction.  Rafe heard her cackling gleefully at the look of surprise and fear on the faces of the men at the stern of the ship.
“Let’s go!” the earl barked, but his face seemed pale to Rafe.
They followed the earl back around his stateroom and up the massive staircase that led to the command deck.  The earl waved at the captain, who began barking orders to the sailors, who jogged out onto the thick masts and shimmied across the rigging like human spiders, releasing the sails and moving the ship slowly back toward Avondale.
“Well,” Earl Ageus said quietly to Rafe, “we have one night to prepare.  Let us hope it is enough.”
“And that Tiberius is almost home,” Rafe added.




Chapter 24
Tiberius
They walked for what seemed like hours, but Tiberius knew that his longing to explore the Emerystone’s powers was making every minute seem like an eternity.  His aching muscles didn’t help matters.  Night and day were the same at the bottom of the twisted forest, but luckily their trek to the dome had been marked in the soft, loamy soil, so with only a tiny amount of light at their feet, they were able to retrace their steps.
All around them were dark trunks and huge, uprooted stumps that seemed like gnarled, deformed hands reaching for them out of the darkness.  Tiberius longed for light almost as much as he wanted water and rest.  He was exhausted, but the stone was still warm—he could feel it in the bottom of his pack that was slung over his good shoulder.
Stamina had never been Tiberius’ strong suit.  He was hurting and tired, but he kept plodding on, anxious to be out of the forest and headed back to Avondale.  He had no idea what was happening to the city he thought of as home or to the people he loved so much there, but he was afraid they needed him, and that fear gave him the strength to keep walking.
“How are you holding up?” Lexi asked.
“I’m fine,” Tiberius said, his voice hoarse from his dry throat.
“You don’t sound fine,” Lexi said.  “We don’t have to keep going.  You can rest.”
“I don’t want to rest,” Tiberius said.  “Besides, the stone is still too hot to handle.”
“The stone will be waiting for you after you get some rest,” Lexi said.  “I can tell you’re hurting.  Please, just stop and sit with me for a while.”
“Only if you’re tired,” Tiberius said.
In truth, his whole body was crying out for rest, but he felt selfish resting when his friends could be in danger.  He could rest on the ship if they could just make it back up the tunnel and get onboard.
“I am tired,” Lexi said.  “We can take shelter there, against the ruins.”
Lexi pointed.  It was difficult to see anything beyond the small circle of light near their feet.  Tiberius kept the floating sphere of light close to the ground so that it wouldn’t attract other animals.  They could hear other creatures in the darkness, but he guessed that most were small by the sounds they made.  They had heard some animals of size on their trek, but those creatures were aways moving away from the light, which was a relief to Tiberius.  He didn’t want to have come so far only to be eaten by a giant squirrel or some mutated woodchuck.
Tiberius could see what looked like the remains of a building.  Two stone walls came together, forming an L-shaped corner, but the rest of the building was gone.  His will wanted to push on, but his body refused.
“Okay,” he said.  “Just for a little while.”
Lexi led the way.  She used her foot to brush away the fallen leaves and built-up debris in the small nook.  Tiberius was dirty; he could feel the grime on his skin and tasted the salt of sweat on his lips as his dry tongue raked across them hoping to coax a little moisture out of his parched mouth.  Ti sat down, marveling at how good it felt to be off his feet.  He hugged his pack, which was full of climbing supplies and the Emerystone.  Lexi pulled out the canteen and handed it to Tiberius.  His hands shook as he tipped the container up, letting the water flow into his mouth.  The canteen was almost empty, and he only drank two swallows before handing it to Lexi.  His whole body craved more water, but he refused to drink more than his share.  He knew he would be weak no matter what, but Lexi didn’t have to be dehydrated on top of everything else they were facing.
“You hungry?” she asked, holding out a strip of the dried meat.
Tiberius knew he didn’t have enough moisture in his mouth to soften the tough meat, and the salt would only make him even more thirsty.
“No thanks,” he said.
He forced himself to stay awake while Lexi ate a small strip of meat and drank some more water.  He didn’t want to fall asleep and leave her in the darkness before she was ready to sleep.
“I can keep watch while you rest,” she offered generously.
“There’s no need,” Tiberius said.  “It’s too dark to see anything.  We should both sleep, then we can get the hell out of this place.”
“Okay,” Lexi said.
He could hear the smile in her voice.  He liked making her happy, and it gave him a thrill when she snuggled against his shoulder.  He let go of the light spell, watching as the tiny sphere winked out of existence.  The mental effort it took to keep the spell going was the last part of him to relax, and he fell asleep almost instantly.
He had no idea how long he’d been asleep, but his whole body ached from sitting in one position.  Lexi was beside him but curled on the ground, using her pack as a pillow.  Tiberius ran his hand over the pack and felt no heat.  The stone had fully cooled, and he could handle it now, but his back was hurting too bad, and his legs were both numb.
He slumped over, still hugging the pack and waiting as his legs and backside tingled with the return of blood into his stiff extremities.  The wait took longer than he expected, and he fell asleep, even though he didn’t mean to.  When he woke up again, it was his neck that was aching.  He rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself up onto his knees.  His back ached, and the rope burn seemed to hurt even worse.  It was like an open wound, but he knew there was nothing he could do about it.
Then suddenly he realized the cramping muscles and rope burn weren’t a result of the Balestone.  He should be able to heal himself and he had let that fact slip his mind.
“Fulsi,” he said, conjuring the light spell.
He checked on Lexi, who was still sleeping soundly.  There was barely enough water for each of them to have a drink, but Tiberius knew he needed the water desperately.  He took two tiny sips, then recorked the canteen, leaving the rest for Lexi.
Tiberius wasn’t sure if he should use the spell for healing burns or cuts to deal with the raw strip of skin across his back and over his shoulder.  He decided to start with the spell for lacerations and simply let his magic explore his body.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” he chanted softly.
It was harder to conjure the healing magic than he remembered.  It was as if the positive, life-giving energy that he normally felt when he cast a healing spell was somehow absent on the bottom of the twisted forest.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” he continued to chant as his mind’s focus shifted to the magic slowly working its way into his body.  The rope burn wasn’t a deep wound.  It affected several layers of skin but caused no damage to the muscle underneath.  The aching muscles in his back were a different story.  Unable to heal his back magically, the wound left by the Balestone was slowly being dealt with by his body’s natural healing abilities.  Tiberius could feel the fluid that had saturated the torn tissue all around the small void in his back.  Other muscles were overworked to make up for the wound, and everything was knotted and cramped.
His mind focused the healing power first on the rope burns.  His chant changed to incorporate the burn-mending spell.
“Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he said.  Immediately his pain doubled.  The scorching ache than ran up his back and across his shoulder intensified so much he felt tears stinging his eyes, even though they were closed tight.  Fortunately the pain began to dissipate almost as soon as it started.  Tiberius focused on the burn until it was gone completely.  Then he turned his attention to the muscles in his back.
There wasn’t a spell to relax muscles specifically, and any magic that Tiberius worked in the area of his back wound that was caused by the Balestone was completely ineffective.  The evil talisman had left traces of magic that refused to be touched by the bright, life-giving magic of the First Order.  Still, Tiberius did his best to bring himself some relief.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” he whispered in the darkness.
The spell to heal internal bleeding also seemed to work on the buildup of fluid and antibodies that were cramping his back muscles.  He let the healing magic flow.  It was slower than he expected, and the stream of Sana Magus was thin, almost a trickle, but Tiberius’ will to heal himself was strong.  The magic was scarce, but at the same time, it seemed to be drawn to Tiberius.
After a while he felt better, at least as good as he had felt before starting their journey into the twisted forest.  He was still painfully thirsty, his body still weak, but the pain was minimal, and he could move freely again.  He sat up and looked around their tiny camp.  It was so gloomy that he felt an almost physical depression trying to pin down his emotions, but Tiberius refused to be negative.  He had the Emerystone and he was finally going to explore the stone’s magnificent power.
He opened his pack and rummaged through it for a few moments.  He had to remove most of the contents just to reach the stone.  But finally it lay in the open pack before him.  The light from the Fulsi spell shone down onto what appeared to be a very large diamond.  Gemstones were rare in the nine cities; most had been brought to the high places when the citizens had fled the cataclysm long ago.  Only Rosslyton in the east mined gems, but there were no diamonds in the deep mines.  Tiberius guessed the old wizards had used a diamond because it was the most valuable and strongest of all the stones.  Even the crucible spell, which could melt stone and metal, would not harm a diamond.  The power of the Emerystone seemed to glow and flash in the small magical light that Tiberius conjured.
He reached out his hand to pick the stone up and felt a shock when his fingers touched the gem’s surface.  The Balestone had seemed powerful, even sentient at times. He could hear the voices of the Balestone and their longing for power.  When he touched it, it was like a small part of his mind connected with the ancient beings sealed in the Balestone.  Tiberius hadn’t known what to expect from the Emerystone, but it didn’t have the same urge to connect with him as the Balestone.  In many ways it seemed like a simple gemstone, but when he touched the stone, his mind was consumed with a vision.
Light suddenly assaulted him from every side, but the light was warm, reassuring, and even comforting.  He didn’t have to squint or shade his eyes.  The filth from the forest floor was gone, and Tiberius felt a wonderful sense of euphoria.  He wanted to bask in the wondrous light forever and didn’t even notice the two beings who came to speak with him until they were standing right in front of him.
“Oh, hello,” he said, getting hastily to his feet.
“Welcome, wizard,” said one of the beings.
Tiberius couldn’t really make out their features.  They wore long robes that were so white they reflected the glorious light.  Their faces were shining and seemed happy, their hair was like snow, and their voices were so kind Tiberius felt tears once again stinging his eyes.  He had never felt so welcome, so completely accepted, in his life.
“You have discovered the Emerystone,” said the other being.
“I have,” Tiberius said happily.
“You should be very proud.  You are a master of the Fourth Order now and fit to lead the Orders into a new age.”
“I … I…” Tiberius wanted to say that he was thankful, but he felt a sudden sense of shame.  The beings had called him a master of the Fourth Order, but that wasn’t the case.  He didn’t even know the Second or Third Orders.  He had broken the cardinal rule of the Four Orders by jumping ahead.  It wasn’t completely his fault, but he wasn’t sure what to say.
“Do not be troubled,” said the first being.  “There is no judgement here.”
“I’m afraid I’m not a true master,” Tiberius said.  “There is so much I don’t know.”
“Our wisdom was doomed,” said the second being.
“We knew much would be lost,” said the first.  “But we always believed that you would come.  That is why we created the trials.  Only a master of the Fourth Order could retrieve the stone.  And you must use your knowledge and skill to rediscover what was lost.  Set the course for future generations of wizards to find their way back to a full knowledge of the Four Orders.  That is your destiny now.”
“And I’m to use the power of the Emerystone?” Tiberius asked.
“There is no power in the stone beyond what you see here,” said the second being.
“The Fourth Order of magic is much too formidable to be harnessed and controlled,” said the first being.  “Our mistake was in fashioning the stone.  Power must be earned, otherwise it will be taken for granted.”
“Or abused,” said the second being.
“The power that was once held by the great wizard Emery is no more.  We have seen to that.  This stone will from now on be simply a gemstone.  Its only power will be the great wealth it will bestow you.  Use it to further your understanding of magic and ensure that magic benefits all mankind.”
“But there are no more wizards,” Tiberius said.  “And the world is on the brink of disaster.”
“Then use your skills to save it,” they said in unison.
Tiberius was speechless for a moment.  He looked down at his hands, which were dark with dirt.  He held the stone in his hands—the diamond seemed to capture the pure, warm light.  When Tiberius looked up again, the two beings were gone, and the light faded away.  He sat blinking back tears in the darkness.  He had come so far and been through so much, only to discover that the Emerystone was nothing but a diamond.  It held no power.
“What’s wrong?” Lexi asked.
The tiny light was still glowing, and she sat up, rubbing her eyes.
“Tiberius?”
“It’s useless,” he said.
“What is?” Lexi asked.
“The Emerystone,” Tiberius explained.  “It has no power.”
“What?  Why would anyone go to the trouble of hiding it if it was powerless?”
“It contained a message,” Tiberius said.
“What message.”
“I saw two beings.  It think they were wizards from before the cataclysm.”
“You saw them?”
“It was like a vision,” Tiberius said.  “Anyway, they told me I was to restore the Four Orders of magic.”
“Okay…”
“But I can’t, Lexi.  I’m a fraud.  I skipped the Second and Third Order.  That part of the book was destroyed.”
“But you can do amazing things, Ti.”
“I can do some things,” he agreed.  “But I’m no master wizard, and this entire trip was a complete waste of time.”
“So what do we do now?” Lexi asked.
“We have to get back to Avondale and get the Balestone back.  Before my brother gets it.”




Chapter 25
Olyva
It was simple luck that the site Olyva had found was on the eastern side of the mountain.  Other mountains surrounded Mount Avondale, and the fleet from Sparlan Citadel was approaching from the north.  The captain on the Hamill Keep sky ship was crafty.  After unloading the cargo that had been hastily loaded onto the ship and after the soldiers set to guard the cargo had disembarked, he sailed out away from the mountain and brought the large ship slowly up through the mist.
The night was dark, and the ship rose slowly and silently, leaving the bank of fog and hovering just above it.  They had expected to see the fleet from the capital surrounding Avondale, and the captain wasn’t going to risk his ship trying to approach a city that was under siege, but the fleet of war ships were stationed so far on the other side of the city that they were out of sight.  He brought the ship in low, using the mist and the city’s huge walls to hide the massive vessel.  Only the huge balloon sail and the command deck rose above the mist.  Lines were dropped from the bow to gauge the room between the hull and the mountain.  When they were only two dozen paces above the sloping mountainside, the stairs were lowered, and the sailors poured out onto the ground.
More ropes were dropped from all around the ship, which the sailors held fast to keep the ship from drifting into the mountain.  Only then did the captain rouse Olyva.
“My lady,” he said, waking Olyva from a troubled sleep.  “It’s time.  We’re in position and close to Avondale.  The king’s ships haven’t come around the city yet.”
Olyva had a struggle to wake up.  She was completely exhausted and had to force herself up and onto her feet.  She thanked the captain and went down to the ship’s hold as quickly as possible.  Her bare feet rubbed against the rough wooden steps but made no sound.  Her whole body ached, and her stomach felt sour.  She knew she needed sleep, but there was simply no time to rest.  Rafe, the earl, and the entire city were waiting on her.  Depending on her, really.
“You be careful, my lady,” said the sailor who was stationed at the set of ropes that worked the massive wooden staircase.
“Thank you,” she said, trying to smile.
She stopped once she was on the ground, letting her feet dig into the rocky soil.  She had a canteen of water, which she unstoppered and poured over her feet.  The water was cool, much like the night air.  Olyva filled her lungs to capacity and let her toes soak in as much water as possible.  Then she set off.
She was still tired, and the climb wasn’t easy, but she quickly passed out of the mist, and the massive city walls came into sight.  She could see the soldiers keeping watch.  They had spotted the sky ship and were waiting for Olyva.  She walked as quickly as she could around the wall toward the northern gate, but Rafe met her before she arrived.  He was already leading the people out to meet her.
“You made it,” he said with a sigh of relief.  “There isn’t much time before dawn, and I was beginning to worry.”
“The captain is cautious,” Olyva said.  “But the ship isn’t far.  We can load the children and elderly onboard before we climb down.”
“You won’t need to,” Rafe said.  “There aren’t enough people leaving the city.  There will be more than enough room on the sky ship for the entire group.”
“Really?” Olyva asked.  “Surely they saw the king’s fleet.”
“They did, and we sent word that the king would most likely attack the city, but most of the citizens are convinced that Earl Ageus is committing treason.  They think he should just turn Tiberius over to Leonosis.  Some are protesting outside the earl’s palace right now, but I’ve got plenty of armed soldiers in the palace to prevent them from doing anything stupid.”
“So there will be a fight?” Olyva asked.
“It’s unavoidable,” Rafe said.  “I know that we had hoped Tiberius would make it back, but even if he did, it would only move the location of the battle.”
“You’ll be fighting,” Olyva said, trying to wrap her tired mind around the fact that she might lose Rafe forever.
“I’ll be leading the troops,” Rafe said.  “The commander doesn’t fight unless things get really dire.”
“But things will get dire, won’t they?”
“Only if Tiberius doesn’t get back soon,” Rafe said honestly.  “I don’t want you to worry.”
“That’s impossible.”
“I mean it—we have a good plan, and we aren’t taking any chances.  Leonosis wants Ti alive.  I could see it in his eyes when we met with him earlier.”
“You saw him?” Olyva asked.  “Was he possessed?”
“He looked horrible.  Your father had dead eyes, but otherwise he looked healthy.  Leonosis looks like a starving man in the king’s royal robes.  But he was very much alive, and he’s desperate to get Tiberius.”
“And the Balestone?”
“Yes,” Rafe said.  “I’m quite certain that’s what he really wants.  I don’t think he’ll destroy the city, otherwise he’ll risk killing Tiberius.  My guess is he’ll send his troops in.  It will be bloody for certain, but we’ll have the advantage.  We know the city so we’ll fight in the spots where we have the greatest advantage.  It will be a delaying strategy, and who knows?  Leonosis might even just lay siege to the city and try to wait us out.”
“I want you to come to me,” Olyva said.
“I will,” he said.  “Nothing could keep me away, I swear it.”
“I’ll be waiting, always.”
There was only time for one passionate kiss, then the crowd was passing them by, wandering in the dark.  Olyva slipped from Rafe’s warm embrace and hurried to show the evacuees the way to the ship.  The line of people was long, and most were very poor.  The wealthier citizens had opted to stay in their sturdy homes and protect their treasures.  Olyva could feel the mountain tensing, like a wild animal gathering itself before leaping to attack its prey.  She was certain the mountain would erupt; it was only a matter of time.  If the king’s army didn’t destroy the city, the mountain would.
Once she had led the line of people to the ship, she hurried back along the band of frightened refugees, waiting to make sure everyone could find their way to the Hamill Keep sky ship.  Desyra was one of the last people to come.  Her eyes were swollen, and her face was red.  Even in the darkness, Olyva could tell her youngest sister had been weeping.
“What’s wrong?” Olyva asked her, falling in to walk down the mountain with her sister.
“Mother won’t come,” Desyra said.  “She’s hurt, and so is Frezya.  Cassandra died.”
“I’m so sorry,” Olyva said, feeling a sudden pang of guilt.
“Mother said it was your fault.  She blamed it all on you.”
“I know,” Olyva said.  “I’m sorry.”
“Did Rafe really kill Cassandra?” Desyra asked, stopping and staring up at Olyva with tear-filled eyes.
For a moment Olyva wasn’t sure what to say.  She didn’t want Desyra to hate her or Rafe, yet her mother and sisters had attacked her.  Their anger and jealousy had driven them mad, but Olyva's innocent, trusting baby sister still loved them.  Truth was the best option, she realized.  The world was about to become a difficult place for Desyra, but shielding her from the harshness would not help her.
“Yes,” Olyva said.  “He did it to protect me.  Mother has lost her way.”
“How could he?” Desyra cried.  “How could he do that?”
“They attacked us.  Did mother tell you that?  Did she tell you that Frezya wounded Rafe?  Or that Cassandra was dragging me down the stairs by my hair?  Lives were at stake, Desyra.  It’s terrible that things got so ugly so fast, but we gave them every opportunity to leave peacefully.  Now, you must deal with your grief and overcome it.  Hurting for your family is not a bad thing, but you cannot let it keep you from facing the hardships that lie ahead.  There are hundreds of people boarding the sky ship, and they will all be looking to us to help them adjust.  We have to be strong—that’s what Father would do.”
“Oh, Olyva, if only he were here, I know that none of this would have happened.”
“You’re right.  He was our protector, but now he’s gone, and it’s up to us to take care of ourselves.  We can’t make Mother or Frezya do the right thing.  We can only encourage them and hope for them.”
“And pray for them,” Desyra said.
“That’s right.  We can pray for them.  But we are only responsible for our own actions.  Do you understand?”
“I think so,” the young girl said.
“Good, because I think you’re going to be a very important woman someday.  Perhaps an earl’s wife, or possibly even queen.”
“Really?  You think I could be Queen of Valana?”
Olyva felt a flicker of doubt—not about her sister, but for the future of Valana.  Desyra could be anything she wanted to be, Olyva had no doubt about that, but there might not be a Valana for anyone to rule.
“Yes,” Olyva said.  “You would make a wonderful queen.  But no matter what you become, remember that our first duty is to care for the people around us.”
“Just like Father always did.”
“Yes, if you are anything like Father, you will be a great woman someday.”
Desyra seemed in better spirits as they boarded the ship and gave the all-clear for the captain and his crew to sail away from the city.  Most of the people stayed on the lower decks, but Olyva and Desyra went up to the command deck.  The sun was just rising behind them, casting golden rays of wondrous light onto Avondale.  Olyva was struck by the incredible beauty of the city.  It was truly a marvel, she thought.  Then they sunk back down into the mists that covered the blighted lands, and Olyva wondered if she would ever see Avondale again.




Chapter 26
Rafe
Rafe stood on the wall and watched the sky ship sink down into the mists.  He felt as if it were an omen.  His greatest love was on the ship, and watching it slowly disappear into the blighted lands sent a cold shudder straight through him.
The sun was just beginning to rise, and that meant that the earl’s plan would soon be in full swing.  Rafe had no part in what he knew would only be the first volley.  He turned and watched as the sky ship from Avondale unfurled its sails and set out across the sky toward the fleet of war ships.  It was a gutsy move on the earl’s part, one that was sure to merely poke the bear and start a fight they were certain to lose if Tiberius didn’t return, but the earl was convinced that if he could make Leonosis angry, the new king and his sorceress queen would focus their attention on Avondale, giving the refugees a chance to survive whatever happened in the city.
Rafe took a moment to think about Tiberius.  His friend, the earl’s third son, once considered nothing but a waste of space, was now their only hope.  Rafe believed in Tiberius, he had seen Ti do things that boggled his mind, yet finding another magical stone somewhere in the blighted lands seemed impossible.  He couldn’t imagine that Tiberius would make it back to Avondale before they were all killed, and even if he did, Rafe doubted that he would be in possession of a magical talisman that would save them all.  Rafe knew that, no matter what, a lot of people were going to die, and even though he was a warrior, trained all his life for battle, the thought of the senseless killing made him ill.
He walked up to the rooftop of the palace where the earl was watching with several of the officers that were in charge of the soldiers in the palace.  They watched with grim fascination as the sky ship sailed toward the fleet.
“And so it begins,” the earl said calmly when Rafe arrived.
“Everything is ready, my lord,” Rafe said.
“I have no doubts.  What chance do you give my plan?”
“Not much, I’m afraid,” Rafe said.  “Even if your scheme is successful, there are simply too many ships and too many men to stop if they are intent on taking the city.”
“Sometimes victory isn’t defeating your opponent,” Earl Ageus said.  “We don’t have to beat Leonosis in a fair fight—we only need to distract him, to keep him busy until Tiberius arrives.”
“And if he doesn’t arrive?”
“Well, then Leonosis won’t find him here, will he?  Either way, we win.”
“He’ll take his fury out on the city,” Rafe said.
“Perhaps, but cities can be rebuilt.  Besides, your wife is convinced the volcano is going to erupt, and with all the tremors we’ve felt, it’s hard to doubt her.”
Rafe wanted to share the earl’s sense of optimism, even if it was fake.  Earl Ageus was different now.  Before his illness, the earl had been gruff, demanding, and certainly not merciful.  The city had been the symbol of his pride.  He was the earl of the grandest city in the kingdom.  There were other wealthy cities and cities with essential resources that could be found nowhere else in Valana, but Avondale had more than any of the others.  Being the ruler of Avondale gave Ageus a prestige that the other earls could only envy.  Even the king’s own fortress was a grim abode compared to the beauty and grandeur of Avondale.
Yet now, Earl Ageus acted as if the city were easily replaceable.  He was open to ideas other than his own, more patient than Rafe had ever imagined he could be, and even encouraging.  Perhaps Tiberius’ spell had done more than just heal the man or give him a newfound appreciation for life.  It was as if the earl had been living for just such a time as this, and he was thrilled to not have missed it.
The conversation died down as the magnificent sky ship from Avondale approached the ships of the king’s fleet.  From the top of the palace roof, Rafe and the other men were forced to use powerful telescopes to see what would happen.  The sky ship had taken in sail as it approached the fleet, slowing its progress, which was certainly expected.  Leonosis would think that Tiberius was on the sky ship.  He might even be lulled in close to Avondale’s vessel, which was loaded with firebombs and sailed by a tiny fraction of the crew.
“There goes Captain Oliss,” Earl Ageus said excitedly.
Rafe saw what looked like a tiny calypso dropping rapidly from the rear of the sky ship.  The small vessel had just enough hylum in one small sail to keep it from crashing, but only after the crew who had abandoned the sky ship tossed the ballast overboard to lighten the small craft.  It was a risky plan indeed but it seemed to be working.  The calypso disappeared into the mists, and then all eyes were back on the sky ship as it drifted closer and closer to the fleet.
The men in Avondale were too far away to hear the explosion of the sky ship immediately.  But they saw the ship blast apart in a fury of flaming debris.  The burning chunks of wood that had once been the most opulent vessel in Valana should have shot out in every direction.  Any piece of the flaming debris, all of it soaked in oil to ensure that it caught fire when the bombs exploded, should have damaged the ships they hit.  Even a small chunk of burning wood could have easily burned through the balloon sails and sent dozens of ships falling from the sky.  But the explosion was somehow contained.  The ship blew apart, the wood and flames flying in all direction, but only for a short distance.  It was almost as if the ship had exploded inside a bubble that contained the fury of the ship’s great sacrifice.  None of the debris touched the king’s fleet.  Not one of Leonosis’ vessels was damaged.
“I can’t believe it,” Earl Ageus said.
“Damn!” was all Rafe could utter.
The entire group of men on the rooftop were shocked.  And almost immediately they could see the sails of the war ships unfurling.  The fleet was setting sail once again, and nothing could stop them from converging on Avondale.
“Well, that didn’t work,” Earl Ageus said angrily.  “We’ll have to fight the bastards now for sure.”
“We’re ready,” Rafe said.
“We’ll have to be.”
The next half hour was a flurry of work for Rafe.  The city was too large to defend, so all the troops were pulled back to man the two large gatehouses and the wall on the palace side.  Paladins and soldiers took up positions in the city itself, mostly in the sturdiest of the stone buildings.  When the king’s soldiers arrived, they would take to the streets and fight in small bands, focusing on tight spaces where they wouldn’t easily be overrun.
Leonosis spread his fleet wide, the war ships sailing to the north and south of the city so that it was completely surrounded.  It took nearly two hours for the ships to take their places around the city walls and just out of range of the war ships’ catapults.  Leonosis was no fool; he must have assumed his father would train the ballistae on his ships, so he kept them back, letting the threat of their massed firepower weigh heavy on everyone’s mind.
In the streets, the citizens were near panic.  Most of the city had decided to stay in their homes, fearing that some treachery was in the works.  Rumors of the dangers down in the blighted lands swirled like leaves on an autumn breeze, and Rafe assumed that most of the people thought they were being tricked into leaving the city.  Now, with the tremors continuing to shake the mountain and the king’s war ships surrounding the city, they realized their mistake.  Many began to gather at the northern gate, but the gates were shut and barred with heavy steel.  The soldiers ignored their cries for help, and any that tried to force their way into the gatehouse were quickly dissuaded from such foolish notions.
Rafe was high on the watchtower, waiting with flags to signal the troops manning the ballistae and the catapults that had been built just for this battle.  Leonosis had the upper hand.  He had more troops, and they were mobile, but attacking a fortified city was always a difficult task.  Had it not been for Leonosis believing that Tiberius was in the city, he could have sailed high over the fortified town and rained down bombs all across Avondale.  Instead, they positioned their ships more like a siege while Leonosis sailed around the city, looking for the weakest point.
“He’ll drop bombs on the walls,” said the soldier who was with Rafe.  He was an older man, one Rafe knew his father had trusted, even though he was only an enlisted man and not an officer.
“We’ve anticipated that,” Rafe said.  “Everyone knows what to do.”
“He could land all his troops on that far wall,” the soldier said in his gravelly voice.
“He could, but he’ll think its a trap.”
“It is a trap.  We get his men out of those war ships and into the city, we’ll cut them to pieces.”
“So let’s hope he takes the bait.”
“The sooner the better, if you ask me.  I’ve been waiting nearly thirty years to be in a real fight.”
“Thirty years?” Rafe asked.
“That’s right.  Joined the earl’s war band after failing as a blacksmith’s apprentice and discovering that working in the earl’s fields all day wasn’t for me.  I’d rather live a short, eventful life than toil away year after year scratching a living out of the dirt.  I guess the joke’s on me, though.  I’ve lived longer than I ever thought I would when I joined.”
“What made you stay in service?” Rafe asked.
“What else was I going to do?  Besides, your father needed me.  Most of those officers he had to deal with didn’t know anything about soldiering.  I may not have had a fancy uniform, but your father knew who led the men when it really counted.”
“Well I for one am glad you’re with us.”
“I’m glad too.  I saw your father fight duels and I’ve had more training exercises than I can stand, but this will be my first real fight.  This will be the first time I’ve ever really been put to the test.”
“Aren’t you scared?”
“Only thing that scares me is finding out after all these years that I’m a coward.  If I die fighting, I’ll be a happy man.”
“I’ve fought,” Rafe said.  “Duels and some skirmishes down in the blighted lands.  It all goes back to the training.  There’s terror at first, then just a huge sense of relief once the fighting actually starts.  Your fears vanish like smoke once you realize that your body knows what to do.  Your mind and body react to the fighting, not your fears.”
“I thought I’d get my chance when you and your father raided those two war ships,” the soldier complained.  “I climbed the ladder so fast I was out of breath by the time I reached the deck of the first ship and you had all those soldiers cornered.  I ran to the other ship, thinking I would test my mettle, but your damn father had all those soldiers licked, too.  I was the third man up after your father, and I still missed my chance.”
“He was a hell of a fighter,” Rafe said.  “So fast.”
“Fast and smart, but then so are you.  Me, I’m just a slash-and-hack man.  I wouldn’t know what to do with a fancy sword like that,” he said, waving at Rafe's rapier.  “Still can’t believe he’s gone.  I keep expecting to hear him shouting at me for something I forgot.”
“I would do anything to have him here with us now.”
“He is,” the old soldier said.  “I see him when I look at you.  I hear him in your voice.  He would have done everything just the way you did.  Hell, I’d even be here on this tower with him.  You could have picked anyone, but you chose me.”
“I appreciate that,” Rafe said, his eyes welling with tears.
He looked away so that the soldier wouldn’t see how emotional he felt.  The tension of the battle was making him feel weak and weepy.  He didn’t like the anticipation and wished that something would just happen so that the fighting would start and he could vent his frustration and grief on someone.
Then, almost as if Rafe had wished it into existence, the wall on the far side of the city, almost directly opposite of the palace, suddenly exploded inward.  There was no fire, no rain of siege weaponry tearing the wall down, just a sudden and powerful crash that left a gaping hole in the wall.
“My god in heaven,” said the soldier.  “What could have caused that?  I didn’t see anything.”
“It was magic,” Rafe said.  “It’s the one thing we can’t fight on our own.  Tiberius, where the hell are you?”




Chapter 27
Lexi
They found the tunnel that led up and out of the forest, but getting back up the thick tree trunks was difficult.  Lexi was exhausted, and even though there were plenty of hand- and footholds, she had to force herself to keep moving.  Tiberius, on the other hand, was unstoppable.  He didn’t rest, even though she could see in his movements that he was just as tired as she was.  What was worse, he wouldn’t talk to her.  He responded when she asked him a direct question, but his answers were short, his voice emotionless.  She wasn’t sure what had happened when he touched the Emerystone, but she knew it had frightened him.
The climb back up through the gnarled trees was strenuous.  They had run out of water, and it seemed to Lexi like her throat was full of dust, dirt, and tree bark.  Swallowing was painful, and she couldn’t keep from chewing her tongue.  Eventually they saw light far above them, and Lexi felt a glimmer of hope.  She didn’t know what would happen in the days ahead, but she knew there was rest and comfort in the war ship that was waiting for their return.
“How much farther?” she asked, still in shock that she was more tired than Tiberius.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Lexi looked up.  There were no leaves on the twisted branches, the canopy overhead was made up of barren branches, and judging the distance they had to climb was almost impossible.  To Lexi, it felt like the tunnel would never end.  The gloom around them was growing lighter, and she could make out darker shapes among the shadows.
“Can we stop for a minute?” Lexi asked.
Her hands were raw from the rough bark on the trees, and her legs burned with the effort she exerted as she climbed.  She was strong, but the darkness and lack of water were taking a heavy toll.  She never thought she would hate the darkness, but her adventures with Tiberius across the blighted lands had changed her.  She wasn’t just a survivor anymore.  She didn’t need darkness to hide in, nor did she feel the need to keep her distance from the people around her.  All she wanted was for Tiberius to confide in her, but after their conversation in the camp—which seemed like years ago to Lexi, even though she knew it had only been a few hours previous—he refused to talk.  He was angry, and she couldn't understand that.  She was so proud of what he’d accomplished.  Getting the Emerystone had been the caper of all capers.  Not even Lexi could have taken it without his powerful magic.  And he had been incredibly strong, too, holding her with the rope and pulling her back up all by himself.  She wanted to praise his amazing feat, to revel in their success, but he wouldn’t hear it.  The Emerystone had no power, and he felt betrayed.
They rested, but Tiberius didn’t talk to her.  He looked up, and then he looked back down the tunnel, as if he expected something to come chasing after them if they didn’t get to the top fast enough.  She was more than ready to get out of the forest, but for different reasons than Tiberius.  He wanted to get back to Avondale and to find a way to stop his brother from destroying the kingdom.  She just wanted to eat and sleep.
“Let’s get going,” he said.
He didn’t wait for Lexi to agree, and she made a face at him behind his back.  She didn’t like being left out of his thoughts and plans.  But she knew what it was like to be angry, to feel betrayed, so she gave him the space she knew he needed.
As the light around them grew brighter, Lexi’s spirits rose.  She could see light shining though the boughs above them, and the feeling of being close to the top of the tree tunnel gave her a boost of confidence.  Tiberius was climbing faster, too; they were grunting, and Lexi felt sweat rolling down the back of her neck, but she didn’t care.  She just wanted out of the darkness, out of the twisted trees and dirt and the constant smell of decay.
She reached her hand out for a thin branch that curved across the tunnel, but as soon as her hand touched it, she knew she was in trouble.  She tried to recoil, but the brown snake was too fast.  It coiled around her arm, its body so strong that Lexi’s cry of surprise soon turned into a wail of agony.  She felt as if the creature were going to pull her arm out of its socket.
The snake—if that’s really what the beast was—had skin that, in the shadowy canopy of the twisted forest, looked exactly like the brown, rugged tree bark.  Lexi fought to pull herself away from the creature, leaning back dangerously over the chasm below, but another coil shot out and wrapped around one leg.
“Lexi!” Tiberius shouted.
The light from his simple illumination spell flared brightly, and Lexi had to close her eyes.  Another coil shot out and encircled Lexi’s waist.  It slithered up her midsection and across her chest.  The coils squeezed so tightly that Lexi couldn’t breathe.  Her screams were cut off, and she felt an awful pain in her back as her lungs burned and her vision swam.
The forest was dark all around her, but Lexi thought she saw two black eyes staring at her.  They weren’t round, but slivers of oblivion that seemed to call out to her soul.  She felt an icy gust of terror and heard Tiberius screaming from somewhere above her.
Specula Fulsi!
She knew she was losing touch with reality.  Not even Tiberius’ words made sense.  It was just gibberish to her.  She could hear a hissing noise, and the pain was getting worse.  She caught sight of a gaping maw, dripping with clear, viscous fluids.  There were no teeth, just a dripping beak-like pincer that was open wide in greedy anticipation.
Specula Fulsi!
The hissing grew louder, and Lexi smelled a horrible stench.  The coils tightened, and Lexi saw bright spots floating in the dark forest.  She was on the verge of passing out when the creature relaxed its hold on her.  Lexi took in a deep breath of air, and her vision snapped back into focus.  She saw what looked to her like a wand of light coming from above her.  The light touched the thick coils around her leg, and the tough, scaly hide blistered then split apart.
Lexi was hanging over the chasm, suspended by one arm that was still held fast in the creature’s tentacle.  The fear, fatigue, and lack of oxygen that had paralyzed her just moments before were gone.  Adrenaline flooded through her veins, and she realized that she had to do something to get away from the monster that was intent on making her its next meal.  She kicked her legs and swung her body, ignoring the wrenching pain in her shoulder.  One foot caught on a branch, and she pulled herself up, taking hold of another tree trunk with her free hand.
The coil around her arm tightened, causing Lexi to scream again.  The fat, snake-like tentacle was wrapped around her upper arm and onto her shoulder.  It pushed against her neck, and Lexi was sure it was going to rip her arm off.  If it couldn’t eat all of her, it was going to take whatever it could get.  Then came the blinding beam of light again.  Lexi looked away but heard the sizzle of flesh and blood being burned.  She could smell the char of the creature’s flesh, felt the tentacle around her arm shaking but not letting go.
Then came a huge roar.  The sound was like a roll of thunder.  The beast’s tentacles were everywhere in the twisted mass of branches and curving tree trunks.  Wood cracked, and the entire tunnel shook as the beast raged, but finally it let go.  The relief was immediate, but Lexi didn’t wait to enjoy it.  She immediately began climbing, trying to get as far away from the monster as possible.  The branches and leaves were shaking so violently that Lexi had trouble keeping a grip as she scrambled upward.
Then there was another roar, this time accompanied by a hot blast of putrid air.  Lexi looked over her shoulder and saw the creature slithering out from the twisted maze of tree trunks and gnarled branches, into the tunnel.  It was a huge worm, with a long, thick body and grasping tentacles reaching out from all along the brown, scaly body.  It had two large black eyes, and in the center of one stubby end of its tube shaped body was the pincer mouth.  Lexi spotted black blood and severed tentacles, but the creature was still hungry and hadn’t given up on making a meal out of Lexi.
“Climb!” Tiberius shouted.  “Come on!”
His hand was reaching out for Lexi, and she hurried forward to grab it.  Tiberius wasn’t a big man, and Rafe had handled all the heavy lifting when they were in the blighted lands, but Tiberius pulled Lexi’s body up quickly beside his own.  And then they were scrambling upward.  The creature below them shook the trees hard, hoping to shake them loose so they would fall into its open mouth.
Lexi struggled to hang on, but she was determined not to fall.  After a moment she even continued upward.  Tiberius stayed right beside her, occasionally looking down at the terror below them.  The creature was gaining on them.  Lexi guessed it could have reached out with its tentacles and grabbed hold of them, perhaps even pulling them down into its ravenous mouth, but Tiberius’ magic had made it cautious.  Lexi thought it must be waiting until it was close enough to snatch them quickly back down.
“We have to stop it,” Lexi said.  “It’s going to catch us.”
“I know,” Tiberius said.  “Keep climbing.”
Lexi hadn’t bothered to look past her next hand hold.  Her mind was on the verge of panic, expecting to feel the squeeze of the scaly creature’s tentacles at any moment.  When she finally glanced ahead, she was shocked to see how close they were to the surface of the forest.  She knew if they could just get to the war ship they would be able to escape.  They only needed a few more seconds, perhaps a minute.
She was out of breath, and sweat was stinging her eyes, but Lexi didn’t stop, even though every muscle was burning and there was blood on her hands and legs from scrambling so quickly up through the wooden tunnel.  One glance just before she made it out showed that the creature wasn’t afraid to chase them right to the top of the canopy.  In a normal forest, the treetops would have bent and broken under the giant worm’s weight, but the twisted forest was different.  It was much more than a group of trees, almost like a gigantic brush pile where dead and uprooted trees had been tossed along with those still growing.  Some of the trees were upside down, and others were sideways, with all the trunks, branches, and roots snarled together.
Lexi felt a thrill of excitement as she scrambled up through the roots of an upturned tree and out onto the top of the forest.  The sky overhead was a bright amber, and a breeze was blowing that felt magical as it cooled her sweat-dampened skin, but Lexi’s relief was short-lived.  She could hear the creature coming up, even as she bent down to grab Tiberius’ hand and help him up.
“The ship!” she shouted.  “It’s gone.”
She watched Tiberius look up, turning his head around and shading his eyes, but the ship was nowhere in sight.  His face, red with the frenzied effort of their climb, hardened with anger.  Then he looked down, and the anger turned to fear.  Lexi looked down, too.  The monster was still coming.




Chapter 28
Leonosis
The demon wasn’t surprised when Earl Ageus didn’t send Tiberius to him as promised.  When the ship from Avondale had sailed toward them, Draggah knew the Balestone wasn’t on it.  He paced the command deck, and Leonosis, still a prisoner in his own mind, felt the demon’s curiosity.  He knew that the ship sailing toward their fleet was a trick of some kind, and he could have ordered his own ships to blow it out of the sky or to sail out of harm’s way, but instead he just watched.
When the crew abandoned ship, it became quite obvious that the earl meant to blow up the opulent vessel.  Leonosis felt a pang of regret as he watched the ship that he’d always coveted explode.  And just as he’d guessed, Draggah was prepared for the carnage.  It wouldn’t have surprised Leonosis if Draggah had only used his power to protect the sky ship, leaving the war fleet exposed.  There was no doubt that the demon would have reveled in the panic and fear of the soldiers as they died, but instead Draggah contained the blast and sent the destroyed vessel dropping harmlessly to the ground far below.  He watched it streaking down and disappearing into the bank of clouds that covered the blighted lands.
What Leonosis hadn’t expected was the thrill of magic as the demon conjured it.  Leonosis still felt every physical sensation in his body, even though he was no longer in control.  He felt the constant, gnawing hunger, the fatigue of Draggah’s relentless pacing on the command deck.  He felt the weakness from lack of sleep and even the way his body stirred with lust when Draggah watched Queen Ariel in their private quarters.  Yet in all the time the demon had possessed Leonosis’ body, he had only used magic sparingly.  Ariel had done most of Draggah’s dirty work, but now the demon summoned great power.  Leonosis felt it swirl around him.  It was completely mental, but it felt as though the magic were flowing around and even through his body.
The sensation at first was sweet, like the first fragrant aroma of honeysuckle.  But then, as the spell the demon cast took hold, Leonosis felt the raw power of magic as if he were galloping on a powerful war horse.  The sense of power built as it flowed so that Leonosis, even though he was completely impotent, felt almost god-like as Draggah surrounded the sky ship from Avondale in a bubble of magical power.
The explosion nearly knocked Leonosis senseless.  The kinetic force of the blast seemed to travel up through the flow of magic and to Leo it was like the war horse he’d been riding so confidently had suddenly run straight into the walls of Avondale.  His body didn’t move, Draggah held him steady, but Leonosis had trouble regaining his senses.
The next thing he knew, they were almost to the city.  Draggah had ordered the sky ship to fly up and over the city, while the war fleet spread out and surrounded the city.  Leonosis felt a sense of pride when he saw Avondale.  The city was truly magnificent, and he had missed the beauty and symmetry of his old home.  Sparlan Citadel was a cold, craggy fortress, and the city existed mostly underground.  Avondale was a wide, expansive city and well planned.
Anger shot through Leonosis as he felt Draggah’s excitement over the prospect of waging war against Avondale.  The demon had no appreciation for Avondale’s greatness or the years that had been spent building the magnificent city.  Instead, Draggah merely wanted to see it all destroyed, like a toddler who can’t resist knocking down a tower of blocks.
They circled the city, with Draggah’s powerful eyesight taking in panic that was occurring in the city streets and the placement of soldiers and armaments on the city walls.
“Your orders, my liege?” asked the captain after their second pass.
“Prepare your signalmen,” Draggah said.
Sailors with special flags would be used to communicate the demon’s battle plan.  One signalman stood on the command deck to relay Draggah’s orders to the other signalmen arranged on the ends of the ship’s long masts that protruded out from both the starboard and port sides of the ship.  Another was stationed at the vessel’s long prow.
“They have artillery,” Ariel said.  “We should raise our fleet and bombard them.”
“And what good will it do us if we destroy Tiberius in the process?” Draggah asked, as if he were speaking to a child.
“We need the stone, not the earl’s son.”
“I want the boy,” Draggah said.  “I want to know what he knows.  I want to make him suffer for ruining my plans.  I want to see the one you found so irresistible and yet let slip through your fingers.”
Queen Ariel looked away.  Draggah enjoyed teasing her.  Leonosis got the impression that Ariel had been attracted to Tiberius, but she had never admitted as much.  Draggah loved that it incited Ariel and hurt Leonosis, too.  She had preferred his brother over him, and that fact galled Leonosis, who was now desperately in love with a queen he could never possess.
“He was nothing but an apprentice, and I thought I had dealt with him,” Ariel said, her voice tight with anger.
“And now see how troublesome he has become,” Draggah said.  “We shall make him pay for his insolence.  We will enjoy his pain.”
Leonosis raged for a moment, even though he knew getting angry and letting his frustrations show only made Draggah want to torment him further.  But Leonosis couldn’t help himself.  He was surrounded by people and facts that were beyond his control.  The last thing Leonosis wanted was to see Tiberius fall into Draggah’s hands, and yet he hated his brother more with each passing day.
“What we must do,” Draggah said, explaining his plans to Ariel, “is show them our power and make them fear us.  We don’t need to destroy them completely, but rather bend them to our will.  We’ll make them bring the wizard to us, and the Balestone.  Then our conquest can truly begin.”
Leonosis wanted to somehow sabotage the demon’s plans, but he was helpless.  Ariel leaned over the ship, using her own magic to inspect every part of the city.
“We could land our troops in the fields,” she said.  “Once they take out the earl’s war band, then they’ll have no choice but to give us the boy.”
“That is one possibility,” Draggah said.  “Give me another?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“First we’ll soften them up a bit,” Draggah said.  “We didn’t bring all those lovely fire bombs for nothing.”
“I thought you didn’t want to destroy the city?” Ariel said.
“I don’t—that’s why we’ll target the walls.  The earl has the wizard hidden deep underground.  I can feel the Balestone now.  It’s so close.”
For a second the demon let his guard down, and Leonosis felt the dark creature’s desire for the Balestone.  The magnitude of Draggah’s need for the magical gem was enormous.  Leonosis was left breathless as Draggah hid his thoughts and desires from Leonosis once more.
“But if our ships are in range of the city walls, they’ll be able to fight back with their armaments,” Queen Ariel explained.
“True, it should be an exciting show.”
“They could shoot down our ships,” she said angrily.
“We don’t need the ships anymore, my sweet,” Draggah said.  “They may force several of the ships down, but they can’t destroy the war ships with their projectiles, only force them to land.  The mountain won’t be far below them at any rate.  We won’t lose too many troops.  Then we can invade the city, wipe out any resistance, and take what is ours.”
“Then do it.  I grow weary of waiting,” Ariel said in a haughty tone.
“Patience, my dear.  First we must distract our enemy with a show of force,” Draggah said.  Then he turned to the signalman.  “Prepare to launch fire bombs against the city walls on my command.”
The flags snapped as the signalman waved the colorful banners.  Draggah stepped close to the rear railing of the command deck.  Through Draggah’s enhanced vision of Leonosis’ own eyes, they could see that the wall on the opposite side of Avondale from the palace appeared to be unmanned.  Leonosis realized that Draggah wanted to see the war.  The destruction of the city could wait.  First, he wanted to see the fighting, the desperate struggle as men fought for their lives.
Then the thrill of magic once again took hold.  The spell cast to contain the explosion of the earl’s sky ship had seemed protective and light, but the magic Draggah summoned this time was exactly the opposite.  There was no giddiness to the sensation, only a lust for power and destruction.  The magic was hot and ferocious, almost threatening to sweep Leonosis and the sky ship away before Draggah directed it down at the abandoned section of city wall.
Avondale’s walls were built with massive stone blocks, and Leonosis had always thought of them as indestructible.  Perhaps if a sky ship sailed straight into the wall, it might fall, but Leonosis couldn’t really picture that happening.  The sky ships were incredibly expensive, and the walls were so tall and sturdy he wasn’t even sure that a suicidal run into them would shake them.  He had walked on those walls, run and played there as a child.  As a man he had inspected the walls, watched the soldiers practicing with the large ballistae that were used to repel any kind of monstrous creatures that climbed up from the blighted lands below.  The walls were invincible, he thought.
Then, to Leonosis’ utter amazement, a section of the wall almost opposite from the earl’s palace suddenly collapsed.  Leonosis could feel the magic causing the destruction, but he still could hardly believe it.  The magic didn’t just knock a hole in the wall—it destroyed an entire section of wall all the way down to the cobblestone street.  Dust and debris filled the air, and Leonosis could see the king’s soldiers cheering in their war ships, even though they were too far away to hear the shouts of acclamation.
It took nearly twenty minutes for the dust to clear, but when it did, Leonosis could see that the wall was down and the city was vulnerable for the first time in Leo’s life.  Houses and businesses had been destroyed by the falling stone.  Had wall merely been knocked over, the huge blocks would have caused much more damage, but the wall had blasted apart, with as much stone flying outward and down the mountain as what flew in.  Most of the stone was no larger than a grown man’s fist by that time, and while the blast did plenty of damage to the city, even killing dozens of citizen who were near the wall, it only really paved the way for Draggah’s invasion.
“Signal my ships,” Draggah announced after soaking in the carnage he had created, “to fire at will.”




Chapter 29
Tiberius
One look was all it took to realize that the focusing light spell wouldn’t stop the creature.  He could hurt it, perhaps even cripple it, but it was moving too fast, and there was no place for Tiberius and Lexi to go.  The war ship, which should have been waiting for them, was gone, and Tiberius knew he had to do something fast.
“Fulguralis, fulguralis,” he chanted softly.
He felt the magic stirring around him.  Lexi took hold of his arm, her grip so tight with fear that it was pinching, but Tiberius ignored it.  He felt the portal high above him opening and he directed the flow of magic straight down the tunnel.  They were standing dangerously close, but there was no time to move away.  Tiberius assumed they could cross the forest canopy, but it would have to be a slow, methodical process, and they just didn’t have time to do it.
“Close your eyes,” he warned Lexi, prompting an even more painful pinch on his arm.
“Fulguralis!” he shouted.
Every hair on his body stood on end, and there was coppery taste in his mouth.  Then a blinding flash shot down right in front of Tiberius.  Even with his eyes closed, the light was painful.  Then came the crack of thunder, so loud it made him fall backward with fear.  He was afraid that the lightning had missed its mark or that they were simply too close to the powerful spell.
When Tiberius opened his eyes, Lexi was lying beside him.  He couldn’t help but laugh at the way she looked.
“What are you laughing about?” she hissed angrily.
“Your hair,” he said.  “You look hilarious.”
Lexi opened her eyes, and she started laughing, too.  Tiberius reached up and felt his own head.  His hair was sticking out from his head just like Lexi’s.
“What happened to the worm?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.  “If it isn’t dead, we’re in big trouble.”
The roots were jabbing painfully into Tiberius’ back and sides.  He got up slowly, the muscles in his back aching and every muscle starting to protest.  He hadn’t gotten enough sleep and felt like there wasn’t a drop of liquid in his whole body.  But he knew he had to get back to Avondale as soon as possible—only now that seemed like it might be impossible.
He peeked back into the tunnel and saw the creature.  Its tentacles were still holding fast to the branches and trunks that lined the tunnel, but its mouth and eyes were black and smoking.  The creature hung lifeless, blocking the tunnel and already starting to stink.
“It’s dead,” Tiberius said, his voice raw, his throat aching horribly.
“Thank goodness,” Lexi said.  “I thought I was going to die, but you…”
Her eyes filled with tears, and Tiberius pulled her close.  He had saved her from the monster, but he had no idea how he was going to save her from dying on the canopy of the twisted forest.  Going back down to the ground wasn’t an option, not with the monster blocking the tunnel, and besides, they hadn’t seen any water on the ground.  Their best chance was to try and cross the forest along the top.  If their ship was anywhere near the forest, they would have a much better chance of being seen and rescued than of finding water on the ground.
Tiberius began to cough; the smoke rising from the worm monster was getting thicker and more acrid.  Tiberius backed up, still holding Lexi as the terror of their ordeal passed.  Tiberius felt shaky as his own adrenaline began to fade.  He was tired, hungry, and most of all, afraid.  The fate of Avondale was like a millstone that had been tied around his neck.  He felt hopeless, scared that he didn’t know enough magic and wasn’t strong enough to wield it safely.
It wasn’t until Tiberius heard the telltale crackle of the fire that the reality of their situation broke through his fog of self-pity.  The smoke was growing thicker and darker, and when Tiberius heard the popping of the wood as it burned, he realized they were in even more danger than before.
“Lexi!” he shouted.  “Fire—the forest is on fire.”
“What?”
“The lightning must have started a fire,” he said, his voice croaking and his chapped lips splitting painfully.  “We have to move.  Now!”
He led the way, picking one sturdy looking branch, then another.  It was hard to keep his balance, and there was nothing to hold onto.  Still, after taking several steps, he looked back over his shoulder.  Flames were already rising above the canopy around the tunnel, and Tiberius knew they would spread in every direction.  He didn’t have time to worry or be afraid of each step.  They had to move much faster if they were going to outrun the fire.
“Run, Lexi!” he shouted.  “Don’t stop, even if I fall.”
“We’re better off together,” she said, grabbing his hand tightly.
Tiberius knew there was no time to argue.  Lexi could have danced across the forest canopy, but he was slow and clumsy.  His legs felt shaky beneath him to begin with, and now he needed to use every bit of strength he had just to stay upright.  They ran, bouncing from one place to the next, trying to stay on the sturdier branches.  The wooden limbs sometimes swayed under Ti’s weight, but the fire was relentless behind them.  They passed spaces where the limbs were obviously too thin to hold them up, forcing Tiberius and Lexi to circle around the weak areas, even though the fire moved closer and closer with every second that passed.
Tiberius glanced up, hoping to see a rain cloud, but there were no clouds in the blighted lands, only the misty barrier that glowed with amber-colored sunlight.  That realization was only slightly disheartening, since Tiberius hadn’t really thought they would be lucky enough to be saved by a rain shower.  But then the thought struck him that they might run out of light.  He could magically conjure light for them, but the transition from day to night in the blighted lands happened so fast that disaster could strike if the world suddenly grew dark.
His side was hurting so bad it felt as if someone were stabbing Tiberius with each breath.  His throat was raw, and his tongue felt swollen.  He was so thirsty that, had it not been for Lexi, he might have given up and let the flames consume him.  But Lexi wouldn’t let go of his hand.  She had no trouble keeping her balance, even on the shakiest of perches, and she often helped Tiberius stay on his feet.
Tiberius could feel the heat from the fire behind them, and his focus was entirely on the branches and roots in front of him, so he didn’t notice Dancer swooping down out of the brilliant sky.
“Dancer!” Lexi shouted in surprise and joy.
The little wind glider landed softly on Lexi’s shoulder and nuzzled her cheek before bouncing up and down and trilling excitedly.  Tiberius was glad to see the little animal but even more grateful for the short break.  He was bent double, breathing hard, and praying silently for a miracle.
“Show us the way,” Lexi said, tossing Dancer back into the air.  “This way, Ti.”
Lexi tugged his hand, and Tiberius started moving again.  He had forced himself to keep moving as they climbed back up the tunnel, refusing to rest.  It had been a foolish thing to do, he realized.  And had they been able to simply trudge along, he could have pushed himself to keep going, but they had no time.  The flames behind them were leaping into the air and sent up a huge blanket of black smoke.  The fire was spreading even more rapidly below them.  Tiberius could see the flames now, down through the spaces between the limbs, trunks, and roots that made up the canopy of the twisted forest.  He knew it was only a matter of time before they were lost to the flames, but he kept moving for Lexi’s sake.
“There!” she shouted, pointing. 
Tiberius looked up and to his surprise he saw the war ship.  The ship’s sails were all extended, and the ship was racing toward them.  He guessed it would take a few minutes and they could climb aboard.  For the first time since he’d seen the flames behind them, he felt a glimmer of hope and was able to increase his pace.
“Come on!” Lexi shouted.  “We can make it.”
He looked at her, and time seemed to slow down.  She was so incredibly beautiful.  Her face was bright with hope; the high cheekbones and small chin almost gave her face a star shape.  He loved her so desperately, he thought—then he felt the limb break.
The fall was sudden and jarring as he slammed into the wad of roots he’d been planning to jump to next.  His head smashed into a gnarled root, splitting open a gash in Tiberius’ scalp.  But that wound was nothing compared to the sudden, blinding pain in his leg.  He knew instantly it was broken, and even though he was lying on branches and thankful he hadn’t fallen completely through the canopy, he knew he was in trouble.
“Tiberius,” Lexi said.  “Are you okay?”
He had almost pulled her over when he fell, but she had let go of his hand and somehow managed to keep her balance.  She moved quickly to his side, grabbing his arm and attempting to pull him up.  The scream he bellowed was so intense that bright spots drifted in his vision and tears filled his eyes.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“My leg is broken,” he croaked.
“Oh god, Ti, we’ve got to get out of here.”
“Go,” he said, waving her on.
“You’re bleeding, and your leg is broken, I’m not leaving you.”
“Go to the ship.  Bring it here.”
“There isn’t time,” Lexi argued.
“I can’t walk, Lexi.  I can heal my leg, at least enough to get moving, but you’ve got to get the ship over here to me.”
“Are you sure?” she asked.
Dancer landed on her shoulder and chattered in a scolding manner.
“Go!” he shouted.
She turned and hurried away.  He watched her going, bouncing easily from one spot to the next.  He hated himself for lying to her, but he knew she wouldn’t leave him if he didn’t.  He took a deep breath and tried to pull his broken leg up, but his foot was snagged in some small branches.  It wasn’t stuck, but the branches pulled on his leg as he tried to move it, causing him excruciating pain.
Blood was running down the side of his head and dripping into his right eye.  He swiped it away and was relieved to see Lexi snag the dangling rope ladder and begin pulling herself up.  Tiberius could hear the flames behind him, and smoke was drifting up from the fire down below him.  He was having trouble breathing and started to cough, but then he felt the flames around his leg.  He screamed again and jerked himself forward.  His broken leg was now almost free from the canopy, and he could feel the bone stabbing into his calf muscle as he tried to move it further.  The fire leapt up behind him, and the burning sensation erupted with such horrible pain that Tiberius jumped away from the flames.
He landed hard, his body jolting and every muscle screaming for relief.  His right leg was now broken and burned.  He could feel the blisters all the way up to his knee, and his boot was ruined.  The blood running down his leg from where his shin bone had sawed through the skin was now running across the blisters in an agonizing drip.
He screamed and pushed himself forward, using his hands to pull his body away from the fire.  Then the war ship was over him, the rope ladder swinging toward him.  He didn’t think he could pull himself up, but the flames touched his leg again, searing his flesh and jolting him into action.  The end of the rope ladder was almost four feet over the top of the canopy, and Tiberius realized it was actually a testament to the captain’s skill that he had trained the soldiers to fly the war ship so accurately.  If the ladder had touched the canopy, it would have almost certainly snagged on one of the craggy roots or branches.  With the ship moving at speed the sudden stop would have caused major damage to the sails on the rope side of the ship, perhaps even causing the vessel to crash.
Tiberius had to heave himself upward and grab the rungs.  He managed to get his arm through the space between the lowest rung and the one above.  He clamped his arm down as hard as he could and screamed as the ship’s momentum jerked him upward.  They weren’t high enough to keep Tiberius’s legs from dragging, even though he tried to pull his legs up toward his chest.  His stomach and back simply weren’t strong enough to hold his legs up.  He tried to kick himself up with his good leg, but he couldn't keep the broken and burned foot from bouncing on the rough wooden canopy.  The pain was so intense he wanted to die.  He would have let go, but his upper body was locked rigid with pain.
Finally the ship rose higher, and Tiberius was lifted up and away from the branches below.  He spun around, saw the black smoke and the orange flames, then the brown wood of the forest, then the fire again.  They sailed for almost a minute, and Tiberius felt himself slipping.  He knew he couldn’t hang on much longer.  Suddenly Lexi was beside him dangling from a rope and tying another line around his body.
“Hold on!” she shouted.
Then, almost like a spider moving up a web, she pulled herself up to the rope ladder, above Tiberius and then onto the ship.  Tiberius felt the rope around him tighten, but he was only half-conscious by that point.  He felt himself being pulled upward.  The agonizing pain was slowly releasing him, then rough hands grabbed his arms and heaved him onboard the ship.  The pain was so terrible, he passed out.




Chapter 30
Rafe
Waiting was the worst.  Once the wall exploded, all Rafe could think about was keeping his men safe.  Everyone seemed to be focused on the gaping hole in the city’s defenses, so the fire bombs came almost as a surprise.
“They’re firing, sir,” said the soldier with Rafe.
“Who?” Rafe asked, spinning around, but it was obvious what the soldier meant.
“All of them,” the man said, his breath catching in his throat so that his reply was little more than whisper.
The war ships launched fire bombs, but they were at the edge of their range.  The soldiers on the walls saw the flaming pods hurdling toward them.  Most of the fire bombs fell short or hit the wall on the side, rather than on top where it might do damage to the troops or the ballistae.  The real danger was the fact that the oily smoke from the fires was thick, obstructing the view of the soldiers on the walls.
Rafe waved his flags furiously.  He knew their chance to strike back at the war ships was short.  His signal was simple: red to fire, green to stand down, black to retreat.  He waved the red flag so that all the soldiers on the wall could see it.
Avondale used ballistae as a defensive weapon.  They were essentially giant crossbows that were mounted on swivels attached to the city walls.  The bolts the ballistae used were taller than a man and thicker than Rafe’s thigh.  The tips were mounted with steel triangular heads that had serrated edges to cause maximum damage.  The bolts weren’t as devastating as the fire bombs, and against a defensive position they would have been nearly useless, but their advantage was in accuracy.
Rafe’s father had drilled the ballistae crews constantly, ensuring they could hit targets accurately from the wall to the edge of the mist.  The war ships were higher than the targets the crews were used to aiming at and at the edge of the ballistae’s range, but Rafe had given the crews very specific instructions.  They were to aim for the balloon sails that held the ships aloft.  The sails were the most vulnerable part of the war ships and bigger than the actual vessel itself.  Even a glancing blow could rip a hole in the canvas, causing the war ship to lose altitude and leave the fight.
He watched from his high vantage point as the soldiers on the walls fired back at the war ships.  Only about half were successful.  A few of the bolts hit the ships, smashing into the wooden hull and sticking fast but causing little real damage.  Six of the bolts hit the balloon sails.  The ballistae bolts shot clean through the canvas sails, leaving gaping holes that allowed the precious gas to escape.  Rafe felt a sense of exaltation as the ships began to sink down toward the mists that covered the blighted lands.  They weren’t falling, and Rafe guessed that the crews would be able to land the ships safely enough on the sides of the mountain and rejoin the fighting on foot, but it gave him pleasure to see them knocked out of the fight.
More firebombs came, and this time several hit the top of the wall, splashing their fiery contents all along the wide walkway.  Only a few soldiers were injured, but the greater danger was the smoke.  The thick oil would burn for a long time, belching black smoke that would soon hide the war ships, allowing them to lob more projectiles into the city without a clear way for Rafe’s men to target them.
“They’re gaining altitude,” said the soldier with Rafe.  “Using their hulls to protect their sails.”
“The higher they are, the longer we’ll be able to target them,” Rafe replied.
More bolts shot out.  This time eight sails were hit, but there were still almost a hundred war ships.  The vessels on the far side of Avondale were raining down fire bombs uncontested.  Some of the fire was spilling over into the city, which was nearly in a panic already.  Even high up on the watchtower, Rafe could hear the screams and shouting.
Rafe waited as long as he could.  One of the war ships crashed hard against the mountain, right at the mist line, the hull splintering at the bow, but Rafe still saw soldiers crawling out of the wreckage.  His troops were doing damage to the fleet, but not the enemy army.
He raised the black flag and began waving it, calling his men down off the walls.  A pall of smoke was drifting over the city.  Cisterns were being emptied to contain the fires inside the city walls.  There was very little on the walls to burn, except for the oily residue spilled by the fire bombs.  Rafe watched his men retreat and then tried to gauge what his enemy would do.  They could destroy the city, forcing the citizens of Avondale out of the protective walls or down toward the forest that surrounded the lake at the center of the majestic city.
But Rafe was betting that the king would send his troops in on foot.  They needed Tiberius and the magic gem he’d found.  Finding them would be much easier if the city was still intact, even if they had to slaughter their way into every home and tear the earl’s palace apart brick by brick.  So Rafe waited, and he watched.  Eventually the smoke grew so thick they were forced to descend from the tower and make their way through the war band’s training yard before finally coming back to the palace.  Captain Rowan was waiting for Rafe just inside the palace’s front entrance, which was crowded with armed soldiers.
“I have my men stationed around the palace, Commander,” Rowan said.
“Casualties?” Rafe asked.
“Two dozen, seriously wounded.  That many more have burns but can fight.”
“Keep your troops in reserve here,” Rafe said.  “When Gerick’s forces fall back, you cover them.  We have to keep the king’s soldiers busy for as long as we can.”
“Aye, commander,” Rowan said with a nod.
“And make sure everyone has something to eat.  This may be the last lull we get before the fighting grows fierce.”
“We’ll be ready, you can count on that.”
Rafe considered the captain’s words.  They were ready.  The earl’s war band had trained for just such an event.  Decades of careful training had been practiced by able-bodied men for just this type of attack.  Now, all they needed to do was survive long enough for Tiberius to arrive and end this war once and for all.
“My lord,” Rafe said as he strode into the earl’s audience chamber.  “We’ve pulled back from the city walls.”
“What is Leonosis doing?” the earl asked.
“I cannot say, not with the smoke covering the city.  He could be doing anything.”
“But he’ll be gathering his forces to invade the city?”
“I believe he will, yes,” Rafe said.  “But he can’t land his troops on the walls, and it would be too risky to try and land somewhere in the city.  His men will be incredibly vulnerable climbing out of the war ships.”
“So we have a little time?” the earl asked.
“A few hours,” Rafe replied.  “It will take that long to gather his forces.”
They could still hear the fire bombs smashing into the massive walls.  Each impact sounded like a wooden barrel falling from a wagon and bursting open.  The flames roared just after impact, but as long as the ships were bombarding the walls, they couldn’t disembark their troops.
“So we wait,” the earl said, “and hope Tiberius arrives soon.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“What is happening in the city?”
“Panic, as you might expect.  Some of the buildings have taken fire.”
“I wish we could help them somehow.”
“We gave them a chance to leave safely,” Rafe reminded the earl.  “It was their decision to stay.”
“But they had no idea the king’s fleet would attack the city.”
“They would have to be blind and deaf not to suspect it was a possibility.  The war band will do their best to protect the citizens, but our priority is defending the palace and keeping you safe.”
“My own son,” the earl said after a slight pause.  “I simply cannot believe my own son would attack Avondale.”
“I don’t think the man wearing the crown is your son,” Rafe said.
“He seemed rather different, didn’t he?” the earl asked.
“For certain, my lord.”
“And he looked dreadful.  Whatever he’s into isn’t healthy.”
“I’m moving up to the roof where I can coordinate our troops,” Rafe said.
“I’ll be along once the fighting commences.  Until then, I’ll worry less in here.”
Rafe didn’t see how that was possible.  The audience chamber was filled with the city ministers and their families, nobles, dignitaries from other cities, and servants trying to see that everyone was well cared for.  It was loud and tense in the long, rectangular room.
Rafe bowed, then hurried up to the rooftop.  Several of his officers were already there, trying to see through the cloud of smoke that hung over the city.  Rafe found a place to sit and rest.  He knew that he needed to conserve his strength for as long as possible.  Bread, cheese, and water were being brought up to the roof by the palace servants.  Rafe took some food and waited for the explosions to stop.  He knew that when the enemy grew quiet he would need to worry; until then, he closed his eyes and went to sleep.




Chapter 31
Lexi
The sailors set Ti’s body on the deck of the ship.  He looked horrid, and she knew she didn’t have much time to help him.  Robere was fretting beside her, wringing his hands with worry.
“Help me,” Lexi said, drawing her Wangorian dagger and sliding it quickly up Ti’s charred pant leg.  “We need to cut away his clothes and somehow get that boot off, hopefully before he wakes up.”
The captain was bellowing orders, and the smoke was rising up like a vengeful army behind them.  They were safe now, from the fire at least, and away from the dreadful forest.  Lexi wanted to lie down and close her eyes, letting the warm sunlight lull her to sleep, but she also wanted food and water.  She was famished; her mouth was so dry it was hard to work up enough saliva to swallow.  But she knew that would have to wait.  They would have to wake Rafe up soon so he could heal himself, and it wasn’t going to be easy.
She cut the pant leg all the way from the tatters around his broken shin up to his hip, then carefully peeled back the wool cloth.  Some of it was stuck to the blood on his legs; in other places it was fused to his blistered skin.  The smell was horrible, and Lexi could see the broken shin bone stabbing through his blackened flesh.
The boot was burned worse than Tiberius’ flesh.  The leather was scarred and deformed, the heat causing it to contract.  Lexi sawed at the tough leather with her knife, but it was much more difficult to cut.
“Can we pull it off?” Robere asked.
“Not without hurting the break worse than it already is.”
“Oh, Master Tiberius,” the servant whined.  “The smell is dreadful.”
“He’ll lose this leg if we don’t get the boot off,” Lexi said angrily.  “And then we’ll probably lose him.  Help me.”
Robere held one side of the boot while Lexi pulled on the other.  She had to be careful not to cut Tiberius with her dagger as she sliced the boot.  Finally, after several minutes of work, the boot came off Tiberius’ foot.  There were some blisters, but for the most part, his foot was unscathed.  His shin and calf were a completely different matter.
“What now?” Robere asked.
“We have to wake him up,” Lexi said.  “He’s the only one who can heal his leg.”
Robere hurried away to fetch a canteen of water.  When he came back with it, Lexi stared at the water longingly.  Robere poured some water into his hand and patted Tiberius’ cheeks.
“Wake up, Master Tiberius,” he said in a gentle voice.
“Ti!” Lexi shouted at him.
Tiberius’ eyes fluttered, and the pain hit him, pinching his face into a mask of agony.  Lexi held his hand, and he squeezed hers tight.
“Tiberius,” she said more calmly.  “Your leg is broken and burned.  It’s bad, but you’ve got to heal it.”
“Water,” he said, his voice nothing but a scratchy whisper.
Robere lifted Tiberius’ head and dribbled water into Ti’s mouth.  His swollen tongue lapped at the water greedily.  They took their time, letting him drink and rest a little before he began his spell.
“Are you ready?” Lexi asked.
Tiberius nodded.
“Do you need me to do anything?”
“Don’t let me pass out,” he whispered.
Lexi thought Tiberius looked strong, but she also knew that the healing process was hard on him.  She’d seen the pain he experienced when healing other people and the toll it took on his body.  She had no idea how difficult healing his own leg would be.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” he said softly.
The words meant nothing to Lexi; they were foreign and strange.  She had never asked him about the words of his spells, but she thought he seemed wise when he chanted them.  Magic was a mysterious force and she always marveled when she saw him wielding it.  At first she had been terrified by the very idea of someone using magic.  Even growing up alone on the streets of Avondale, she’d learned to fear magic.  But the power that Tiberius tapped into was strong and good.  He could conjure incredible power, but his spells always seemed to be to help others or to protect his friends.  There was nothing selfish or maniacal about Tiberius’ magic.  In Lexi’s mind, Tiberius’ magic was simply an extension of his nature.
Ti’s body stiffened, and his face contorted again, but he kept chanting the spell.  Lexi watched his leg as the bone slipped back inside the skin and the sickening sight of the slightly crooked leg vanished as the limb took back its proper shape and proportion.  Lexi breathed a sigh of relief, thinking the worst was over, but Tiberius stopped chanting.  His breathing was rapid, and he blinked several times.
“Tiberius,” she said.  “Are you okay?”
He nodded, took a deep breath, and started chanting again. 
“Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he said, his voice growing louder with each strange word.
At first Lexi thought Tiberius was getting stronger, but the tone of his voice changed from the strong, determined chant to the wail of a man in great pain.  He squeezed her hand hard and kept chanting.  Then, suddenly, he started to swoon.  His grip relaxed, and his back, which had been arched in pain, flattened.  Lexi didn’t hesitate; her free hand lashed out and popped Tiberius hard across his cheek.  His eyes opened and for an instance there was a look of rage, but he continued chanting and eventually he slowly calmed down.
The blisters disappeared, one by one.  It wasn’t a rapid process, but eventually Tiberius’ leg looked as if nothing had happened to it.  Robere gave Tiberius more water and then food.  Lexi finally got some water, and even though it was tepid, with a dusty taste, she thought it was the most wonderful thing to ever slide down her throat.  She gulped the water ravenously, then leaned back against the ship’s railing while she ate a piece of bread.
“We’re leaving that dreadful forest behind,” Robere said.  “I won’t miss it, even if I never see it again.”
“It won’t be there long,” Tiberius said.  “It’s burning down.”
“It was rather genius of you to start a fire,” Robere said, his voice brimming with admiration.
“The fire nearly killed him!” Lexi snapped.
“A wind storm blew the ship away from the opening,” Robere explained, ignoring Lexi's criticism.  “The captain was forced to cut the ropes holding us in place or risk snapping the masts.  We wouldn't have found you without the smoke signal.”
"Of course Dancer couldn't have led you back to us," Lexi muttered.
She looked back and saw the massive cloud of dark smoke and felt a shudder of fear.  If the ship hadn’t come along when it did, they would have died a horrible death in that forest.  She understood Robere’s sentiments even better than he did.
“So what now?” Lexi asked.
“We go north,” Tiberius said, getting to his feet for the first time since being pulled on board.  “Captain!  We need to get back to Avondale as fast as possible.”
“Aye, my lord,” the captain said, then began giving orders to his men.
“Should you be on your feet?” Lexi asked, getting up to stand next to Tiberius.
“I’m fine, thanks to you.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Lexi said.  “You healed yourself.”
“But you kept me moving.  You even got that rope tied around me before I fell.”
“You wouldn’t have fallen,” she said.
“I couldn’t have climbed that rope ladder.  Not with a broken leg.”
“If not for your magic, you probably would have lost that leg.  Was it difficult to heal yourself?”
“The magic isn’t hard,” Tiberius explained.  “But whenever a person works healing magic, they take on their subject’s pain.  It’s a magical link, painful, but it allows the wizard to know if his spell is working or making things worse.”
“And you felt your own pain?”
“Yes,” he said.  “When I heal myself, the pain doubles.”
“I’m so sorry, Ti,” she said softly, wrapping her arms around his shoulders.
He felt stronger, more confident and determined, even though she knew he was exhausted.  They had pushed themselves hard to get out of the forest, and their race across the canopy had been the most grueling thing Lexi had ever done.  Her whole body ached, and her eyes were stinging from fatigue and the smoke from the fire.
“You shouldn’t be sorry.  You saved me.  You saved me in the forest, you saved me from the fire, and you saved me when I was about to pass out from the pain.”
“We saved each other,” Lexi said.  “Going into that well was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  Not getting the box, but trusting you completely.  I never thought I could trust anyone that much.”
“You can trust me, Lexi.  I love you.”
“I know,” she said, resting her head against his chest.
The sound of his heartbeat and the warmth of his arms around her made her feel safe and blissfully happy, which in turn made her feel incredibly sleepy.  She tried to stifle a yawn and failed.
“Perhaps we better get some rest,” he suggested.
Lexi nodded and smiled.  They went down below the main deck to the small area that had been set up just for the two of them.  Lexi was grateful they had a bed, even if it was small and the mattress was thin.  She didn’t like the looks of the hammocks and couldn’t imagine sleeping in one.  She pulled off her grimy clothes and used some of the water in a basin that Robere had set out to wash herself off.
Tiberius did the same thing.  His hands and face were blackened from the smoke of the forest fire.  Once they were clean, they slipped under the heavy blanket, and Tiberius curled around behind Lexi.
“Tiberius?” she asked sleepily.
“Yes?”
“Are you sure going back to Avondale is the right thing to do?”
“I have to,” Tiberius said.  “I have to stop Leonosis.”
“But without the Emerystone…” She let the thought trail off.
“I still have to try,” he said.
“He’s going to try to kill you.  You know that, right?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said sadly.
“And you’re going to have to kill him.”
Ti nodded but didn’t speak.  Lexi felt him acknowledging the truth and she wanted to cry.  She had no family, and there had been times in her life when all she wanted was a mother to hold her or a father to protect her and make her feel safe.  She had spent many cold, hungry nights crying over the loss of people she could barely remember.  And now, the person she loved most in the world was going to have to kill his own brother.  She couldn’t fathom the pain that caused him.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly.
“Don’t be—you’re my family now.  You and Rafe and Olyva.”
“That’s what Olyva said.”
“She was right.”
“No matter what, I’m staying with you,” she said, feeling suddenly very protective of him.
“Okay,” he said calmly.
“Okay?”
“Okay.”
She felt a shiver of fear, but also a warm, deep love.  Her eyes wouldn’t stay open, and even though she knew they were rushing back into danger, she was exactly where she wanted to be.




Chapter 32
Olyva
The camp was a disaster.  The evacuees from Avondale were distraught, most of them in shock.  Some even refused to leave the sky ship, even though it had been tethered to the ground.  Many stood in awe of the blighted lands that weren’t blighted or ruined, and certainly not toxic.  Most had never been out of the city section of Avondale, and being in a wide open expanse of the verdant green plains at the foot of the mountain was a shock to their system.
Olyva’s first priority was to get the soldiers focused and organized.  The officer Rafe had sent down with the contingent of guards was an older man whose main task in the earl’s war band had been organizing and keeping up with the food and supplies needed for the professional soldiers.  He was ideally suited to help Olyva but perhaps a little timid when it came to giving the soldiers orders or planning for the security of the camp.
“Captain Izlon, can we talk?” she asked, walking briskly toward the officer, who was sitting on a crate of turnips.
Izlon looked nervous.  He was certainly out of his element, Olyva thought.  Not that he would have been more comfortable in Avondale under siege, but it appeared that he was just as skittish about being in the blighted lands as many of the evacuees.
“Of course, my lady,” he said, standing up and pulling the wrinkles from his uniform.
He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes and bright red veins snaking across his plump cheeks.  His nose was round and a little too large for his face.  The stubble that was taking over his jowly face didn’t help him look any better.
“You are Commander Rafe’s quartermaster?” she asked.
“I am, my lady, although we have no supply chain to manage at the moment.”
“But we have all these supplies.”  Olyva waved her hand at the large array of supplies that had been shipped down from Avondale for the evacuees.
“Y-yes,” he stammered.  “But these are civilian supplies.”
“For now, they are civilian and military.  I want you in charge of them.  I need them organized and catalogued, so that there is plenty for both the evacuees and your soldiers.”
“I can do that, my lady,” Izlon said, sounding confident for the first time.
“I also need you to give your men orders.”
“Orders?” Izlon asked, the uncertainty returning.
“Yes, I want those troops who were paladins in Avondale to help the evacuees set up shelters.  Then I need half of your war band troops to guard the expedition that will be gathering fuel for our fires.  The rest should be formed into a perimeter so that the evacuees see them guarding the camp.”
“All right,” Izlon said.
“You can do this, Captain.  I have complete confidence in you.  Get your men together and give them their orders.  We’re all out of sorts here, but we have the supplies we need and the skills to create a safe, effective camp here.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Your best is more than enough for this task,” Olyva said, smiling at the man.
He bowed his head and turned to the soldiers who were loitering around the supplies.  He called them together and began giving them instructions.  Olyva stayed only long enough to ensure that Izlon was following her instructions.  They had one hundred and fifty soldiers, with half that number being converted paladins.  It would be more than enough to keep the camp safe, at least until more evacuees from the city fled down the mountain.  When Olyva turned back toward the sky ship, she found her younger sister waiting for her.
Desyra was anxious to help and Olyva knew that just like the other evacuees her sister had been traumatized by leaving the city.  Unlike the evacuees, Desyra knew the blighted lands were a lush, vibrant place, but leaving her mother and other sisters was difficult, especially so soon after Cassandra’s death.  Olyva knew she should feel some sort of regret at her sister’s passing, but the girls had always been at odds with one another, and since Olyva had been brought back to Hamill Keep by Rafe and Tiberius, Cassandra had been trying to sabotage everything Olyva did.
Staying busy was the best therapy that Olyva could think of.  It would do the evacuees good to get busy, as well.  And the more people she could convince to join her in setting up the camp, the more quickly they would acclimate to their new environment.  That included Olyva’s sister, who seemed anxious to help.
“Desyra,” Olyva said.  “We’ll need fuel for fires.  Do you think you could organize the other children to help you go and collect the tamaka dung I showed you on our scouting trip?”
“Of course I can,” Desyra said, shaking off her fatigue and sadness.  “Do we have baskets?”
“The soldiers should have organized the supplies.  Go and see what you can find.”
Of the three hundred evacuees, there were fifty or so men who were willing to work.  Many of them had been farmers, tending the terraced crops where the city met the sloping fields high above on the mountaintop.  Now they saw limitless potential, and many had begun inspecting the mossy grass that covered the rich, dark soil of the plain.  Olyva gathered them together and met with the soldiers.
“Our first priority is to set up shelters,” Olyva said.  “There is no twilight in the blighted lands.  And with the constant cloud cover, there is no light at night.  We’ll need to have the shelters set up and make sure each family has blankets and a fire.”
“What do you burn out here?” asked one of the men.
“We burn dried tamaka dung.  I know it sounds disgusting, but it is actually a very efficient and clean fuel source.  Desyra is gathering a party of women and children to gather dung for the camp.”
“What are we going to do if one of those monsters comes looking for an easy meal?” asked another of the men.
“There are relatively few of the large beasts you’re referring to,” Olyva said, her toes burrowing down into the soil, alert for even the slightest vibration that might warn her of danger.  “With the soldiers that Earl Ageus has sent to guard our camp, we should be safe enough.  But in the event of something unforeseen, we can board the sky ship and take to the air.”
“Wouldn’t it be better if we camped on the sky ship?” asked an older man.
“The ship is big enough to carry us all, but not big enough to house us.  We need space, and every family needs a shelter of their own.  The sky ship stays here in case of emergencies, but our task is to build something we can function out of for a very long time if need be.”
“So we’re to build a city?” asked another man.
“Think of it more as a base of operations,” Olyva explained.  “Look around us.  Does this look like the foreboding wasteland we’ve always been told the blighted lands were?  No, this is a land that is full of opportunities.  We have plenty of supplies, including food.  There is a fresh water spring nearby.  We have soldiers to protect the camp, weapons, and supplies for making shelters.  All we need to do now is get organized.”
“What are we waiting for?” said another of the men.  “Tell us where to start, my lady.”
Olyva breathed a sigh of relief.  She had been afraid that the evacuees might balk at her plan, making things much harder than they had to be.  But most of the evacuees were from the lower sections of the city, and they were only too happy to let Olyva make the decisions.  She showed the men where she wanted the shelters erected.  Most were simple canvas tents, but in the warm lands below the mountain, there was not much need for stronger shelters.  The Hoskali lived in animal skin tents year-round.  They might seem insubstantial compared to their homes in Avondale, many of which were carved right into the mountainside itself, but they would soon discover that while the camp didn’t have the amenities they were used to, the blighted lands offered many wonderful benefits that they simply couldn’t get in the city.
The day seemed to fly by.  The paladins helped the evacuees set up their camp, then the soldiers focused on their own group of shelters.  A large tent was erected in the center of the camp to be a gathering place for the refugees and to keep the camp’s perishable supplies safe from the elements.  Each family received a tent that was big enough for three people, and a few needed two tents, but with so few evacuees, there was plenty for all.  Each family was provided with a basket of tamaka dung, which was enough for several nights’ worth of fires.  Food was passed out, and water gathered.
The soldiers dug a latrine and open spaces were marked off for the children to play in.  It took the more timid evacuees a while to overcome their misgivings and move out of the sky ship and into their new shelters, but by mid-afternoon the entire camp was settled.  The mood changed from tentative to festive as the day wore on, and everyone seemed to embrace the possibilities that the blighted lands now offered them.
Olyva heard a group of farmers talking about how they could expand their fields.  The soil at the bottom of the mountain was ideal for growing vegetables and grains.  Everyone expected to be able to return to Avondale eventually, but the base camp would serve as a place where the families could stay and work during the seasons when growing crops was ideal.  Greater room meant that larger flocks and herds could be raised and more space in the mountaintop fastness could be given over to new construction.
She felt a sense of elation as the camp slowly pulled together to form a new community.  In all her time growing up the daughter of an earl, she had never been included in the governing or planning of the city.  She had always thought her father occupied a thankless job with very little benefit for himself.  Then meeting Earl Ageus and his family, she saw people who were focused only on what their position could provide for them.  Now, having led the evacuees to set up a primitive camp at best, she felt a pride she had never experienced before, but also a yearning to create something even more symbiotic, something tight-knit and focused on a singular goal.  At first she thought it was just the urge to start a family.  She was married now, and she had dreamed of being a mother most of her life, but the urge felt different somehow.  And even though she couldn’t say how she knew or where the knowledge came from, she knew that what she was yearning for was a grove.
The thought was both frightening and at the same time appealing.  Her human side didn’t want to disappear or be replaced, and even though she knew logically that the transition begun by the Hosscum grove would not erase her or who she was, there was still a level of fear involved with giving her humanity over to the botanical.  She knew she could do that now—it was her choice.  The change started by the sentient grove of trees had progressed as she soaked in the direct sunlight up above the mists that cover the blighted lands.  But as attractive as that thought was, she knew she could never leave Rafe.  She loved him too much, and despite their differences, she wanted a life with him.
Even though there was no change in the light and no way to see the sun setting, Olyva knew that night would fall soon.  The sudden shift to complete darkness could be unsettling, so Olyva gave orders to have the fires lit.  One large fire was kindled and built up near the communal tent, and from that fire the smaller cooking fires that each family would use were lit.  When the blighted lands suddenly plunged into darkness, the camp was prepared, and the evacuees merely marveled at what was to them a new and interesting facet of their strange new home.
Olyva was curious about what was happening in the city high up on the mountain, but she had gone without sleep for a long time, so she settled just outside the small tent occupied by Desyra.  The ground was warm and inviting.  She lay down, letting the muscles in her legs and back relax and slowly feeling the pressure she was under drain away.  She was almost asleep when she felt the earth shudder.  She knew that no one in the camp but her had felt the tremor, but she had felt it, and the message it carried was as clear to her as a flash of lightning across the sky.  The eruption would happen soon.  Everything was ready, and the pressure building inside the ancient volcano was so massive, Olyva realized that nothing in Avondale would be safe.




Chapter 33
Rafe
It was almost nightfall when his men woke him.  Rafe hadn’t meant to sleep through the day, but he had been working to prepare the city’s defenses for days and had been up all the previous night.  His body was stiff, and he had a terrible taste in his mouth, but overall he felt better than he had when the battle began.
“Commander, we have news from the scouts,” Captain Gerick told him.
“Scouts?” Rafe asked.
“I sent them once the fire on the walls had died down,” the officer said.
Rafe looked at the city walls.  The magnificent battlements were now blackened, and many were still smoking.  The sunset was beautiful as the last rays of light filtered through the cloud of smoke that hung over the city.
“You were right—the war ships are landing men even now,” Gerick went on.  “They’ll be mobilizing to move into the city.”
“We could send troops to defend the broken wall,” Captain Rowen suggested.
“No,” Rafe said.  “Their magic broke down that wall.  For all we know, they’ll blast their way in from the opposite direction.  Besides, that gap is on the far side of the city.  Our best chance of survival is to concentrate our forces.  This will be a long, grueling campaign, gentlemen.  Make no mistake about that.  Our forces must hold out against the enemy’s attack for as long as possible.”
“We’ll hold, Commander,” Gerick said.  “But to what end?  What are we fighting for?”
The soldiers all fell silent as Earl Ageus made his way onto the roof.  He was flanked by a dozen of his guardsmen, a precaution that Rafe insisted on.  Each of the soldiers bowed slightly, and the earl smiled.
“We have survived another day, gentlemen,” he announced happily.
“But we’ve lost the walls,” Rafe said.  “And our ballistae.”
“Your father would have been distraught over his precious crossbows, but we can always build more.  The walls are there to protect us from the beasts of the blighted lands, not an assault.”
“Leonosis is moving his forces in for a ground attack.”
“Just as we expected,” the earl said.  “So why the gloomy faces?”
“We were just discussing the reason for fighting at all,” Rafe said.
“We meant no offense, my lord,” Captain Gerick said with a pained look on his face.
“None taken, Captain, none at all.  It’s a good question.  One I cannot fully answer, but I will tell you why I am fighting.  I fight to defend this city and to protect its citizens.  We did not start this fight.  We did not attack or offend or even fail to meet our many commitments to the King of Valana.”
“The king is your son, my lord,” said Captain Rowen.  “Surely he would listen to reason.”
“As you all know—and I’m sure Rafe explained this—my son is under the influence of magic.  I cannot reach him or reason with him.  I can only resist his outrageous ambitions to make us his slaves.”
“We serve the king already,” Captain Gerick said.  “Why attack us now?”
“Greed, I suppose,” Earl Ageus said.  “Avarice?  I do not know for certain.  What I do know is that the king cannot replace a sitting earl without cause and a proper hearing before the council of earls.  And the king cannot bring a fleet of warships to engage a city for any reason other than war.  We have a responsibility here, gentlemen.  We must stand against King Leonosis, for if we give in, then the other cities will soon fall, and the kingdom will once more be on the verge of destruction.”
“They can’t attack at night, can they?” asked Captain Rowen.
“We can’t predict what their king will order them to do,” Rafe said.  “But we must prepare for every possibility.  Send word to every squad.  I want the watch doubled through the night, and every man sleeps with his armor on and weapons in hand.”
The officers saluted and hurried away.  Rafe and the earl watched the last rays of daylight fade away, then looked out across the city.  There were still fires burning and people in the streets.  Many would not survive the night, Rafe knew that.  Even if Leonosis didn’t attack until morning, the slaughter would begin in the darkness and spread like a vile disease across Avondale.
“I wish I could help them,” the earl said.  “They should have listened when we warned them.”
As if the mountain had heard what Earl Ageus was saying, it shook again, but this time was different.  There was a roar and then the shaking, but then in the fading twilight, they saw a huge gush of superheated water spray up into the night sky.  Details were impossible to make out, but for nearly twenty seconds, the water blew upward, venting the gas that had been trapped inside the mountain.  Then, the shaking stopped, the geyser vanished, and the entire city was unnaturally quiet.
“Is there any chance that Leonosis is doing this?” Rafe asked.
“I don’t understand,” the earl said.
“I mean he made the wall explode even though he wasn’t anywhere near it.  Maybe he’s behind the tremors, too.”
“Your wife said the volcano is preparing to erupt.”
“Yes, I know, but it has to be a possibility.  I mean, what else could be causing it?  I can’t believe it’s just a coincidence that the mountain is preparing to erupt just as the new king attacks us.”
“You know more about magic than I do,” the earl said.  “At least you’ve been with Tiberius.”
“Yes, Ti can do things that your mind can’t fathom,” Rafe said.  “When we were going to Hamill Keep, we got trapped in an old city.  There was another wizard there who sent an army of bronze statues to fight us.”
“Statues?” the earl said, sounding doubtful.
“Outrageous, isn’t it?  But it really is true.  We were stuck inside this old fortress of some kind.  Tiberius climbed up on the wall, cast a spell, and melted the statues.  I had to hold on to him to keep him from falling, and it was like standing in front of a forge.  The heat was so intense I thought I was going to pass out.  I thought that was the limit of magical power up until I saw our wall explode.”
“We really don’t stand a chance if Tiberius isn’t successful,” the earl said.  “My last act as earl will be to die in the city I was entrusted with.”
“We may die,” Rafe said.  “But at least we’ll die fighting.  A man can’t ask for more than that.”
“I’ve never understood that sentiment.  What is the upside to dying, fighting or not?”
“Death is inevitable—that’s what my father always told me.  Don’t fear death, fear not dying well.  He used to tell me to face my death like it was an old friend coming to escort me home.”
“And how do you feel about his death?” the earl asked softly.  “Do you feel that his belief was right?”
“I do,” Rafe said, nodding.  “I lost him and I greatly regret it, but he died exactly the way he would have wanted.  In that moment, when it was your life or his, he didn’t hesitate or shy away.  He didn’t cling to his own life or besmirch his honor.  He died a hero.”
“That he did,” the earl agreed.
“And I think that when I die, I want to be just as confident.  I’ve fought and put my life on the line.  I would be dead already if it weren’t for Tiberius.  He saved me more than once.  But I think it’s when death is inevitable—not just a possibility, but a certainty—that we really see if what we believe is real.”
“I’m not sure death is ever a certainty,” the earl said.  “Tiberius taught me that.  There are forces much greater than our lives, more powerful than we can hope to contain.  So we must do what is in our power to ensure those forces don’t destroy what we love.  If the mountain erupts and Avondale is lost, I can live with that.  But if I have to give my life fighting to keep some vile sorcerer from destroying it, then I will gladly make that sacrifice.  Your father died for me, that is a gift I can never repay.  But I assure you, Rafe Grentzson, I will make that sacrifice worthwhile.  I will make it count.”
Rafe knew he didn’t love Avondale or even the earl enough to die for them.  And yet he was there, risking his life for the city and for his earl.  His motivation was the honor that his father had taught him to value so highly.  And love for his friends —Rafe was there for Tiberius.  He would give his life for Tiberius or Olyva, even for Lexi when it came down to it.  They had put their lives on the line for him, and he would never shy away from any danger if they truly needed him.  He knew that.
If he survived the battle for Avondale, he thought to himself.  He would discharge his duty to the earl and join Tiberius in whatever adventure the young wizard came up with.  He realized that was his place, not serving as commander of the earl’s war band, even though he’d wanted that position since he was a boy, and not being the sword master of Avondale, even though that was his greatest ambition in life until recently.  He wanted his sword and his sacrifice, if it came to that, to mean something to someone he truly cared about.
“They’ve entered the city, Commander,” said a young officer, presenting Rafe with a telescope.
Rafe held the device up to his eye and looked across the cone-shaped city.  He could see a dark mass moving in through the gash in the wall.  There were pinpoints of light—torches, he thought—giving just enough light to reveal the enemy army. But they didn’t seem to be in any hurry.
“They’ll take up their positions tonight,” Rafe said, handing the telescope to the earl.  “Come first light, they’ll attack.”
“Are we ready?” the earl asked.
“We are, my lord,” Rafe said confidently.
The earl looked at Rafe for a moment, nodded, then walked away.  Rafe could feel his heart beating in his chest.  He didn’t want to wait all night long.  He wanted to fight right that moment, but he knew that fighting wasn’t the goal.  They could slay every man in the king’s army and still lose.  They had to cut the head off the snake, and not just because the king was ordering his men to fight, but because Leonosis and Queen Ariel were more dangerous than the armies of both sides put together.  And only one person could stop them.  Once again, Rafe wondered where Tiberius was and hoped that his friend returned soon.  Otherwise, the lives sacrificed in the battle would be for nothing, including Rafe’s own.




Chapter 34
Tiberius
When Tiberius awoke, it was dark outside.  His back hurt, but otherwise he felt fine.  He stretched his leg and was amazed that there was no residual pain.  He knew what his magic could do, understood that his own leg had been mended, and yet his mind was still baffled by the change.
That was one of the things he loved about magic.  There was no explaining it.  He had no idea where it came from or how he was able to access it, yet it was just as real as the ship they were sailing in and at the same time just as mysterious as the wind that propelled them.
Ti sat up suddenly, his senses straining in the darkness for some sign that he was wrong.  He listened for the telltale creaking of the wood as the masts held firm against the push of the wind-filled sails, but the ship was silent.  There was no creaking of wood, no flapping of canvas, no thrum from the rigging.  He slipped out of the bed where Lexi was still asleep and pulled on clean clothes that Robere had laid out for him.  His boots were ruined, and he had no replacements, so he went out onto the deck in his bare feet.  It was completely dark, and Tiberius had to move slowly, feeling his way around the partition that made his room below decks, up the wooden steps, and out onto the deck, where he should have felt the wind on his face, but the air was perfectly still.
“Captain?” Tiberius said.
“Aye,” came the gruff reply from the small command deck.
Tiberius wondered if the crusty sailor ever slept.
“There’s no wind,” Tiberius said.  “How long have we been stuck?”
“A few hours now.  It’s hard to tell in this damn impenetrable darkness.”
“How far from Avondale would you say we are?”
“Oh, three days, if we can get some wind in the sails.”
Tiberius wanted to curse, but he knew his temper wouldn’t help them.  They needed wind, and Tiberius knew how to get it.
“Have your men get the sails ready, all of them.”
“We’ve got every stitch of cloth hanging already, my lord, just hoping for a breath of wind.”
“I can provide more than a breath.  Which way is north?”
“We’re heading north.  I’m pointing, but you can’t see a damn thing at night down here.”
Tiberius closed his eyes.  He felt the need to get back to Avondale deep in his bones.  He couldn’t explain it, but he knew he needed to get back.  The danger was almost like standing too close to a tall cliff.  His intuition was screaming for him to return to Avondale the same way it would have warned him to back away from the edge.
“I hope you’re holding on to something.  Flabra!” he said with authority.
When he’d first begun using magic, he always felt timid casting spells.  The entire process was so ephemeral that he was afraid of unleashing a power he couldn’t control.  Now, he was much more confident.  He knew what each spell felt like, knew the capabilities of the magic and his ability to control it.
The portal of wind opened, and immediately Tiberius divided the portal.  Splitting it wasn’t easy, but he remembered what the book fragment he’d learned his powers from said about magic.  The essence of magic isn’t spells or working wonders, but rather a mastery of the will, combined with a judicious use of knowledge.
Tiberius understood the spell, knew how it would work and what he could do with it.  And his will had been strengthened by his experiences until now it was like iron.  He split the portal and moved one to each side of the ship; then he let the wind blow.
The sails popped as they suddenly filled with wind, the rigging thrummed like the stings of a harp, and the wood of the ship creaked.  Then the war ship shot forward so quickly that several of the soldiers manning the ship toppled backwards.
There was shouting and laughter as the men celebrated their sudden good fortune.  Air raced across Tiberius’ skin in a cool, invigorating sensation that he reveled in.  They couldn’t see where they were going, but they had been sailing just under the misty barrier that covered the blighted lands, so their path was unobstructed.
It was several hours before the world suddenly shifted from night to day.  The sunlight filtering through the mist was so perfectly diffused that the amount of light never changed until the last rays were gone.  Tiberius closed his eyes, then opened them in thin slits until they adjusted to the bright light.
The soldiers who were still awake were leaning out over the railing, amazed at how quickly they were moving.  One sailor took the steering oar from the captain and let the older man take a break.  Robere came up onto the main deck with bread, water, a lump of hard cheese, and a small crock of butter.  Tiberius was eating when Lexi came up from below.  Tiberius thought she was beautiful, even though her face was still puffy with sleep and her hair was plastered down on one side.
“I take it you’re responsible for our speed?” she said.
“We were in a calm when I woke up last night.”
“You shouldn’t push yourself so hard.”
“It’s not so hard,” Tiberius said.  “Magic gets easier every day.”
Lexi looked down, and Tiberius could see that she wasn’t saying what she was thinking.  And he didn’t have to ask her to know she thought he was playing with fire.  All their lives they had been told and had believed that magic was bad, but Tiberius knew the truth.  He knew that magic really did exist for the benefit of all mankind.  That didn’t mean it shouldn’t be used responsibly, but it wasn’t going to possess him or hurt him, as long as he worked from a place of knowledge and didn’t bite off more than he could chew mentally.
“We have to get back,” Tiberius said.
“Why?  Why is it so important that we get back to the city?  The Emerystone can’t help us defeat Leonosis—isn’t that what you said?”
“The stone no longer has any power,” he admitted.  “And I honestly can’t say why we need to go back, but I know we do.  I have a horrible feeling that our friends are in danger.”
Tiberius knew Lexi cared about Rafe and Olyva, but he also knew that she didn’t make attachments to people for this very reason.  She didn’t want to feel pulled into someone else’s fight or to depend on someone who might let her down or, worse yet, betray her on purpose.  He knew she would be more than happy if the ship let them off somewhere and they left Valana and the nine cities behind them forever.  But Tiberius knew they needed to help.  He couldn’t abandon his friends or the city his family had ruled for so long.  He didn’t need to stay there, didn’t need to keep Rafe or Olyva close to be happy, but he could never simply turn his back on them and live with himself.
“You don’t have to come,” he said.  “We can let you out somewhere you’ll be safe.”
“I’m not afraid, bonehead.  Not of the danger, just of losing you.”
“You won’t lose me,” he said.  “But I have to go back.  I have to help if I can.”
“I get that,” she said, but without conviction.
“I would never stop trying to get back to you,” he said softly.
“I know,” she whispered.
“But if I turn my back on Rafe, on Olyva, on my family, how could you ever trust me to not turn my back on you?”
There were tears in her eyes, and he was afraid he had pushed too hard.  Lexi was in many ways like the little wind glider that clung to her shoulder.  Dancer was a sweet, gentle pet, useful in so many ways, but Tiberius knew that if they tried to put the little animal in a cage or strap a leash around its neck, it would run away.  He couldn’t force Lexi to see things from his point of view and he was making decisions for both of them, sometimes without consulting her.  She trusted him, but if he took that trust for granted or if he pushed her too hard to be okay with what he was doing, he could really damage their relationship.
“I trust you,” she said softly.  “And I’ll always have your back.  Just don’t do anything foolish.  Promise me that.  I need you with me, Ti.  Don’t be a hero.”
“I’m not a hero,” he said lightly.  “I’m a wizard.”
They both laughed, and the tension was broken.  Below, the ground sped by, and occasionally Tiberius saw a landmark that looked familiar, but there was no real way for him to know how far they had come or how close Avondale was.  At this altitude, even judging their speed was a challenge.
With daylight, the ride was exhilarating at first, but the strain of the wind spell, which was really an elementary spell of the Fourth Order, grew tiresome.  To Tiberius, it was like hiking with a heavy pack.  At first the weight felt good—it made him feel strong and prepared.  But then then pack grew heavy on his shoulders, not burdensome, but uncomfortable just the same and wearying.  He knew that eventually the strain of the spell would exhaust him and he knew he needed rest, but he couldn’t stop.  His need to reach Avondale grew stronger by the hour, like a starving man needing food.  He could almost see Avondale, even though they were below the misty barrier of clouds.  Not with his eyes, but in his mind he saw them sailing toward the magnificent city.  And his greatest fear was that it wouldn’t be magnificent anymore.




Chapter 35
Leonosis
At first light Draggah saw the flags signaling to him that his men were in position.  They had bombarded the city walls for over an hour, the war ships using all the fire bombs to ensure that no one could survive on the city walls.  He lost several ships in the process, but Draggah didn’t care about losses.  The demon had no concern for the lives of the men that fought under his command.  Instead he reveled in the destruction his ships had caused.  The flames danced high upon the walls of the city, filling the air with oily, black smoke that Draggah saw as an omen, a portent of the city’s doom.
Leonosis was grief-stricken.  He had no real love for the people or history of the place where he was born and raised, but he hated to see the needless destruction of something so beautiful.  Draggah had no appreciation for things of value, but even in Leonosis’ state of torment and misery, he could see the wastefulness of the demon’s plans.
“Take us down,” Draggah told the captain of the sky ship.
“You’re going down there?” Ariel asked.
“I am,” Draggah said, and Leonosis felt the thrill of excitement that Draggah reveled in at the prospect of being so near the death and destruction.  “I am a master of mayhem, a god of destruction.  Where else would I be?”
Leonosis knew all too well that Draggah’s boastful claims were true.  Whatever the spirit creature was, he thrived on misery and torment.  The wicked creature feasted on death.  Ariel looked for a moment like she might argue, but then a look of disgust flashed in her eyes, and she turned away.  Draggah saw it, Leonosis knew that, but her disdain merely made him smile.  Leonosis could feel the demon’s pleasure, and her disappointment in his gruesome desire only made the thrill more delicious.
“You should come and learn to enjoy the fruit of our labor.”
“I want men to bow at my feet, not spill their blood all over my shoes,” Ariel snapped.
Draggah laughed out loud.  To Leonosis it was a hideous sound.  He could hear his own voice, yet the laugh was almost hysterical.  It sounded like he was losing his mind, and that was his greatest fear—that he would lose himself to the horrid demon’s will.
The ship drifted down slowly and eventually docked on a relatively stable section of the city wall.  As they got closer, Leonosis could see what damage the fire bombs had done.  The top of the wall had been built out over the edge and had wooden supports.  The supports had burned to ash, and the impacts of the heavy, liquid-filled projectiles had shattered the overhang in most places.  The parapets along the outside of the wall were smashed or missing completely, and the flag stones were scorched.  The mortar that held the massive stones together was cracked.  The top of the wall had been level and flag stones laid to make an even surface to fight from, but those stones had broken and cracked under the heat.  The mortar had expanded in some places, pushing the stones out of alignment and making the entire surface uneven.  If left that way, Leonosis knew the elements would soon take a toll on the wall, decaying it and breaking it down.
Draggah either didn’t notice or simply didn’t care.  His soldiers caught the ropes the sailors had dropped and tied the huge vessel fast to the wall.  The stairs were lowered, and Draggah descended, leaving strict orders that the ship was not to be moved.  Leonosis wasn’t sure, but he thought he felt a flicker of doubt in the demon’s mind about Queen Ariel.
There were several places to come down off the city’s high walls, and Draggah wanted to be on the streets.  He could have seen the fighting more clearly from the sky ship, but he wanted to be near the carnage.  He wanted to hear the screams, smell the blood, and see the fear in the eyes of the dying.  At some point he would probably even participate in the battle, but so far he was content just to be near it.
“Commander,” Draggah said when he reached the street where his officers were waiting for him.  “Let’s begin.”
The king’s solders were well trained.  They each carried a round shield, a saber that they could wield with one hand, as well as a short, double-edged dagger that was ideal for stabbing.  The soldiers wore leather armor and thickly quilted doublets.  Even a razor-sharp sword blow would be hard pressed to slice through the padded doublet and leather armor.  Stabbing was more effective, but even then the blow needed considerable force to be mortal.  Where the soldiers were vulnerable was along their arms and lower legs.  The doublets had no sleeves, and the leather armor had gaps to allow free range of motion.  A heavy sword blow could not only break bone, but sever limbs.
Normally the king’s army marched with crossbowmen, but their weapons took too long to reload in open war.  They operated best from high, fortified positions where they could take cover while they reloaded their deadly bolts and heaved back the thick string that shot the bolts forward when fired.  Draggah had ordered the crossbowmen to stay with the ships.  Including casualties from the ships that were shot down, nearly a quarter of his force would not be available to fight in Avondale, but he still had nearly a thousand men.  Draggah knew—because he knew everything that Leonosis knew—that the earl’s war band at full strength was less than a thousand.  Still, the earl might have raised a militia, arming the citizens.  For all Draggah knew, he was outnumbered, but his own power more than made up for any deficits in numbers.  And close odds meant more killing, a fact that Draggah reveled in.
Leonosis wanted to somehow warn his father, convince him to surrender or flee, but there was no way to help.  He had no control over his own body, no way to fight or even resist Draggah, who was firmly ensconced in Leonosis’ physical form.  That meant Leonosis would be a helpless observer, and even worse than merely an observer who could look away or close his eyes, Leonosis would be forced to see everything Draggah saw.  And he would feel the demon’s ecstasy while Leo felt only sickness.
The troops marched through the city, killing anyone foolish enough to resist them.  The earl’s war band was nowhere in sight, but occasionally someone from the city found a sword or spear and decided to fight.  Their lives were taken quickly, and Draggah, marching at the rear of the main column that was working its way around the city’s main avenue, only heard the screams.
There would be more screams Leonosis knew that.  Once the fighting was over, the king’s soldiers would loot the city, killing and raping the citizens without fear of consequences.  Any normal king would keep his men under control, but Leonosis knew that Draggah would do nothing to stop the innocent from being victimized.  He didn’t care that Avondale was one of Valana’s wealthiest cities or that it was the only source of hylum in the kingdom.  He would revel in its destruction and then move on to the next.
There were citizens hiding in their homes.  Leonosis saw the fearful stares from high windows or the movement of curtains as people tried to avoid being seen.  They were no threat, not yet at least, and so of no concern to Draggah.  He ordered his troops forward and they continued their trek around the city.
The column of soldiers stopped just shy of the large plaza that led to the massive northern gate of the city.  The huge timber walls were burned but not completely destroyed, and the plaza was eerily quiet.
“My liege,” said the commander.  “Do you wish us to avoid the open plaza?”
“No,” Draggah said.
“But sire, the men will be exposed.  It is the perfect place for an ambush.”
“I am aware,” Draggah said.  “But our goal is to exterminate the earl’s war band.  We will expose them and destroy them.  Killing is your only concern today, Commander.  Be about it!”
“Yes, my king,” the man said, frowning.
Leonosis knew that the officer was loath to send his troops into harm’s way, but he would rather risk their lives in combat than risk his own by arguing with Draggah.  The commander waved to the other officers, who then quietly ordered the column forward.  They marched quickly through the plaza, the space around them opening up, from the relatively narrow street to the broad open space in front of the city’s massive gatehouse.  They were three quarters of the way across the plaza when the volley of crossbow bolts slammed into the flank of the leading ranks of men.  There were screams of pain and shouts of angry surprise, then another volley, this time from the opposite side, shot out, slaying the soldiers who instinctively had moved to their left, away from the first hail of deadly projectiles.  Then came a third volley, this time from the front.  Dozens of men lay dead or wounded, and blood was pooling on the plaza’s flagstones.
“Forward!” shouted the commander.  “Find them, kill the bastards.”
The king’s soldiers hurried forward, anxious to get across what was now easily recognizable as the killing ground.  More bolts shot into the mass of soldiers.  Their neat, orderly formation had dissolved as death rained down from the darkened windows and rooftops on the far side of the plaza.  It was still early in the day, so long shadows from the city’s massive walls cast many of the buildings and streets in shadows.
As the first survivors reached the far end of the plaza, where the street narrowed between massive homes and shops again, they were met by a group of soldiers.  The members of Earl Ageus’ war band hadn’t made a sound but quickly formed a shield wall that sealed off the street.  They couldn’t have held back the entire group of the king’s soldiers, but with their crossbowmen picking off the enemy, those that came against them were unorganized and near panic.
Draggah laughed as he watched his own men dying.  The screams made Leonosis’ blood curdle, but they only encouraged the demon, who bellowed in delight.  It only took a few moments of fear and uncertainty before the massive group of soldiers realized they wanted out of the plaza.  A few turned and ran back, deserting their comrades but finding no safety behind.  Draggah made an example by levitating the cowards and flinging them over the column and into the Avondale shield wall.  The bodies collided with shields, but their momentum bowled the defenders back.
A shouted order sent the crossbowmen retreating, and Leonosis guessed that his father had made sure that his archers had clear lanes of egress and strict orders to retreat before they were cut off by the king’s soldiers.  The men in the shield wall fended off a few more brave but foolish soldiers from the king’s army who ran to engage them without proper support.  Then they, too, retreated.
“It has begun at last!” Draggah cooed as he walked among the fallen in the plaza, his boots splashing in the puddles of blood like a child.  “This blood is the first pen strokes of my great chronology.  These lives have been sacrificed to usher in the age of gods!”
The soldiers of the kings army looked at their leader with fearful eyes.  The rumors they had heard about the new king were proving true, and they realized that they were being led by a madman.  One who cared nothing for their lives, only his insane plans.
For one tremulous moment, Leonosis hoped that the soldiers would turn on him.  He didn’t want to die, but he would gladly die to be rid of Draggah and to foil the evil creature’s plans.  But then the commander shouted the order to reform the column, and the soldiers responded; the countless hours of intense discipline still held them to the will of their superior officers.
Draggah waved his hand, and the troops moved forward again, marching ahead into a future they couldn’t imagine.  If they were lucky, they would die in combat—Leonosis knew that much for certain.  If they lived, their world would become his nightmare, and all mankind would suffer at the hands of Draggah.




Chapter 36
Rafe
The king’s soldiers were spreading through the city.  Half of the warriors had gone toward the south gate, and half toward the north.  The plaza at the north gate had been the location of the first skirmish.  Their plans had worked perfectly, up until something had hurled several men into their line.
Rafe had been watching from the palace rooftop, using a telescope to see as much as he could.  The fighting in the streets would be impossible to see, since the city was built in a circle around the top of the volcano’s cone, but the open plaza was within sight.  Rafe had watched the king’s soldiers walk into the trap he’d set and had even seen several falling from the crossbow attacks.  It had been difficult to sit back and watch—he wanted to be in the shield wall, leading his men to victory, but his place now was to coordinate the war band’s efforts across the city, not lead one squad in combat.
“Commander!” said the runner who had been sent to report on the first skirmish.
“Report!” Rafe said, his eye still searching across the city through the telescope.
“The battle at checkpoint one was a success.  Three men were injured, but there were no fatalities.”
“Any idea how many they lost?” Rafe asked.
“I counted thirty-three down by our crossbows.  Almost a dozen more were killed by the men in the shield wall.  Including the three men that fell on our defensive force, I’d say at least forty.”
“Forty down, a thousand more to go.  Good job, runner.  Get to checkpoint two and keep me informed.”
Rafe began to pace.  He knew other battles were taking place.  Some of the king’s soldiers had been sent down to the lower levels in an effort to find a way to the palace.  Rafe’s men were well positioned and ready to hold them back, but Rafe chafed at being absent as his men fought.  He had commanded men before.  He was an officer with his own squad, and then a lieutenant, with a dozen squads under his command, but that had been in peace, and his only real duty had been to convey orders from higher up the command chain.  He had observed drills on the tall platform when his men were training, and he’d wanted to be in the sweat and dirt with his squad then, too.  But that had been training with wooden staves and well observed rules of engagement.  This was open warfare, men fighting for their lives and their families.  It was close quarters, bloody and vicious, the kind of fighting that makes men or breaks them.
“Commander!” shouted another breathless runner as he stumbled out onto the palace rooftop.
“Report!”
“Battle in the third level near the tannery.”
“The tannery was on the southern side of the city, Rafe thought.  That meant that both wings of the king’s forces had reached his own men.  He made a decision to leave the palace rooftop.  He wouldn’t learn any more by being up there, and it only made his runners sprint up several flights of stairs.
“Walk with me,” Rafe commanded the runner.
“Yes, sir,” the young soldier said.  “Our line held well enough, but the king’s solders climbed up onto the roof of some of the shops and flanked our forces.”
“Casualties?”
“One whole squad,” the runner said, his voice suddenly quiet as they descended the grand staircase that led from the palace roof to the earl’s private quarters.  “Most of another.”
“Damn!  What about their losses?”
“About the same, as far as I could tell.  It was hard to see there, and the fighting was fierce.”
“Yes, I have no doubt it was,” Rafe said.  He could hear another runner sprinting up the stone steps toward them.  “Return to your section.”
“Yes sir!” the runner shouted, before saluting and sprinting away.  
The reports came in a steady stream, and the results were consistently the same.  In the areas where crossbowmen were positioned to target the enemy, the war band fared much better than the king’s soldiers.  Earl Ageus had equipped his soldiers with leather armor, but most of the armor was older than the men who wore it.  The war band’s main function was to man the walls and ballistae in times when the monsters from the blighted lands appeared.  Armor was sometimes worn during training, but there had been no need to spend money on new armor, so their doublets had rotted; their leather was so old it became brittle.  It might be enough to stop a blow from killing, but Rafe needed to keep his men fighting, and a broken bone made that impossible.  The wounded were being carried to the training ground, and that space was filling quickly.
The close quarters that Rafe had hoped would give his men an edge was turning out to be just as effective for the king’s soldiers, who were well trained.  They fought hard and found weaknesses in the small groups of defenders in their paths.  Hours passed, and there were hard-fought battles on three levels of the city and on both sides of the palace.  Rafe paced, gave orders, moved his troops to different locations, and took reports, but there was nothing else he could do.  By noon, the crossbowmen were returning, which meant there was nowhere left for them to take cover and fire on the enemy.  As soon as Rafe saw them, he went back into the palace to make his report.
The earl’s servants were crowded into the feasting hall, along with most of Captain Rowen’s men.  The kitchens were cold, and food had been stashed around the palace for the soldiers to eat when they had the opportunity.  Rafe went through the feasting hall and made his way to the earl’s primary audience chamber.  The long, narrow room was filled with courtiers, mostly women, who looked just as frightened and as helpless as the servants in the feasting hall.  The crowd parted so that Rafe could approach the earl.
“It’s time, my lord,” Rafe said.
“Be sure your men do all they can to protect these innocents,” Earl Ageus said.
“Yes, my lord.”
The earl left through the small doorway at the back of the hall behind his reception area.  Rafe, along with the twelve guardsmen whose job was to stay with the earl at all times, followed him.  They went back up to the rooftop, and Rafe immediately went to the north side of the palace roof.  His heart sank a little as he saw crossbowmen approaching.  That meant that a full retreat to the palace would soon be called.  His men would have to fall back simultaneously to keep the enemy from seizing the opportunity to ambush the defenders as they retreated to the palace.
Rafe turned and saw that Earl Ageus was searching the sky for any sight of Tiberius.  Rafe felt a stab of regret for his friend.  Rafe didn’t want to die, but that wasn’t why he had hoped Tiberius would return.  There had been a bond between Ti and his father, since the young wizard had healed the earl.  Now, Rafe worried that Ti’s failure to return and save Avondale would taint the way Earl Ageus viewed his youngest son.  Rafe knew that Ti was a man of honor, who would gladly give his life to defend the people he loved.  And now Rafe hoped that Tiberius wouldn’t appear.  He didn’t want his friend to die with him, and Rafe settled in his heart and mind that death was unavoidable now.
He thought of Olyva, but thinking of her hurt too much.  He had vowed to find a way to be with her, but he had known, just as she had, that the odds were against them.  She would have to find a way to forgive him, and he would have to forgive himself.  He had no time for self-pity.
“We have to ring the gong,” Rafe announced.  “Bring our forces back to the palace while we still can.”
“You’re sure we can’t hold out any longer?” the earl asked.
“We’ve done as well as could be hoped for.  The palace is our last hope now.”
“Tiberius will return,” the earl said.  “He has to.”
“And we want as many men as we can muster ready when he does,” Rafe said.  “We must call our forces back.”
“All right,” the earl said.  “Ring the gong.”
A huge, brass sheet had been placed on the palace roof.  The officers with Rafe had to work together to lift it up and hang it from the tall metal poles that were mounted into the stone rooftop.  Once the plate was hung, a large man with a long-handled axe stepped forward.  The axe head had been replaced with a wooden knob that was wrapped in thick wool.  He swung the mallet hard, smashing it into the gong, which sent a resounding bong throughout the city.
“Again!” ordered Rafe, who was leaning out over the rooftop.  “Keep ringing it until I give the order to stop.”
The big man didn’t reply; he just swung his mallet again.  The sound was ominous and sad.  Rafe saw scores of soldiers running back to the palace.  The lower levels had already been blocked off.  The window shutters were hammered down and reinforced with thick, wooden beams.  Soldiers were set to guard each one, as well as the doors used by the servants as they went about their daily tasks.  On the main floor, the massive front doors were still open.  The retreating soldiers came in and were sent straight up to the roof, where most would be set to guard the entrance or the long causeway that led to the lookout tower and city wall.  So far, the king’s soldiers hadn’t utilized the wall to try and flank the defenders, but Rafe knew it was only a matter of time.
The crossbowmen had already been assigned to the various windows and balconies, where they could use their weapons once the the king’s soldiers appeared.  The entire retreat took less than fifteen minutes.  The last man in the palace was General Saryns, whose men had been holding the streets.
Rafe saw the palace doors close far below him, and for a moment his mind shot back to when Brutas had hung him upside down from the palace roof.  A split second of utter terror threatened to wreck Rafe, but he managed to choke the fear back and calm himself down.  His heart was thundering as he walked over to the gong.
“You may stop now,” he said.
“Thank goodness,” the earl announced.  “I though my head would split open and save my son the trouble.”
It was a weak joke, but the nerves of the soldiers on the rooftop were worn thin.  They laughed, and Rafe felt his admiration for the earl rising.  His father had loved Earl Ageus, but Rafe had never understood why.  Once, when Rafe was just a boy, he’d asked his father why he cared so much for the earl.  His father had told him that Ageus had not always been the bitter, resentful man he’d grown into.  That made no sense to Rafe at the time, but now he saw it.  He could see the man his father had loved and stood by, even died for.  Rafe didn’t feel that strongly about Earl Ageus, but he understood a little better the man his father had known.
“So what do we do now?” the earl asked Rafe.
“We wait and see what Leonosis does.”
“His ship hasn’t left the far side of the city.”
“That’s because he isn’t on it,” said Captain Saryns as he made his way between his men to where Rafe stood with the earl.  “Lord Leonosis is with his troops.”
“Are you sure?” Rafe asked.
“He looks like he’s dying,” the captain said, wiping sweat off his forehead.  “Thin, pale, but very active.  He’s using magic against us.”
Rafe felt his stomach drop.  Fighting the king’s army was one thing, but fighting a wizard would be impossible.  Whoever had blown the city wall down could do the same thing with the earl’s palace and kill them all in one fell swoop.




Chapter 37
Leonosis
The battles had been titillating at first, but as the hours wore on and the fighting grew more even, they often stalled.  The two armies formed shield walls in the narrow streets, often several rows deep, so that the battle dissolved into a shoving match that could last for hours if left to their own devices.  Draggah was all too happy to get involved.
He pulled buildings down on the defenders, crushing them under timber and stone.  Their cries of terror and agony filled him with what Leonosis could only describe as a sick glee.  The demon was like a child given the freedom to tear everything around him to pieces, and the stalwart city of Avondale was like a city made of sand to him.
At first it was enough to simply kill the enemy, but soon his perversion grew.  He used his magic to rip the defenders’ bodies apart, all the while reveling not just in the grotesque killings, but in the way the other soldiers, even his own, reacted to the atrocities.  His commander was impassive, his face a mask showing neither approval or disdain, but calm obedience no matter what the order.
And Draggah had no concern for the protection of his own forces.  If the building fell on them as well as the defenders, so be it.  There were many times when the creature could have used his power to send the defenders running for their lives, but instead he ordered his troops to fight to the death just for his pleasure.  Some had deserted, slipping into the homes and abandoned buildings when the opportunity arose.  Draggah had no concerns for them.  The entire army could have turned against him, and he would have fought on, destroying the Avondale war band with his powerful magic.
There was a growing sense of destructive power that seemed to be feeding Draggah’s own evil magic.  At first Leonosis thought that Ariel was doing something, but eventually it was as if the mountain itself was empowering the demon to destroy the city.  Leonosis was certain that something dark was coming up from deep in the mountain.  His own senses would have missed it, but Leonosis’ link to Draggah cracked open wider and wider as the demon worked his magic and reveled in the gruesome deaths he caused.  It was like a child trying to peek through a hole in a wall and occasionally getting glimpses of the activity taking place on the other side.  And even though Leonosis hated Draggah and wanted to get away from the insane demonic being, he was seduced by the temptation to connect with Draggah and experience what the demon experienced.  It was a secret knowledge and a turning of the tables, and even if Leonosis could never do anything with the information, he still wanted it.  He wanted to know Draggah’s secret thoughts and experience the demon’s feelings, as if that might somehow relieve the sense of helplessness Leo felt.
Bong!
The sound resonated through the city, reverberating so strongly that it was felt more than heard.  Draggah’s soldiers looked up in surprise at the sound, hesitating for a moment in their otherwise relentless attack.  The defenders fell back instantly, retreating as quickly as possible.
“Shall we continue our attack?” the commander asked.
The soldiers were tired; most had dropped their shields and were either leaning against something or bent over with their hands propped on their knees.  Draggah had been enjoying the battle, but he didn’t want to rush things.
“No,” Draggah said.  “See that the men have food and water.”
“The earl’s men will be reinforcing their position if we wait,” the commander said.
“Of course they will.  But that’s of little concern to us.  They will take up positions in the palace.  Their strategy is simple.  Send word to the other groups.  Have everyone take a short rest, then converge on the palace.”
“As you wish, my liege.”
The commander gave orders and sent men running to find the rest of the king’s soldiers, who were now spread throughout the city.  It would take time to move all his men into position, but Draggah didn’t mind the wait.  Normally he was impatient, but Leonosis could feel the demon’s elation at the carnage all around him.  He moved through the debris from battle.  Human blood turned black when mixed with dust.  The splatters of blood on the flagstones were like some great painting, and Draggah wanted to take in every brushstroke.
He climbed over the toppled buildings, seeking out the most gruesome bodies.  There were soldiers whose heads had been smashed, so that gaping holes, still dripping with blood, were filled with the wrinkled, gray brain matter that had been squashed out of the person’s skull.
Another fallen soldier had his stomach ripped open.  The leather armor had split apart, revealing the vulnerable flesh underneath.  Leonosis saw the pale white skin now smeared with blood.  The soldier’s intestines ran out like threads from a tapestry that had frayed and fallen from the loose weave.
There was vomit, offal, and blood everywhere.  The entire city reeked of death.  The coppery smell of blood was mixed with human waste and flesh that was already growing rancid  in the exposed air.  It was a nightmarish scene, but one that Draggah sought to burn into his twisted mind.  Leonosis wanted to scream or even pluck out his own eyes so that he didn’t have to see the horrid scenes of death, but Draggah wouldn’t let him.  The demon reveled in death and enjoyed forcing Leonosis to face it time and again.
Leonosis knew his torment only fed the demon’s evil need for cruelty, but he couldn’t help but lash out as Draggah went back to view more and more of the horrible atrocities.  There were decapitations, limbs severed or ripped off, wounds that had peeled the skin from the victim’s face so that the bloody skull, rimmed with muscle sinew, was revealed.  There were eyes laying on the ground, staring blindly at nothing.  And of course the wounded were everywhere, some begging for death, others unable to understand what had happened to them.
The carnage was everywhere, but the scenes of horror lessened as Draggah moved toward the palace.  His soldiers were already there.  The commander had reformed all their remaining troops, so that the palace was surrounded.  Squads had been sent up onto the city walls, where they stood guarding the causeway that led to the palace.  Others had been sent to the gardens at the rear of the palace, and still more took up station on the lower level to guard the servants’ quarters.  When Draggah finally arrived, he looked up.  There were men at every entrance, even the windows of the upper floors.  And on the roof, mere silhouettes against the sun high overhead, Draggah could see even more men leaning over the parapets.  Some he even recognized.
“Father,” Draggah called out.  “You are beaten.  Admit your fault and give me my brother.”
“Brutas is in the dungeon,” the earl shouted back.  “You can have him any time you want to join him there.”
“Brutas?  I did not know he lived.  The father I know would have killed any son who tried to usurp his power.”
“I plan on just killing one of my children,” the earl said.  “And I take no pleasure in it.  But if you think you can attack Avondale and live, you’ve lost your mind.”
“I have lost it, that is true.  I’m not the boy you knew.  I’ve expanded my horizons and my station in life.  You can call me King Leonosis now.”
“Leo, stop this madness!”
“Give me Tiberius.  I know he’s here.  I feel his power.”
“You’re wrong,” Earl Ageus called.  “Tiberius hasn’t been here in over a week.  I sent him away.”
“You can’t fool me, Father.  I feel his power.  Send him to me, with the Balestone, and I’ll let you live.”
“If Tiberius were here,” Rafe shouted.  “You’d be nothing but a smear on the bottom of his boot!”
The men from Avondale shouted and jeered.  They could see the king’s soldiers and knew there was no escape from the palace.  All they had left was mocking bravado, and Draggah smiled.  He was enjoying the anticipation of death and suffering he knew was inevitable.  Either the war band fought him and died or they surrendered and died—it made no difference to Draggah.
“Where is your father, Rafe?” Draggah shouted.  “Surely the sword master should be here with his men.”
“Grentz was a hero,” the earl shouted.  “Do not sully his name with your mockery.”
“Was?  Oh, has he passed?  That is a shame.  In days gone by, we might have settled things man to man, if your champion had been brave enough to accept my challenge.  Perhaps you would like to come out from your daddy’s shadow, Rafe Grentzson, and face me in battle.”
“I’ll fight you,” Rafe shouted.  “Gladly.”
The men from Avondale cheered again, and Draggah smiled.
“You are no swordsman,” Earl Ageus shouted, quieting his own troops with his booming voice.  “Take your foul magic away from this place.”
“You doubt that I can use the sword, Father?”
“I doubt that you have any honor.”
“Would you place your entire war band in harm’s way to save just one man?”
“Rafe Grentzson is a man of honor.  Do not besmirch our family with your sorcerous evil.”
“Why do my powers frighten you so much, old man?  Is not Tiberius a wizard?  He is the reason I am here.  He has broken Valana’s most sacred laws.  If you do not wish to see your champion cut down at your doorstep, then turn my brother over to me, along with all he possesses.”
“He is not here,” the earl insisted.
“Then I shall darken the city with your blood, old man.”
“Not if I have anything to say about it!” Rafe shouted as he swung down from a rope ladder that had been dropped over the roof.
Draggah felt a thrill as he watched Rafe descend.  Here was the man who had dared try to interfere with the demon’s plans.  He would play with the boy, give him a sense of false hope, and finally destroy him.  That would certainly demoralize the earl’s war band.  Then the true slaughter would commence.




Chapter 38
Tiberius
Stopping, even for a short while, was maddening for Tiberius, but he knew that keeping the wind spell up was beginning to cost him what little strength he had left.  The wind was picking up, and the captain had to angle the sails and wrestle with the steering oar to keep the ship moving in the right direction, but at least Tiberius knew they were making progress.
Once the ship had slowed to a reasonable speed, Lexi had sent Dancer ahead to scout for them.  Tiberius ate his morning meal and walked around the small deck to regain a sense of normalcy.  Lexi walked with him, and they talked about simple, everyday things.  Far below them on the plain, they could see a herd of tamakas grazing.  It made Tiberius miss his whip.  He had lost track of it somewhere in Avondale.  He would have to find it or perhaps make his own.  The thought of doing something with his hands sounded appealing.  He loved magic and being a wizard, but now that his dream of wielding magic had taken on such massive implications, he really wanted to do something simple.
They talked about the Hoskali and how life seemed so much simpler among the people of the plain.  Tiberius had no real skills, and Lexi’s own set of special abilities would be of little use to the nomadic tribes, but they both felt something pulling them back to the blighted lands.  Tiberius could imagine spending his days learning to make useful things for the tribe, perhaps entertaining the children at night with stories of his great adventures.
They were pacing back toward the command deck when Lexi suddenly seemed to lose her balance and leaned heavily on Tiberius.  He caught and held her, trying not to panic.  Lexi’s eyes were shut tight, and she gripped his arms hard.  Then she opened her eyes.
“Are you—”
“We’re almost there!” Lexi said.
“What?”
“Avondale,” Lexi said.  “We’ll be in sight of the mountain soon.  And there’s…”—she closed her eyes again—“a settlement or camp of some kind at the base of the mountain.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
Tiberius ran to the bow of the ship once Lexi seemed stable on her own.  He knew that Dancer could share mental images with her or let her see through the little animal’s enhanced vision.  He leaned on the railing of the ship just in front of the catapult, straining to see anything he could recognize.  He thought that maybe he could make out the river that ran along the plains not far from the base of the mountain, but even that was too far away to see clearly.
“Ultimus Conspectus,” he whispered.
Suddenly his eyesight shot ahead, past the river, which came into focus and then out of focus again as his vision raced ahead.  The mountain came into view.  It was green at the bottom and rose up, changing to rocky browns and reds as it neared the thick blanket of mist that covered the blighted lands.  Lexi was right—there was a settlement at the bottom of the mountain.  He could see soldiers standing watch and hundreds of small tents.  The Hamill Keep sky ship was tethered to the ground, as well, and there were people congregating in groups all over the area.
“I can’t believe it,” Tiberius said.
“What do you think it is?”
“It’s not Hoskali,” Tiberius said.  “Those are my father’s soldiers standing guard.  And the sky ship from Hamill Keep.”
“Do you think the countess has taken a group of people down the mountain?” Lexi asked.
“Someone has, but it’s hard to imagine the countess doing anything other than complaining.”
Tiberius gave the captain instructions to descend, and the ship slowly moved down toward the ground far below.  The river came into view first, and then the camp.  The people in the camp moved quickly to take cover in the large sky ship from Hamill Keep, but Tiberius had the ship settle away from the camp.  He was just getting ready to make his way down the rope ladder when Lexi grabbed his shoulder.
“Look,” she said pointing.  “It’s Olyva.”
Tiberius looked up and saw the tall noble-born lady hurrying toward them.  Even from a distance, Tiberius could tell that she seemed different.  There were more patches of the small brown twigs on her exposed skin, and she was moving differently, almost as if she were moving through water.
“Olyva!” he shouted.  “I’m coming down.”
“No, wait!” she shouted back.
He sat on the railing with one leg in the ship and one on the rope ladder.  The war ship was only about ten feet off the ground and still moving slightly despite the captain’s best efforts to bring the vessel to a halt.  Mount Avondale loomed in front of them, growing larger by the second and making them all a little nervous that they wouldn’t be able to stop the ship from crashing.
“The city is under attack!” Olyva shouted as she drew closer.  “Leonosis sent his war fleet.”
“When?” Tiberius asked.
“Two days ago.  Your father stalled him until yesterday morning, but there’s been no word from the city since.”
Tiberius turned to Lexi.  “I have to go up,” he said.
“I’m going too,” she assured him.
“We’re going up,” Tiberius called to Olyva, who was at the bottom of the ship.
“I’m coming with you,” she replied, pulling herself up the swaying ladder.
Tiberius swung his leg back over the railing, and then he and Lexi helped Olyva onto the deck of the ship.  She looked a little sheepish and was out of breath, but she smiled at them both.
“It’s good to see you again,” she said.
“And you as well,” Tiberius replied.  Then he turned to the captain.  “Take us up, into the mist.”
“Aye, my lord,” the captain said, before calling out orders to the soldiers who manned the war ship.
“Did you find the stone?” Olyva asked.
“We found it,” Tiberius admitted.  “But it no longer has any power.”
Olyva’s face fell.  “I led the evacuees down the mountain.  Actually there were so few willing to leave the city that we sailed down in my father’s ship.  Rafe stayed to oversee the defense of the city.”
“Was Leonosis with his fleet?”
Olyva nodded.
The next hour was tense.  The soldiers who manned the war ship had been excited by the wonders of the blighted lands, and morale was high.  But now, the news of the attack and seeing the evacuee camp made them nervous.  No one knew what to expect from the city, and everyone was afraid that all they would find would be carnage and death.
“Send Dancer back up,” Tiberius said.  “We have to know what we’re facing.”
Lexi nodded, and the little wind glider jumped from her shoulder and onto Lexi’s hands.  One toss sent the tiny animal flying out and away from the war ship.  Dancer spread its little legs, stretching the thin layer of hairless skin between them and catching an updraft, which lifted the tiny creature.  Tiberius marveled at Dancer’s uncanny ability to sense movements in the air and ride them as effortlessly as if Tiberius could hop onto the back of a hay wagon.
The war ship had just entered the barrier of mist that covered the blighted lands when Dancer sent Lexi the first images she saw of Avondale.  Lexi closed her eyes, taking Tiberius’ hands to steady herself.
“The king’s ships are all tied down around the city,” Lexi reported.  “It looks like they’re empty.”
“They must have sent their soldiers over the walls.”
“No,” Lexi said, her voice sounding incredulous.  “They’ve destroyed a section of the wall.  It’s unbelievable.  And the wall is black.  It took an incredible beating.”
“Leonosis must have used his fire bombs on the city walls,” Tiberius said.
Lexi was quiet for a few moments, then she gasped again.  “The king’s soldiers have surrounded the palace.”
Lexi opened her eyes, but she looked worried.
“Did you see Rafe?” Olyva asked.
“He was on the roof of the palace with the earl,” Lexi said.  “And King Leonosis was approaching the palace.”
“We can’t trust him,” Tiberius said.  “We have to get there as fast as we can.  Flabra!”
Wind burst from the portal propelling the ship up the mountain and through the mist so fast it looked as if the war ship were a fish leaping from the water of a lake.
"You can damn well warn me before you do that next time!” shouted the captain.
The soldiers scrambled to level the ship out as Tiberius let the spell die.  The ship slowed, and the city walls were visible.
“Captain, those war ships may come after you,” Tiberius said.
“Let ‘em!  We’ll show those bastards a thing or two.”
“Get me on the wall,” Tiberius said.  “As close to the palace as possible.  And then give me a distraction, but don’t put the ship in danger.”
“I never do, my lord,” he shouted, before launching into a curse-filled tirade aimed at a soldier who let one of the ship’s sails luff.
The ship came in low and turned so that the vessel was sailing next to the wall.  It came up slowly and then slipped over the top of the wall.  Tiberius was already on the rope ladder and only had to drop a few feet from the bottom of the boat to the top of the wall.  Lexi and Olyva were following, and the captain kept the ship directly over the wall, following the curve perfectly.  There were no soldiers on the blackened, cracked surface of the wall, and the massive battlement’s condition made Tiberius feel ill, but he had no time to worry about it.  He ran toward Lexi, who was close to a set of stone stairs that led down to the city.
“Are you sure we shouldn’t stay on the wall?” Lexi asked.
“We have to get to the palace and help.  We’ll be sitting ducks up on the wall, but on the streets we can use the buildings for cover.”
“What do you have in mind?” Lexi said.
Tiberius glanced at her.  She was running behind him, hand in hand with Olyva, who was struggling to keep up.  Her feet seemed larger and her arms and legs stiff, where she had always been agile and graceful before.  Her condition piqued his curiosity, but he didn’t have time to ask her about the changes.
“If we can take out Leonosis—” Tiberius started to explain, but Olyva suddenly stopped running, her face growing white and her eyes opening wide with fear.
Lexi turned and looked at the noble-born woman, and Tiberius felt his skin prickle with fear.
“We have to get them out,” Olyva said.  “The mountain is going to erupt at any moment.”
Tiberius wanted to scream with frustration, but then he realized that perhaps he could use the eruption to his advantage.  He turned toward the wall.  A narrow alley ran between two buildings, and then the wall towered up high overhead.
“Here’s what we’ve got to do,” Tiberius said.  “Lexi, you have to distract Leonosis.”
“How?” she asked.
“Tell him you know where I’m hiding.”
“He won’t believe me,” she said.
“You have to make him believe you.  Olyva, you find a way to get the war band and Earl Ageus back to this alley—can you do that?”
She nodded.
“There will be a tunnel leading out of the city.”
“A tunnel?” Olyva asked.
“Straight through the wall, trust me.”
Olyva nodded again, and both women hurried away.  Tiberius walked quickly down the alley.  It was wide enough for two men to walk side by side, but the alley was lined with trash and other debris.  Tiberius ignored the alley and focused on the wall.  The huge defensive battlement that ran around the entire city of Avondale was several feet thick at the top and more than twice that thickness at the bottom.  Still, if Olyva was right about the mountain, then the wall was more of a danger to the people inside the city than out.  Tiberius guessed that Leonosis would have left men guarding the main gates and even the hole he’d somehow managed to blow into the wall on the far side of city.  The Avondale war band didn’t have time to fight their way out or traverse around the city.  The alley was less than a quarter mile from the palace, and if Olyva could get the soldiers out of the palace, then she could get them to the tunnel he was planning to make and down the mountain safely.
“Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer,” Tiberius chanted.
There was no need to hold back the awesome power of the crucible spell.  Tiberius let the incredible heat pound into the wall.  The backlash was so blisteringly hot that Tiberius was forced backward, but after a few steps, he stopped, and it was the wall that gave ground.  The huge blocks of stone were already glowing bright red, but all at once they lost their shape and began flowing back, away from the city and out a large hole on the far side of the wall.
Tiberius adjusted his focus, enlarging the hole and making sure that it was big enough for the soldiers to pass through two at a time.  Then, once the cavernous hole was finished, Tiberius stepped back, leaning down with his hands on his knees.  Working the spell hadn’t been all that difficult.  There was so little need for control that he hadn’t struggled with the spell at all, but the intense heat had sapped his strength.  His entire body was soaked in sweat, and he felt shaky.
“Flabra!” he said loudly, opening up a portal of wind that swept through the alley and out the new hole in the wall.  The super-heated stone was much too hot for a person to walk through and would have taken hours to cool down on its own, but the wind carried the heat away.  Tiberius turned, facing the wind that billowed past him and out of the city.  He raised his arms and let the air cool his body.  The sweat felt cold and then quickly vanished, the red hot stone turned black, then a dark brown as the stone cooled.
There were shouts and screams coming from the direction of the palace.  Tiberius looked up, saw Dancer circling above him, and hurried out of the alley.  He had to find Lexi now and face his brother.  It was not a confrontation he was looking forward to, but all he needed to do was keep Leonosis in the city long enough.  The volcano would do the real work, and then, even if Tiberius was lost with his brother, the kingdom would be safe.
For the first time, he really thought about dying.  It scared him, but at the same time, he felt confident that he was doing the right thing.  He didn’t want to bid Lexi farewell, or Rafe and Olyva, but he felt good about the knowledge that they would be safe.  Avondale might fall, but the city could be rebuilt.  And Tiberius could live with that, even if it meant he had to die.




Chapter 39
Rafe
His men hurried to find a way for Rafe to get down from the palace rooftop.  He knew that Leonosis couldn’t be trusted, and there was no way he was going to remove the heavy beams locking the main entrance just to open the door to get out of the palace.
“We found a rope ladder,” said one of the officers.  “Will that do?”
“It will have to,” Rafe said.
He wished more than ever that Tiberius was there with him.  Rafe had faced dangerous men in combat, but his skill was such that he didn’t fear another man, one on one with a sword.  But something powerful, beyond what Rafe could even fathom, had torn down the city wall.  Perhaps it was Leonosis, perhaps his queen, or some other sinister being that had yet to be discovered, but there was one thing Rafe was certain of—he wouldn’t just be fighting a man with a sword.
“He is not here,” Earl Ageus shouted.  He was leaning out over the edge of the wall, looking down on his son.  Rafe thought he could hear a note of desperation in his voice.
“Then I shall darken the city with your blood, old man,” Leonosis snarled.
Rafe flung the end of the long rope ladder over the edge and swung himself out over the wall.
“Not if I have anything to say about it!” he shouted.
The men of Avondale were cheering in earnest now, shouting and whistling.  Rafe stopped about halfway down the ladder and raised one hand.
“Men of Avondale,” he shouted.  “Hear me now.”
He wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but he knew he was going to his death, and this was his last chance to encourage the men who had fought so hard for him.  He cleared his throat, hoping that his nerves didn’t get the best of his voice.  He was just about to speak when he saw a little animal circling in the air, far behind Leonosis.  It was watching them but staying out of sight of the troops on the ground who were staring up at the palace.  It was a small animal, but it filled Rafe with hope.  He could almost hear the chattering trill of Lexi’s little pet and he knew his friends were nearby.
“We have not just fought a rogue king this day,” Rafe shouted.  “We have stood against evil itself.  And years from now, when people tell the story of our lives, they will swell with pride at the courage, strength, and resolve of our city.  Many of us may die today, but none of us will ever be forgotten.  Follow your earl now, and be strong.  Obey Earl Ageus and your officers as if you were obeying the sword master of Avondale himself.”
“Come down,” called Leonosis.  “Are you a politician now, set to bore us to death with your words?”
He waved a hand, and the rope strands just above Rafe’s hands began to break.  He hurried, trying to climb down, and was almost close enough to jump when the rope above him parted.  He felt the rope ladder give way, and he spread his feet.  The impact was sudden and harder than Rafe expected, but he let his knees buckle and threw himself forward, moving with the momentum rather than trying to resist it.  He rolled over one shoulder and came up on his feet, drawing his sword in one smooth movement that brought a raucous cheer from the palace.
There were men between Leonosis and Rafe, all with weapons drawn.  Rafe was not wearing armor or even a helmet, and the soldiers could have fallen on him en masse, but they held their ground.  He almost thought he saw a grudging respect in their eyes.
“You fall well, whelp,” Leonosis said.  “It seems I shall have the pleasure of banishing you not only from Avondale, but from this life, as well.”
“The only pleasure you’ll find is the sweet taste of steel, Leonosis.”
“My, my, my, your tongue is sharp, but your common sense is as dull as this conversation.  Make way for the dead son of a legend.”
The soldiers parted, but Rafe stayed where he was.  Leonosis stared at him; his eyes were dull and glassy, but they studied him so intently that the poor health of the king seemed almost like an act.
“This is your last chance, brave warriors from Sparlan Citadel,” Rafe shouted.  “Flee the city, and you shall live.”
Some of the men laughed, but most didn’t.  Rafe could see them gritting their teeth in indecision.  He had seen enough death, and while the king’s soldiers were at that moment his enemies, they were also his countrymen.  He didn’t want to see them die, but he couldn’t save them if they wouldn’t turn on their king.
“Run!” he screamed.
A few of the soldiers stumbled back, then the first bomb hit.  Tiberius’ war ship was hovering several hundred feet away; only its bulbous balloon sail was visible, but the bomb that came hurtling toward the palace was all too easy to see as it left a trail of greasy black smoke in its wake.  The bomb crashed into the back of the formation of soldiers.  There was a wide plaza in front of the earl’s palace, and Rafe guessed that nearly three hundred soldiers were lined up in formation, waiting for orders to attack.  Two dozen were hit by the thick oil and burned alive.  Several others were wounded by the attack.
Chaos erupted.  There were screams of pain, shouts of panic, cheering by the men in the palace, and then, as several of the king’s soldiers moved to attack Rafe, a volley of crossbow bolts fell into the men closest to him.  Most of the soldiers were running, looking for cover from either the crossbow attack or the fire bombs.  It reminded Rafe of an ant hill that had been kicked by a child.  The surprised ants would scurry around in a manic fashion, and the king’s soldiers seemed to be doing the same thing.
There were shouts from officers, but the second bomb was already streaking toward the plaza.  Rafe would have returned to the palace, but there was no way for him to get inside.  He heard banging as the soldiers on the other three sides of the palace sought a way in.  Crossbow strings thrummed, and the wounded screamed in pain, then the second fire bomb hit and exploded.
Rafe watched it all, taking in the shock and horror of the situation and knowing that it was far from over.  Leonosis had disappeared from the plaza, and Rafe was forced to use his sword as one of the king’s soldiers attacked him.  The soldier had a saber and a shield, but his training was elementary, and Rafe anticipated his attacks, swaying out of the blade’s path.  Then a crossbow bolt smashed into the soldier’s helmet, penetrating through steel, skull, and brain.  The soldier dropped, dead before he hit the ground, and Rafe felt only sadness.
There was no battle lust, no ringing in his ears as his blood pulsed through his veins in time to a song of war.  There was only death and madness all around him.  A crash from the servants’ side of the palace told Rafe that the soldiers had smashed through the palace’s defenses.  His own men would be dying soon, their screams of agony, along with their blood, mixing with that of the king’s soldiers, who fought for a mad man.
A rending sound filled the air, like the sound of fabric being torn.  Rafe looked up and saw the balloon sail on Tiberius’ war ship collapsing.  His heart almost stopped beating, and without a thought for his own safety, Rafe sprinted across the plaza.  There was smoke and blood everywhere, but no one tried to stop the commander of Avondale.  He ran past several soldiers from Sparlan Citadel, fully expecting to be challenged, but they merely looked away.
When he reached the far side of the plaza, Leonosis was nowhere in sight.  He raced into the street beyond, then saw an ivy-covered lattice on the side of one of the tall homes.  He sheathed his sword and scrambled up the shaky lattice.  The roof of the home was tiled with hardened clay shingles, and he pulled himself up onto the sloping roof.  It took Rafe a moment to find a place on the building where he felt steady enough to stand, then he looked across the rooftops and breathed a sigh of relief.  The war ship had fallen onto a home; the rough bottom of the vessel had broken through the roof and stuck fast, but there was movement on the ship.
Rafe looked back down at the lattice, trying to find a way down from the rooftop, when he noticed someone standing in a narrow niche between two shops across the avenue.  He recognized the long hair and willowy figure instantly.  He scrambled down the building, throwing caution to the wind.  There were king’s soldiers in the street, but they were fleeing, not fighting.  Rafe ignored them and ran to Olyva’s side.
“What are you doing here?” he asked breathlessly.
“I’m here to lead you out of the city,” she explained.  “The volcano is going to erupt at any moment.”
As if to emphasize what she was saying, the ground shook, and smoke began to billow from the center of the volcano’s cone.  Rafe looked out over the city.  He didn’t have a good vantage point, but he thought he should be able to see traces of blue water at the center of the city—there was nothing but billowing smoke.
“We can’t leave the earl,” Rafe said.
“Or his troops.  Help me get them out of the palace.”
“Our best bet is the main entrance.  Stay close to me.”
They ran back into the plaza, avoiding the fires and the swarms of soldiers who were looking for someone to lead them.  On the roof of the palace, fighting had broken out as a group of soldiers rushed across the causeway that led to the wall.  Rafe waved his arms and shouted for his men to open the doors.  He could hear chaos inside the palace.  Then another tremor shook the entire city hard, and a crevasse opened across the plaza.  For a moment the fighting stopped, the shouts died, and everyone was silent.
“If you want to live,” Olyva shouted.  “Come with me!”
“Lead the way,” Rafe said as the door of the palace burst open and the earl’s war band came streaming out.
Olyva turned and hurried back across the plaza.  Rafe pointed to her and shouted at his men.
“Follow her—she’ll lead you to safety.”
The men did as they were told, and many of the king’s soldiers fell in with the throng of the earl’s war band, courtiers, and palace servants.  Rafe looked anxiously for Earl Ageus, finally seeing him coming through the massive doors surrounded by his guardsmen.
“This way!” shouted Rafe.
“What is happening?” the earl screamed back.
“It’s Tiberius,” Rafe shouted with a grin.  “He’s back!”




Chapter 40
Leonosis
The world was erupting in chaos all around him, but Draggah didn’t care.  In fact, the foul creature seemed to thrive as things went wrong.  The fire bombs from the war ship were completely unexpected and killed dozens of his own troops, yet the demon relished death and torment in any form.
Leonosis felt a tiny spark of hope.  When the first bomb dropped, he thought it was Queen Ariel, finally turning on the insane demon, but that hope vanished just as quickly as a snowflake over a bonfire.  Draggah, invigorated by being drawn into the battle, rushed quickly down the curving street until he came to a gap between the buildings where he could see the war ship.  He raised both hands, and Leonosis felt the pulse of magical power.  The huge balloon sail tore, sending the war ship crashing into a rooftop that was only a few feet below the bottom of the vessel.  The captain of the ship had been smart; keeping his ship as low as possible limited the range of the catapult, but it also made him a more difficult target.  And because the ship was so close to the building below, Leonosis was sure that the crash did little more than shake the crew up.
Draggah obviously thought the same thing, and he stalked toward the downed ship.  He could have ignored the crew of the vessel, who were no longer a threat to him, but instead he wanted revenge.  His glorious moment had been interrupted, and although he could still hear the chaos behind him, his fury was growing out of control.
He had just come around a building when a girl with short hair almost crashed into him.  Draggah raised a hand, planning to beat the young woman, but instead she fell to her knees, bowing before him.
“My lord,” she said breathlessly.  “I’ve been searching for you.  I know where the wizard is hiding.”
Leonosis felt his own ire rising, but he was jolted by the sense of joy that Draggah suddenly felt.
“Tiberius?” the demon said, skeptically.
“Yes, my lord.  The earl’s third son.  He’s a wizard.  They’re hiding him down by the fields.  I can take you to him.”
She never looked up, just stayed on her knees, but she seemed completely sincere.  Leonosis was suddenly afraid.  He didn’t think anything could stop Draggah, but he didn’t want the demon to get what he wanted, either.
“Rise,” Draggah said.  “Tell me how you know this.”
“My brother, he’s a stablehand.  The earl was planning to move his son down to the palace by the lake before you arrived.”
“Why would you do this?” Draggah asked.
“I want to live, lord.  I hate magic.  I just want to survive the fighting,” the girl said, then her face hardened.  “And perhaps have a little gold for my trouble.”
Draggah suddenly laughed.  The mountain shook around them, dust rose up into the air, and a loud rumble almost seemed to come from the demon himself.
“Show me,” he said.
Leonosis could feel the desire in Draggah.  The demon wanted Tiberius and the Balestone, which Leonosis could only guess was some evil object that Draggah would use to further his power.  Leonosis felt sick, and what he wanted more than anything else was to be rid of the demon.  He would have gladly died rather than see Draggah get what he wanted, but Leonosis was powerless to stop the demon.  And now, the very citizens of Avondale were turning against their own to help the evil being.
If only they could see Draggah for what he truly was, Leonosis thought.  If even just for a minute the king’s soldiers knew what Leonosis knew about Draggah, they would have turned against him.  Even Ariel, the demon’s only confidant, didn’t know just how black the creature’s soul truly was.  All Draggah wanted was to turn Valana into a nightmare of death and suffering.  The demon was not from the world of men, and even though Leonosis couldn’t understand that, he knew it was true.
They went down, winding through the streets, passing by piles of corpses, many of which had obviously been pilfered through for any valuables.  Leonosis had heard many stories of the carrion birds that flock to the killing fields during war, but he’d not realized that humans were just as heinous.  They may not be eating the bodies, but they were there, stealing from the dead before the soldiers were even cold.
“Where is the wizard?” Draggah asked, when they were near the lowest level.
“Not far, my lord,” the girl said.
Draggah was following her, but she sped through the city, turning and twisting, leading him down alleys and across makeshift ladders.  It was obvious the girl was familiar with the city; she knew routes down Avondale’s concentric streets that even Leonosis didn’t know.  Smoke was billowing from the center of the volcano’s cone, but Draggah didn’t seem to notice or care.  The smoke was thick and black, casting a dark shadow across the city.
“Slow down,” Draggah said, but the girl ignored him.
The demon lurched ahead, just as the lithe woman with short hair turned a corner ahead of him.  He was going to teach her a lesson, and Leonosis felt his own terror at the thought of seeing Draggah beating the girl, but when they turned the corner they found themselves alone in a dark, narrow alley.  The girl was nowhere in sight.  On both sides of them, there was nothing but stone walls, and a flimsy, tattered awning covered the alley, blocking the light that would normally shine in from above.  Draggah looked up, but the girl was nowhere in sight.  He stepped back, looking up and down the street.
Leonosis felt a sense of joy—the demon had been tricked, but then pain destroyed all conscious thought.  Time lost all meaning.  There was no sight, no sound, even though Leonosis was screaming in his mind, just pain.  It was as if every fiber of his being was suddenly being torn apart.
Then the pain vanished, and Leonosis cowered down into the darkest recesses of his own mind.  He knew he was close to madness, but he wanted an escape, anything to get away from Draggah.  The magic touched him as the demon concentrated his power.  Leonosis heard a strange chanting as Draggah cast a spell.  The two buildings on either side of the alley suddenly blew apart.  Then there was pain again, this time in Leonosis’ side.  It was a different kind of pain, more substantial and concentrated.
Leonosis moaned in agony, but Draggah didn’t make a sound.  The demon merely looked down, where a shard of wood from one of the buildings had stabbed deeply into the flesh he possessed.  He reached down, yanked out the long splinter, then stuck his finger into the wound to stanch the bleeding.
Leonosis felt so weak and dizzy, yet Draggah controlled his body.  As the demon walked steadfastly back toward the upper levels of the city, climbing his way back toward the palace, Leonosis faded in and out of consciousness.  He saw fuzzy images of the structures they passed, and at one point Draggah had to stop and empty the contents of his stomach.  Leonosis felt his muscles cramping; his legs were so heavy they felt as if huge anvils had been tied to each one.  His arms ached, and his side was a throbbing mass of fiery agony.  His head hurt, too, and his eyes burned from fatigue and smoke.  His tongue felt thick in his mouth, which was so dry that his throat felt like he had tried to swallow shards of glass.
The demon didn’t seem to notice.  Even though Leonosis was swooning, the demon kept walking, kept moving toward his goal.  Nothing would keep him from finding the wizard and taking the Balestone.  It was all that mattered to Draggah.
Leonosis realized at some point that he might die, and if he did, the demon would simply use his body like a suit of clothes.  It was horrifying to think that, even after he died, people would attribute the demon’s atrocities to him, but there was nothing he could do.  Then the world went black, and there was nothing but pain.




Chapter 41
Lexi
Leading Leonosis through the city was not difficult.  The route wasn’t straight, but there was no straight way down to the lower levels.  The broad, main avenue around the top level of Avondale was neat and clean, but each level below that became more crowded, the buildings less impressive, the waste and trash of a crowded city much more evident.
When she had set out to find the demented king, she had no idea where to look and simply made her way toward the palace in her usual fashion.  After years of traveling through the city in a way that would appear to most people like aimless wandering, she could cover a lot of ground rather quickly and without drawing attention to herself.
She’d seen a few terrified faces hiding in buildings on the upper level, but for the most part, the city seemed deserted.  She could hear the commotion near the palace, and then when the war ship launched the fire bombs toward the palace, she correctly guessed that, if she moved toward the ship, she would find Leonosis.  Nearly running over him hadn’t been the plan, and she was shocked by the way the earl’s eldest son looked.
Leonosis had always been a handsome man, fastidious about his appearance, but the man she met in the street was almost the exact opposite.  He was wearing silky garments and the softest leather pants and boots, but his body could only be described as skeletal.  His hair was thinning so much that his scalp was visible through the wisps of greasy hair.  The skin on his face was pulled so tight that his skull seemed to show through the almost translucent skin.  His gums were bleeding, his eyes bloodshot, and his body smelled of sickness. 
Lexi had no idea what had happened to Leonosis, and she had not known him before her adventures with Tiberius began.  She had seen him in the city, but always from a distance, and they had never spoken.  Yet she was certain that something had taken over his mind.  She wasn’t sure if was some type of sickness or if he was actually possessed by an evil spirit.
She didn’t even know that she believed in spirits.  Growing up alone, she had overcome her fear of the supernatural at a young age.  She had heard sermons from the priests of Addoni where angels and demons played a part in the lives of the people in their scriptures, but her concerns were surviving all alone on the streets of Avondale’s lower levels, not discerning the spirits of people long dead.
Still, there was something about Leonosis that made her feel afraid.  Tiberius and Rafe had talked about Olyva’s father being an animated corpse, controlled by some sinister force.  It had been hard for Lexi to imagine it when they explained their struggle in Hamill Keep, but now she understood all too well.
At first she’d been afraid that Leonosis wouldn’t believe her.  After nearly running into him, she dropped to the ground, bowing before him.  He could have struck her down, but when she looked up and asked for gold in return for betraying Tiberius, she saw that he believed her.  Experience had taught her that having all the right answers wasn’t nearly as convincing as fulfilling people’s expectations of her.  She was a young girl from the streets—poor, alone, and desperate for money.  That’s what people thought of her, and when she played the part, she was utterly believable.
She moved at a brisk pace through the narrow streets and down alleys that were barely wide enough for one person to walk through without turning sideways.  She stopped occasionally, looking back to ensure that she wasn’t getting too far ahead of Leonosis.  He looked so ill she was amazed he was even able to stay on his feet, but otherwise he showed no signs of having trouble keeping up with her.
They were almost on the lowest level when she decided to make a run for it.  She had gotten Leonosis away from the palace and given Tiberius the time he needed to help Olyva and the earl’s war band escape the city, but now she wanted out, too.  She recognized an alley that had a hidden entrance, and she sped up.
“Slow down,” Leonosis ordered her, but she ignored him.
As soon as she turned the corner into the alley, she sprinted ahead, ducking into the hidden door, which was covered with fake stones so that it looked exactly like the walls of the alley.  The door was held closed with a spring, so that all Lexi had to do was push on the right place and the door opened.  She slipped inside and let the door close, then she ran through the darkened interior.
The owner of the building was not a criminal, but he had no love for the paladins and so allowed people to use the secret entrance to avoid trouble.  Just inside the doorway was a long hall that led to a spiral staircase.  Lexi hurried up the stairs, her heart pounding.  She expected Leonosis to find the secret entrance at any moment and to come sprinting after her, but she reached the landing to the stairs without being followed.
She was now in a small room with a sturdy-looking door that led out to the street one level higher than the alley she had ducked into.  Lexi threw open the door and ran out.  She was barely out the door when the entire building suddenly collapsed behind her.  The sound made her jump, but she didn’t scream.  Years of living on the streets had taught her that screaming when she was frightened would give her position away.  A huge cloud of dust and debris billowed up, and Lexi ducked into another alley.  The walls of the alley were narrow, and the claustrophobic space dead-ended against the side of the mountain’s concave volcanic cone.  Lexi went to the end, spread her arms and legs, bracing them on the stone sides of the two buildings, and shimmied her way up the next level of the city.
Getting to the upper level was not difficult, but on the main street of Avondale, things became much more complicated.  There were soldiers everywhere—some were wounded, and others were simply desperate for a way out of the city.  The smoke billowing from the center of the volcano’s cone was getting thicker and more ominous.  Lexi hurried around the curving street, staying close to the buildings and out of the way of the soldiers.  If any had attacked, she would have had to fight for her life, but they ignored her.  Most were going the opposite way, and they didn’t give her a second glance.
The king’s soldiers knew of only one way out of the city, and that was the way they had come in.  The city gates were closed and reinforced, but their mad king had managed to bring the wall down somehow.  Unfortunately that part of the wall was on the far side of the city, but they were determined to get there anyway.
Lexi wanted to warn them, but she dared not speak.  Her main concern was surviving, and she was a master of going unnoticed.  The first rule of survival on the streets was to never attract attention, and she followed that rule until she came to the narrow corridor where the earl’s war band was making their escape.  
She waited, deciding it might not be a good idea to try and squeeze into the narrow alley with the armed and armored soldiers.  They might hurt her without meaning to, and even though she didn’t want to stay in Avondale any longer than she had to, she didn’t want to get hurt being hasty either.  She stood waiting, watching the soldiers and glancing back at the roiling black smoke spewing from the mountain.
“Lexi!” Rafe shouted at her.
He was leading Earl Ageus and a group of the earl’s guards.  Most of the earl’s war band had stepped aside to let the earl go on in front of them.  He, for one, looked distressed to be fleeing, but Lexi knew the city was lost.  Even if she hadn’t felt the tremors and seen the smoke rising from what had once been the lake at the center of the city, she trusted Olyva.  Her noble-born friend had said the mountain would erupt, and Lexi believed it would.
“Come on!” Rafe shouted to her.
She dashed forward, and he placed one arm around her shoulders in a protective gesture that she appreciated.  They hurried through the alley and then across the hole that Tiberius had fashioned in the wall.  The strangely shaped tunnel was still hot, and Lexi knew that if she reached out and touched the stone, it would probably burn her.  Only the thick soles of her boots kept her from the heat of the stone.  Then they were outside.  The air seemed more clear than inside the city, even though one glance up revealed the spreading darkness of the volcanic smoke.
“Where’s Olyva?” Lexi asked.
“She’s leading everyone down the mountain,” Rafe said.  “Where’s Ti?”
Lexi saw the earl look back at her, wanting to hear her reply, and she wished she could say more, but she honestly didn’t know what Tiberius was doing or where he was.  He might have left the city after making the tunnel in the wall, but Lexi doubted that.  She guessed he was going after his brother, hoping to end things before they got worse.
“I don’t know,” Lexi said.
“Did you find the stone?” Rafe asked.
Lexi nodded.  “But it has no power.”
“Is Ti in the city?”
“I think so,” she said, trying to keep the worry out of her voice but failing.  “I think he’s going to face Leonosis.”




Chapter 42
Tiberius
As soon as he stepped out of the alley, he saw soldiers.  Most looked terrified and were running for their lives, but Ti decided it was better not to take unnecessary chances.  He stepped back into the alley and cast a spell.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he said.
The cloaking spell fell over him, like the most delicate fabric covering him from head to toe.  He stepped back out into the wide street and began searching for Lexi and for Leonosis.  He found a staircase leading down to the second level and made his way quickly down the steps.  He knew instinctively that Lexi would take Leonosis to the lower levels, where she was most familiar and where she would be able to slip away from him and escape, so he made his way down as quickly as possible.
When he saw Lexi, she was coming up a set of worn stone steps, hurrying.  She didn’t see him, and as much as he wanted to call out to her, he knew that if he did, she wouldn’t leave his side.  He watched her go, hoping he wasn’t making a huge mistake.
He had to go down two more levels before he saw his brother.  Leonosis looked horrible, and there was blood seeping from a wound in his side.  Leo’s finger was still jammed in the wound, but he seemed oblivious to it, and the realization that he was facing something other than his brother made him shudder.  He couldn’t tell if Leonosis was dead or alive.  He might have been like Olyva’s father in Hamill Keep, merely a puppet of some horrible power that was controlling his body, but at least the blood staining his clothes was red and not black the way Earl Marcus’ had been.
Tiberius let the cloaking spell fall away, and he saw Leonosis’ eyes snap onto him.  Then a grin crossed his brother’s nightmarish face.
“Tiberius,” he said, his voice almost unnaturally high.  “At last we meet.”
“Leo, tell me you’re still in there somewhere,” Tiberius said.
Leonosis laughed.  They were in a small space where the narrow road opened up a little so that there was room all around them.  Leonosis began to circle Tiberius, forcing Ti to turn in order to keep facing his brother.
“Oh, he’s still around.  I need a plaything to keep me entertained.  I get bored so easily.”
“Who am I dealing with?” Tiberius said.
“You shall know my name soon enough, wizard.  The entire realm will know my name and tremble at the thought of it.  But it shall not cross your filthy lips, not if you want to live.”
“You have no place here.”
“I have only just begun to carve a place for myself in your world, boy.”
“Leo, you have to fight.  Don’t give in to this creature.”
Draggah laughed again.  “You cannot fight me, child.  Oh, your ilk have tried.  But my power far exceeds your own paltry skills.”
“Why then do you search so frantically for the Balestone?”
Tiberius saw the desire flash in his brother’s eyes.  Something he said carried weight with whatever creature had control of Leonosis.  Now, he only needed to carefully lay the trap, so that the creature fell into it and Tiberius could get safely off the mountain.
“Why don’t we dispense with the games?” Leonosis said.  “Give me the stone, and I will let you live.”
“No,” Tiberius said.  “You leave my brother, and I’ll tell you where the stone is hidden.”
“Ah, a trade.  How novel.  You know, I don’t think I trust you.”
“You don’t have to trust me,” Tiberius said.  “The proof is all around you.”
Tiberius saw Leonosis glancing around but trying not to be obvious about it.  He was curious, and Ti only needed to coax the creature a little more to defeat him.
“I’ll tell you where the stone is, once you release my brother,” Tiberius said.  “If you don’t believe me, or if I’m trying to trick you, I’m sure you’ll know it.  Besides, he doesn’t look as if he’s holding up to your presence very well.  If I’m lying, you can take me instead.”
The thought of being possessed by some foul spirit was terrifying to Tiberius.  He had studied the scriptures in his training to be a paladin to know that when spirit beings took root in a person, they were hard to remove.  The scriptures recorded that people possessed by spirits often had fits or tried to harm themselves.  Some had supernatural strength or knowledge they couldn’t have possessed normally, but never were the possessions beneficial to the host.
“You make an interesting bargain,” said Leonosis.  “I’m tempted.  Not by your words, but because I feel the stone’s power.  It calls to me, even now.  The voices of those beings trapped by your forebears and sealed in the stone.  They call to me.”
“So answer them,” Tiberius said.  “I won’t try to stop you.”
“You would fail if you did.”
“So what do you have to lose?”
Tiberius let the question hang in the air.  His body was tense; his desire to run for his life was almost overwhelming.  Just being near the creature in control of his brother made Tiberius’ skin crawl, but this was what he’d returned for Avondale for.  To confront the evil that was pulling the kingdom down around them, threatening to engulf everything that Tiberius loved.  He couldn’t run now, couldn’t back down.  He was so close to his goal, and all he had to do was keep his nerve.
“So be it,” Leonosis said.
Then he fell on the ground, his body shaking violently.  Tiberius wanted to run to him, to help him somehow, but he didn’t dare.  The demon was leaving the body, and Tiberius didn’t know if the exorcism might kill Leonosis, but it was a chance they had to take.
The afternoon sunlight was slowly being smothered by the smoke from the volcano, but Tiberius saw the spirit being when it finally released Leonosis.  It was a dark and twisted creature, with what looked like flames clinging to various parts of what appeared to be a grotesquely deformed human body.  Horns rose from the forehead and curved back over a scalp that looked blistered and scarred.  The eyes were dark, just black holes in an otherwise featureless face, yet they seemed to stare into Tiberius’ soul.  And when the demon spoke, his voice was so deep and powerful, it was almost like the sound of distant thunder.
“Where is the Balestone?” the demon demanded.
“I dropped it in the lake,” Tiberius said.  “There.”
He pointed out across the terraced fields and the evergreen forest, toward the billowing smoke.  The demon’s head tilted as it looked at Tiberius, as if it was trying to decide if Ti were telling the truth.  He had revealed the bait; now he had to spring the trap and escape.
“I’ve heard the voices, too,” Tiberius said.  “They hunger for power.  Brutas found the stone and used it to bend the will of the earl’s war band to his own.  He foolishly tried to harm me with it, but for some reason the stone was drawn to me.  It took root in my flesh.”
Tiberius held up the back of his tunic and turned so that the demon could see the scar.  Turning his back on the heinous creature was the most terrifying thing Tiberius had ever done.  It made facing the pack of graypees to save Rafe seem like child’s play.
“It didn’t want to leave, so I had it cut out of me,” Tiberius said.  “Then, I dropped it in the center of the lake.  It seems the mountain doesn’t want it either.”
The demon looked doubtful, the eyes boring deep into Tiberius’.  The urge to turn and flee was stronger in that moment than ever before, but he forced his body not to move.  Keeping eye contact with the creature took all his strength and willpower, but Tiberius did it.
“You lie,” the demon hissed.  “No one can give up such power.”
“The Balestone doesn’t give you power,” Ti replied.  “Only madness.  If you want it, go and get it … before it’s too late.”
The demon stared hard for another moment, then, with a swirl of ghostly smoke, it shot away, skimming above the ground and racing toward the volcano’s center.  Tiberius felt weak and shaky, but he grabbed Leonosis, who was surprisingly light, and heaved him over one shoulder.  Then, as fast as his legs could go, he hurried back toward the upper levels of the city.
The climb was difficult, and Tiberius was nearly at the end of his strength when he finally reached the top level of the city.  Leonosis was still breathing, but his body was completely limp.  Tiberius was pressing hard against the wound, which he could have healed easily if he wasn’t racing to escape the volcano.  Tiberius had just found the alley and the tunnel through the wall he’d made, when the eruption occurred.
The sound of the explosion was like being pummeled by thunder.  The ground shook hard, and Tiberius fell.  Buildings all around the city collapsed, and one glance over his shoulder showed Tiberius that a huge wave of smoke and ash was racing out in every direction from the center of the volcano’s cone.  It was shooting up the bowl-shaped mountaintop at such speed that Tiberius didn’t have time to think.  He grabbed Leonosis and dragged him through the tunnel.  As soon as Tiberius was out of the wall, he turned and moved as far away from the opening he’d made as possible.  It only took the wave of ash and smoke a few seconds to reach the wall.  The sound it made was like a raging winter storm.  Tiberius dropped on top of Leonosis and shouted his spell.
“Scuti Incantatio!”
The magical shield covered him, sealing with the wall and the ground around his body.  Then the ash fell.  Tiberius could feel the heat, as if a blizzard of ashes had been dumped on him straight from the fire pit.  The shielding spell kept them from being smothered by the ash, which was hot, but not enough to burn them.  The entire mountaintop was engulfed in smoke.  The ground shook hard, and Tiberius could hear the city buildings crashing as they fell.  The wall beside them shook, and Tiberius was certain that it collapsed in places, but it held fast over him, protecting Ti and Leonosis from the worst of the eruption.
There was nothing to do but wait.  So while the mountain shook and roared, spewing flames, smoke, and molten lava, Tiberius healed his brother’s wounds.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” Tiberius chanted.
The magic seemed unaffected by the volcano’s eruption and flowed freely around the young wizard.  He focused his mind on his brother, pouring the healing power into the atrophied body.  Soon, a hot pain flared into Tiberius’ side, mimicking the pain his brother was suffering.  Tiberius’ breath caught in his lungs, and his body stiffened as he endured the Corporeus Adfectus, but the pain soon eased.  There was no internal bleeding, no broken bones or burns, just severe malnourishment and dehydration.
Once the wound in Leonosis’ side was completely healed, Tiberius sat up.  He pushed on the shield that was protecting them and expanded the bubble, but the weight of the hot ash was surprising.  He couldn’t see anything through the thick gray powder that fell in large, fragile chunks.  It was like being in a gray blizzard, and Tiberius knew that the only thing keeping them alive was the magical shield around them.
He sat down next to Leonosis, his back against the stone wall.  The stone was warm, as if it had been sitting out in the summer sun all day.  A wave of drowsiness came over Tiberius.  He wanted to close his eyes and sleep, but he knew that if he did that, the shield spell would break, and the weight of the ash would smother them.  He might be able to survive, but Leonosis was still unconscious; the chances that he could save his brother were slim if the shield failed.  So Tiberius stayed awake, trying not to think about the fact that he didn’t have any food or water.
Instead, he thought about his friends.  He was confident they made it out of the city, but he had no idea if they made it down the mountain or not.  If the ash was falling on them the same way that it fell on the ruins of Avondale, they wouldn’t be able to keep moving.  And if they stopped moving, they would die.




Chapter 43
Rafe
The line of soldiers, servants, and courtiers hurrying down the mountain reminded Rafe in some ways of a line of ants.  He had watched the tiny insects as a child, marveling at the way they marched single file.  And when an obstacle was placed in their path, they would go around it, find the trail the others had left behind, and follow along.
Luckily, there were no obstacles for the earl’s war band, just a hurried descent down into the blighted lands and hopefully to safety.  Rafe and Lexi stopped where the mist met the mountain, hoping they would see Tiberius appear at the tunnel he had somehow managed to create in the wall.  It looked to Rafe like Tiberius had burned a hole straight through solid rock.  The power his friend wielded was simply mind-boggling to Rafe, but it also made him proud.
As the last of the refugees fled from the city, some of them wounded but moving as quickly as they could manage, Rafe felt hope slipping away.  He wanted to go back in and hunt for his friend, but he knew it was a fool’s errand.  He couldn’t imagine how Lexi felt, but he knew his responsibility was to make sure she made it down off the mountain safely.
A few of the king’s soldiers came wandering out of the tunnel; they looked lost and confused.  Rafe waved for them to come and follow the earl’s war band.  A look of grateful relief crossed their faces.  In the distance Rafe saw the war ships from Sparlan Citadel rising into the air around the king’s magnificent sky ship.  Rafe knew the soldiers inside the city hadn’t had time to circle back around and board the ships.  He watched, wondering if the ships would sail into the city and rescue the soldiers.  To his surprise, they turned and sailed away from the erupting mountain, working to avoid the spreading cloud of dense smoke that was filling the sky.
“I can’t believe they’re abandoning their own,” Rafe said.
“You don’t think the soldiers made it out?”
“No,” Rafe replied grimly.  “I don’t.”
Soon, the last of the soldiers reached them and went down into the misty barrier that separated Avondale from the blighted lands.  The ground was shaking, reminding Rafe of a warrior barely able to control his anger.  They waited a few more minutes, neither of them speaking but both hoping they would see Tiberius appear.
Finally, Rafe looked at Lexi.  Tears were streaming down her face.  He felt his heart breaking.  He remembered the pain of seeing Tiberius captured in Hamill Keep and how helpless he had felt then.  He had been sure Tiberius would be killed, but he escaped that city and the mob that wanted his blood, even though his head had been on the chopping block.
“He’ll make it,” Rafe said.
“I’m waiting for him,” Lexi said.
“We can’t,” Rafe said.  “We have to go down with the others.  If we get separated, we might not make it down at all.”
“I won’t leave him,” she said through clenched teeth.
Rafe put his arms around Lexi.  She was small; her shoulders shook with sobs as he held her.  She pressed her face into his chest, and even through the thick tunic, he could feel her tears.
“Come on,” he said.  “We have to go.”
She went, but silent tears ran down her face.  Rafe kept his arms around her.  They walked quickly, moving to catch up with the long train of soldiers who had barely managed to escape the attack and subsequent eruption.
The entire group of refugees, including the earl and his guards, were gathered on the far side of the mist.  Olyva was there, waiting for Rafe.  When she saw the tears on Lexi’s face, she immediately embraced her friend.
“Where is Tiberius?” the earl asked in a pained voice.
“We didn’t see him leave the city.”
“We should wait here for him,” the earl said.  “Surely he will come down this way.”
“He will,” Rafe said.  “I will stay and wait—you go down with the men.”
Then, before the earl could reply, the mountain exploded.  The ground shook so hard Rafe actually saw waves of earth rolling down the mountainside.  Large stones came tumbling down, and the bright amber sunlight that filtered through the mist so perfectly dimmed.
“None of us should wait,” Olyva said.  “We need to get off the mountain, as quickly as possible.”
Rafe looked back into the mist, his heart aching for his friend but knowing that Olyva was right.  He couldn’t imagine what had just happened, but it was bad enough that it had knocked the entire group of soldiers off their feet.
“Let’s move then,” Rafe said, then looking at Lexi.  “All of us.”
She nodded, and they pushed on down the mountain.  An hour passed before Dancer was seen.  The little animal was having trouble flying, and Lexi thought she was hurt, but when Dancer landed in Lexi’s outstretched arms, the little wind glider was covered in gray, powdery ash.
“What is that?” Rafe asked.
“From the eruption,” Olyva said.  “It’s ash.”
“Like ash from a fire?” Lexi asked, her voice shaking.
Olyva nodded, and Rafe looked up at the misty barrier.  “Why isn’t it falling on us?” he wondered out loud.
“The mist must be blocking it,” Olyva said.
“But the mist is just … mist,” Rafe said.
“There is magic in the mist, Rafe,” Olyva said.  “Whatever happened during the cataclysm, the mist was created to protect the lowlands.”
“God, I hope Tiberius is okay,” he said.
When night fell, they were over halfway down to the camp below.  In the darkness, they couldn’t see to continue their descent, so they huddled together, Rafe and the other soldiers taking turns keeping watch in the darkness.
When the sun broke the next morning, the world was gray.  The normally golden sunlight had lost all color, and the mountain seemed colder.  Rafe had no idea what had happened to the city, but he promised himself once everyone was safe below, he would find a way back up the mountain.  He had to know what had become of Tiberius.  He wouldn’t rest until he knew for certain there was nothing more he could do to help.
They moved on, but Rafe chafed at the slow pace the refugees set.  They were tired, with no supplies or even water, and many of the courtiers were unaccustomed to physical hardship.  The journey down to the Avondale camp took over half the day, and when they finally got there, they were all exhausted.  Rafe got food and water for Olyva and Lexi.  The earl was made comfortable in the large tent at the center of camp, and Rafe took charge of the camp’s defenses.  Once everyone was settled, Rafe finally ate some food.  He found Lexi and Olyva sleeping.  The gray sunlight was taxing on Olyva, and the stress of the journey, coupled with their fear for Tiberius, only made the situation worse.
After he had eaten, all Rafe wanted to do was sleep, but instead he checked the condition of his weapons, then went to see the earl.  Ageus was in a camp chair, surrounded by his daughters, but looking as tired and downcast as anyone in the camp.
“My lord,” Rafe said, coming into the tent.  “May I speak with you?”
“Of course, Commander,” the earl said, sitting up a little straighter in the flimsy chair.
“I’m going back to search for Tiberius,” Rafe said.  “I’ve seen to it that guards are posted all around the camp.  The men will take watch in shifts.  There is food and water for everyone, as you know.  I have to go back.”
“I won’t stop you,” the earl said.  “But you can’t go now.  You should rest.”
“I can’t,” Rafe said, a sob choking in his throat.
“Then take the sky ship from Hamill Keep.  If you find Tiberius or anyone else, help them, then come back to us.”
“Of course, my lord,” Rafe said.  “And thank you.”
The earl nodded but looked away.  Rafe couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw tears in the gruff old nobleman’s eyes.  Earl Ageus had probably never shed a tear for Tiberius.  And Rafe had not seen him weeping over Brutas or Leonosis, but now the magnitude of his loss was too great to ignore.  Rafe left him to his grief and went to gather supplies.
He filled a large pack with food and water, then went to the sky ship.  The captain of the vessel wasn’t too keen to take his ship up into whatever was happening above the mists, but the look on Rafe’s face told him that he wouldn’t take no for an answer.  The sailors were from Hamill Keep, but the countess and her children were dead now, and only Olyva was left from the earl’s family.  So he ordered his men to prepare the ship to set sail.
They were almost ready to cast off when Olyva and Lexi appeared on the deck.  Rafe wasn’t surprised.  They had been sleeping when he left them, but Olyva was smart, and Lexi was always aware of her surroundings.  Both women were formidable in their own way.
“We’re coming with you,” Olyva said.
“Happy to have you,” Rafe said.
Olyva was carrying a spear and shield; Lexi wore her wangorian dagger and had a shield over one shoulder and her pack of supplies on the other.  They looked like warrior goddesses to Rafe’s eyes, and he was more than happy to have them with him.
The ship rose up slowly at first, moving away from the mountain and toward the brighter mists, which lightened considerably the further they moved from Avondale.  The ship passed through the barrier with no trouble, and when they rose up on the other side, what they saw made them all stare in horror.
Gray ash floated through the air like snowflakes.  Smoke still rose from the volcano, but the sight of it wavered from the incredible heat rising up.  Rafe ordered the sky ship toward the city, and they sailed closer.  Most of the city wall was destroyed, with only a few scraggly looking towers remaining.  Everything was colored a dirty gray from the ash, and inside the walls nothing remained.
The sailors brushed the deck of the ship constantly.  The sails were soon covered, and controlling the huge vessel was difficult.  They were only a few miles from the city when Olyva’s body went rigid.  At first Rafe thought she was getting sick from the lack of sunlight.  The entire sky was full of smoke and ash, and the sunlight that shone through was a dull, weak glow that did nothing to warm the ship.  He moved to Olyva’s side and put an arm around her.
“Are you okay?”
“I think I see something.”
The smoke in the air made everything hazy, and little could be seen in detail until it was close.  Rafe couldn’t believe she could see anything, but he trusted her enhanced vision.  He loved her so much, and Tiberius’ loss made him want to hold Olyva close and make sure nothing ever happened to her.
“What?” he asked.  “What do you see?”
“Movement,” Olyva said, turning to Lexi, who stood nearby, straining to see through the haze.  “Over there, on that section of wall that is still standing.”
Rafe looked but couldn’t see anything.  Still, he trusted Olyva and had the captain adjust his course.  Whatever it was that Olyva could see, they would all be able to see soon enough.




Chapter 44
Tiberius
At some point he’d fallen asleep, but the ash was so tightly packed together that the open space remained around Tiberius and Leonosis, like a cave made from the ash of the volcano.  When Ti woke up, he was in complete darkness and for a moment he had trouble remembering where he was.
“Fulsi,” he said.
Light appeared, and Tiberius thought the ash all around him looked like stone.  It was possible that molten rock had hardened around the ash, but Tiberius doubted that.  He reasoned that it didn’t get hot enough inside the pocket he’d created for lava from the volcano to have settled around them.
He touched the ash wall and found it hardened, but with a little effort, he could dig through it.  Leonosis was still breathing, but Tiberius decided to try and wake up his brother.  Ti had no idea what kind of trauma Leonosis had been through with the demon, but physically there was no injury that would keep him unconscious.
“Leonosis,” Tiberius said, shaking his brother’s shoulder.  “Leo, wake up!”
The emaciated king didn’t even stir.  His breathing was steady, but Tiberius knew that if he didn’t get help for his brother soon, no amount of magic would save him.  Leonosis needed food, water, and constant care until he was out of danger.  Even if he woke up, he might be insane.  Tiberius had no idea what having another entity inside his head would do to him.  And Leonosis had lived with the monster for at least several weeks, perhaps even longer.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius said, forming a smaller shield just around himself and Leonosis.  Then he drew his dagger and began hacking and digging at the ash.
Sometimes the ash fell in hardened clumps, and sometimes as flaking powder.  It took Tiberius nearly an hour of digging to reach the surface, which was several feet above them.  The ash was still warm in the middle layers, and heavy.  Had it not been for Ti’s magical shield and the sturdy block of the city wall behind them, both Tiberius and his brother would have been smothered by the weight of the ash.
The air outside of the pocket was cold and hazy with smoke.  Tiberius looked around and saw that the city walls had fallen—only small sections remained upright.  He had been lucky that none of the stone around him had fallen.  Tiberius knew from experience that while his shield could block practically any blow, he still felt the force of that blow.  It was like holding a wooden shield while someone hit it with a heavy axe.  If a stone had fallen and hit Ti’s magic bubble, it would have knocked him senseless.  If one of the massive blocks that made up the wall had fallen on them, it would have killed him instantly.
He shook that thought out of his head and climbed up through the ash and out of the little cave he’d created.  Avondale was a wasteland.  There was nothing left but ruins.  The buildings had been destroyed almost throughout the city.  The forest was gone, and the fields, too.  Most of the fertile land at the center of the cone had been covered by lava, which had cooled and now looked like a flat, black field of barren rock.  Ash covered everything.
Tiberius tried to get to his feet on top of the ash, but his feet sank down into the loose powder on top.  There was no way he could simply walk down the mountain, especially not with an unconscious Leonosis to carry.  He considered the possibility of casting his wind spell and blowing the ash out of his way, but he had no idea how thick the ash had fallen around the mountain.  If he moved large swaths of ash with his wind spell, he could trigger an avalanche of the powder that could wipe out any survivors struggling to get to the bottom of the mountain.
It was impossible to tell how long he’d been in the pocket of ash.  He felt as if he’d slept for hours.  His stomach was rumbling, and he was thirsty.  He needed to do something, but he couldn’t see much from where he was.  The wall was a jagged, angling remnant that was close by, so he decided to climb the wall and see if there was any other way down the mountain.
The ash had formed domes of powder on the flat surfaces, but most of the ash had slid down the sides, building up on top of Tiberius and Leonosis like snowdrifts after a winter storm.  He had to brush away a place to stand on each block, and when he was forced to climb, every hand hold had to be tested several times to ensure that his hand didn’t slip or that crumbing rock and masonry would hold his weight.
He was sweating and shivering by the time he reached the top of the ragged top section of wall.  All he could see was a ruined wasteland.  In fact, Avondale now looked the way he’d always imagined the blighted lands below the mists would look.  Tears stung his eyes.  Perhaps if he’d gotten back sooner, he could have saved Avondale.  His father’s city was gone, along with thousands of lives.
He was just about to climb back down the wall and attempt to drag Leonosis down the mountain when he felt something strange.  It was a tremor, just a slight vibration in the stone beneath his feet, but it made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.  If the eruption wasn’t over or even if just another hard tremor hit, the wall he was standing on could collapse.
A crack, almost like thunder but without the deep resonating roll of sound, rang out across the empty lava field.  Tiberius looked toward the center of Avondale and saw the hardened layer of cooled lava breaking open like an egg.  Something deep inside Tiberius told him to run, to get as far away from whatever was happening as he could go.  But instead, Tiberius watched to see what was taking place.
“Ultimus Conspectus,” Tiberius chanted.
His sight zoomed in.  The smoke in the air made everything hazy, but Tiberius could see that something was rising out of the center of the mountain.  Molten rock, glowing in the gloom, rose up slowly, and then it became clear that the superheated rock was dripping away from something round and rising from the depths below.
Tiberius felt his whole body tense.  The object was perfectly round, and after rising completely from the molten depths below, it drifted back over the hardened shell of rock.  Then it touched down, and the traces of lava shot away from the object as the sphere popped like a soap bubble.  Now, Tiberius could see what had been inside the floating sphere—it was the demon.  He recognized the ghostly form of the mysterious creature, only now it seemed more substantial.  The legs looked strong, but they were twisted into odd, painful-looking angles.  The body was emaciated, much like Leonosis, and the being had long, spindly arms.  In one hand the creature held an object that Tiberius instantly recognized—the Balestone.
To his horror, Tiberius saw the demon begin chanting an intricate spell.  He was much too far away to hear the words, and the being’s face was still a featureless shadow, but the Balestone began to glow.  Tiberius felt the swirl of magic as it rushed past him; everything magical on the mountaintop was being drawn into the power of the spell being cast by the demon, and Tiberius felt certain the wretched creature was attempting to open a bridge to the place where it had come from.
He had to stop it, but he didn’t know how.  He didn’t have the Emerystone, and he was all alone.  Then, even more wondrous than the most powerful magic, Tiberius heard something from behind him.  It sounded like his name.
He turned and saw the massive sky ship from Hamill Keep drifting toward him.  His still-enhanced vision saw the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.  On the the deck, waving and calling his name, were Rafe, Olyva, and Lexi.  They had come back for him, and he suddenly felt a renewed sense of strength and purpose.  He was a wizard of the Fourth Order.  He had found the Emerystone; he had passed the tests set by the masters who came before him.  Now, he would use the magic he had to stop the demon below from destroying Valana.
Tiberius waved back to his friends.  The huge ship moved gracefully into place above him, and a rope was lowered.  The massive vessel couldn’t just stop in mid-air, and Tiberius was grateful that they didn’t slow down.
“Take me down there!” he shouted as he took hold of the rope and swung off the wall below the sky ship.
He had the rope wrapped around his arm; it was tight, biting into his skin, his shoulder straining in its socket from the weight of his body.  Rafe leaned far out over the side of the ship.
“What?” he shouted.
“Take me down there!” Tiberius repeated, pointing to center of the volcano.  “Hurry!”
Rafe disappeared, and Tiberius was worried that his friends wouldn’t understand.  He felt the rope being raised, and his frustration grew with every heave, so he almost didn’t notice that the ship was descending at the same time.  Rafe reached down and grabbed Tiberius’ free hand when he was almost to the ship’s railing.  The strong warrior pulled Tiberius up onto the deck.
“I can’t believe it,” he said.  “You are the luckiest person I’ve ever known, Tiberius.”
“You’re alive!” Lexi said, throwing her arms around his neck.  “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Tiberius said.
“What is that?” Olyva asked.
She alone of the three was still looking out at the barren plain that had once been Avondale.  She pointed, and Rafe looked, straining to see through the haze of smoke.
“It’s the demon,” Tiberius said, not bothering to look.  “He’s found the Balestone.”
“What?  How?” Lexi asked.
“I told him where it was,” Tiberius said.  “I had hoped the volcano would erupt and kill it.”
“Damn, it survived the eruption, too?” Rafe said.
“Survived in the heart of it,” Tiberius explained.  “I saw him rise up out of the lava a few minutes ago.”
“What’s it doing now?”
“Opening a portal to a world of monsters,” Tiberius said.  “We have to stop it.”
“How?” Rafe said.
“I’m going to cast the destruction spell and destroy the Balestone.”
“What?” Rafe asked.
“Is it safe, Tiberius?” Olyva asked.
“No,” Tiberius admitted.  “I don’t know what will happen and I don’t know if I can control it, but I do know that if we don’t stop that thing, it will destroy Valana.”
“You can do it,” Lexi said.  “I’ll be right beside you.”
“Me too,” Rafe said.  “You have my sword.”
“And I’ll lend you all the strength I can,” Olyva said.
“Then let’s move,” Tiberius said.  “I need to be closer to ensure that I completely destroy the stone.”
Once the ship was only a few feet off the ground, they dashed off the massive vessel, which rose quickly back into the air.  The ground was hot beneath them, and the air was cold.  Ti’s chest was aching as they ran toward the demon.  The smoky air was difficult to breathe, but they kept moving.  Rafe had drawn his sword, and Lexi and Olyva were armed as well, but Tiberius knew their weapons wouldn’t be useful against the demon as long as it had the Balestone.  The beast was looking more tangible with each passing minute, his twisted flesh taking shape in the physical world, but Tiberius still didn’t think traditional weapons would harm the wretched creature.  It was a magical being, and only magic could stop its evil plans.
They saw the portal open—it was a round, glowing ring, and inside they could see another place.  The light inside the portal was red, and the sounds of fury, hatred, and utter agony came pouring across the plain.
“Are we too late?” Rafe asked.
“The portal’s open, but it isn’t permanent yet,” Tiberius shouted back.  “This is far enough.”
He had to calm his breathing down so that he could pronounce each word of the spell he was about to cast correctly.  The last thing he wanted to do was fumble over the spell and cause another cataclysm.
He was just about to start chanting when a huge beast came lumbering through the portal.  It was twice the height of a man, with huge, hunching shoulders and long arms that ended in thick stumps.  It pounded its arms together and roared.  The sound reverberated across the lava field.  The demon pointed at Tiberius, and Ti didn’t have to hear what the creature said to know it was sending the beast to kill them.
“I’ll need time to cast this spell,” Tiberius said.  “I can’t be worried about fighting what comes through the portal.”
“No,” Rafe said, his voice filled with determination.  “I’ll take care of that.”
Lexi and Olyva stepped up behind Rafe, who quickly laid out their plan of action.
“You two spread out on either side,” he told them.  “Dart in and out, but don’t take unnecessary risks.”
They both nodded, and Tiberius closed his eyes.  He could feel the swirl of magic all around him even before he cast the spell.  It was like being in the middle of a powerful storm.  For a moment Tiberius was tempted to simply attack the demon.  He could summon a cyclone that would keep the foul being from completing its spell.  But Tiberius was afraid the demon would simply flee and then recast the spell once it had escaped.  If he didn’t destroy the Balestone now, he might not get another chance.
The destruction spell wasn’t difficult.  In fact, all of the spells of the Fourth Order were easier than the complicated pronunciations and longer incantations of the First Order healing spells, but that fact didn’t make the weight of the spell any easier to bear.  Tiberius did his best to settle his mind and ignore the creature charging toward them at that very moment.  He needed all his concentration on the spell.  He had to focus his magic on the Balestone and nothing else.  If the power he unleashed with his magic got out of control, he could kill himself, everyone he cared about, perhaps even the entire kingdom.
“Motus Tellus Aboleo,” he chanted softly, over and over.  “Motus Tellus Aboleo.”
Immediately a new sense of magic, different than anything he’d ever felt before, swirled around him.  He had expected the power to come from another place, the way the other spells of the Fourth Order worked.  He had thought he would need to clamp down on a portal or concentrate the destructive power, but the magic flowing around him now wasn’t outrageous or difficult to control.  It was seductive.  The other spells were like trying to tame a wild stallion.  The destruction spell was more like listening to an exotic lover.
The power whispered in his ear.  He knew he could do anything in that moment, that he could have anything he wanted.  No one could ever stand against him.  He held the power to destroy anything.  And not just change its form.  When a tree burned, it released the magic that gave it life, and the wood turned to heat and ash.  In that way the tree was destroyed, but all that had made the tree was present, just transformed into something different.  The destruction spell would do more than just transform or break something down—it would erase it from existence.
The power was not only tempting.  It felt amazing.  Tiberius’ body relaxed, and he felt a sense of strength and vitality he’d never known before.  In the back of his mind, he knew that time was of the essence, but in that moment all he could think about was the wondrous feeling of power that was coursing through his body as he chanted the spell.
Other spells required that Tiberius focus his attention on controlling the magic, but the destruction spell was different.  It was as if the magic had found him and wanted to stay with him, empowering him.  He opened his eyes just in time to see Rafe dodge away as the huge creature brought both of its stumpy fists down in an attempt to smash his friend.
Ti’s natural instinct was to help his friends, but then the destruction spell whispered in his ear.  They weren’t really his friends, they were playthings, here for his enjoyment.  The magic told him he was above all that now, superior, unstoppable.  They were mere mortals before a living god.  He should watch, enjoy their attempt to stop the monster.
The creature’s massive head turned to watch Rafe, as he rolled to his feet, his sword flashing in the air.  From the opposite side, Olyva ran forward and stabbed the beast in its side.  The thrust of her spear was hard, and the metal spear head sliced through the tough hide and gashed into the creature’s flesh.  It swatted at her, roaring angrily, but she had already dodged back, taking her spear with her.
Tiberius saw the green blood pouring from the wound, heard the creature roaring in pain, and then heard himself laughing.  The magic was amused, as well.  He could feel it surging through his body, every muscle tingling with anticipation of unleashing his magnificent magical strength on the world.
Then he saw Lexi.  She was so fast he was amazed at her ability.  She swept behind the monster, slashing its heels with her Wangorian dagger as she ran.  The monster fell to its knees, and Rafe rushed in, stabbing his sword deep into the creature’s neck.  It fumbled for him, but the wounds had weakened the monster, and Rafe evaded the clumsy attempt to grab him.
Tiberius felt the magic wooing him, but it had lost some of its potency.  He still wanted the magic, still wanted the feeling of unlimited power, but his love and concern for his friends rooted him in reality.  He had a purpose.  They were putting their lives on the line for him, and he couldn’t let them down.  They weren’t just playthings, they weren’t inferior—they were precious to him.
The creature toppled onto its side, but a horde of beasts had come through after the monster.  They were spreading out around the demon, which was still casting its spell.  Tiberius focused his attention on the glowing Balestone.  He willed the destruction spell toward it.  The magic seemed hesitant, almost remorseful about leaving him.  Tiberius felt it draining away, felt his strength going with it, and it took all his resolve to finish the spell.  The world seemed too dim in his vision, but he stared hard at the glowing Balestone.  The destruction spell wanted to spread out, to encompass everything, but Tiberius reined it in.
There was one last maddening temptation to hold onto the power, but Tiberius resisted, and the spell shot out like a flaming arrow from the bow of a hero.  There was no explosion, no great spectacle of power—the Balestone simply vanished.  And Tiberius, suddenly barely able to breathe, collapsed.




Chapter 45
Rafe
The horde of creatures were closing in, and Rafe knew that the odds were against him.  Even if the earl’s entire war band were present, there was no guarantee they could overcome the monsters before them.  Some were animals, others were more humanoid in appearance, but they were all evil-looking creatures.  And each one was intent on killing Rafe and his friends.
Rafe wasn’t sure what Tiberius was doing—he seemed to be in a trance.  But then suddenly the portal behind the horde of monsters disappeared, and there was a horrible roar of hatred.  The creature Tiberius had called a demon looked real enough to Rafe, and it was furious.  The other monsters, once focused on Rafe and the girls, now turned and looked almost fearful as the demon flew into rage.
One of the creatures charged Rafe.  It was a snarling beast, running on two powerful hind legs.  Its forelegs were reaching out for him; the head was thin and narrow, with a bone ridge that looked as sharp as a sword that ran down the length of the skull and between its narrow eyes.  Rafe feinted to his right then jumped to his left, stabbing his rapier at the beast as he went.  The sword was the perfect stabbing weapon and it sliced into the beast’s chest, killing it instantly.
The demon was attacking its own horrid creatures now, and another beast was rushing toward Olyva and Lexi, who were standing side by side.  Olyva rammed the butt of her spear into the ground and aimed the point at the onrushing creature.  She knelt, and Lexi stooped low beside her.  The beast impaled itself on Olyva’s spear, the momentum of its charge flipping it over their heads to crash on the hardened stone ground.
Rafe glanced back and saw that Tiberius had fallen.  He rushed back to his friend but didn’t have time to check on him.  Two small flying creatures were swooping down; their leathery bodies seemed small compared to their flaring wings and gapping maws full of pointed teeth.  Rafe stepped over his friend’s prone body and swung his sword in a hard arc.  The blade severed one creature’s wing and then slammed into its body.  The wounded beast crashed into its companion, almost driving it into the ground.  The second flying creature swooped back up, flapping its wings hard, before diving back toward Rafe.  His second slash cut the beast completely in two.
The creatures were fearless, but not all that intelligent.  Rafe felt a glimmer of hope that they might somehow survive the battle.  He bent low and checked on Tiberius.  The wizard was breathing, and there was no visible wound.  Rafe guessed that whatever spell Ti had cast had worked, but the cost was terrible.  The realization of his friend’s sacrifice hardened Rafe’s resolve.  He wouldn’t let anything touch his friend, not while he lived.
Some of the creatures were now fighting each other.  When they had first come from the portal, they seemed to have had a singular focus, but now they were scattered.  Killing was all they seemed intent on; whether it was killing the humans or killing each other didn’t seem to matter.
  Lexi and Olyva had split apart, and Olyva was fending off a huge, hairy beast.  It had massive legs that were covered in fur, then an almost smooth, human body, but the head of a shaggy animal.  Its arms were tiny and practically useless, but its snapping jaws were deadly.  Olyva was keeping the beast at bay with her spear, but Rafe was afraid she couldn’t stop the monster for long.  Then, as fearless as any of the creatures that came through the demon’s portal, Lexi ran and jumped on the beast’s back.  Her left hand grabbed onto the shaggy fur of its head, and the right drew her Wangorian dagger quickly across the monster’s throat.  The entire attack lasted only a second.  Her agile feet launched her backward, off the beast’s rump.  She turned a somersault in the air and landed gracefully on her feet as the monster fell on its knees and then toppled onto its side.
“Wake up, Tiberius!” Rafe shouted.  He bent down and slapped his friend hard.
Tiberius moaned but didn’t wake up.  Rafe didn’t have time to keep trying.  A very heavy-looking beast on all fours was fighting two smaller creatures.  They were skinny beasts with long arms and legs that were constantly in motion.  The heavy creature was trying to knock them away or impale them on the long horns that spiraled out of its forehead, but the smaller beasts dodged and jumped back and forth over the larger monster.  The beasts were stumbling and rolling directly toward Tiberius, and Rafe knew he couldn’t stop them.  Instead he grabbed Tiberius’s arm and pulled his friend to safety.
“Is he okay?” Lexi shouted.
“I think so,” Rafe called back.
Olyva was slowly backing away from a tall monster on six legs.  It had huge pincers and a hard shell across its back.  Lexi came to check on Tiberius, and Rafe ran to help Olyva.  He raised his sword and hacked at one of the beast’s six legs.  The sword bounced harmlessly off the shell-like exterior, and the creature swung a serrated pincer toward Rafe, who dodged back before he could get caught in the huge claw.
“I can’t stop it!” Olyva shouted.
There was desperation in her voice, and Rafe knew he needed to do something.  The creature turned as Rafe tried to circle around behind it.  It was fast, perhaps not able to cover distances as quickly as some, but in tight confines the monster was able to turn back and forth with dazzling speed.
Rafe attacked again, this time aiming his long sword at the creature’s joint.  It was as high as Rafe’s head, the body towering above him, but the sword was able to cut the beast’s leg at the joint.  It wasn’t a devastating blow and certainly not the killing stroke Rafe needed it to be, but he drew blood.
“Attack the joints!” Rafe shouted.
Olyva jabbed with her spear but missed.  Rafe was just about to renew his attack when another creature bowled into him.  It had a thick leathery hide and a pointed snout.  Long claws extended from the paws on all four legs, and when it gained speed, it curled into a ball, smashing into its victims and knocking them senseless before pouncing and ripping them to bloody ribbons.
Rafe struggled to get back to his feet, but the creature crashed into him again, knocking his sword from his hand and sending him sprawling backward.  When he opened his eyes, he saw the creature in mid-leap.  Rafe had just enough time to draw his dagger.  The thick blade was as wide as Rafe’s fist at the hilt and tapered into a strong, sharp point.  He raised the weapon just as the creature landed on him.  The beast’s weight knocked the wind out of him, but the dagger had stabbed into the animal’s side.  It scrambled back, slicing Rafe’s scalp and chest with its long talons in the process of getting away.
Rafe screamed in pain, losing his dagger but surviving the encounter.  Meanwhile, Lexi had rushed to Olyva’s aid.  She timed her own charge and ran between the huge armored beast’s tall legs.  The blue steel of her blade flashed as she ran under the monster, opening a huge gash in its soft underbelly.  Blood gushed out, but Lexi was gone, racing back out from under the monster to safety.  The wounded beast roared and reared up.  Olyva’s spear found an exposed leg joint and bit deep.  The creature collapsed, flipping away from Olyva as it fell and landing on its hardshell back, where it was helpless.
Rafe struggled to his feet, swiping the blood from his eyes and picking up his sword.  He moved back toward Tiberius where Lexi and Olyva were waiting.  They were all breathing hard and watching for any sign of danger.  All around them the horrible monsters battled.  When Rafe felt something grab his leg, he almost slashed down with his sword before even looking to see what it was.
Tiberius was awake and struggling to get to his feet.
“Are you okay?” Rafe asked, hauling his friend up.
“I will be,” Tiberius said weakly.
Lexi grabbed his other arm to steady him, but it was Olyva who lent him the most strength.
“Here, lean against me,” she said.
Rafe looked down and saw her toes were digging into the cracks left in the ground as the lava cooled.  Tiberius put one hand on Olyva’s back and then leaned against her.  When Rafe looked up again, what he saw made him want to drop his sword and run.
“Wizard!” screamed the demon, its voice like the roar of an angry animal.
“It’s flesh and blood now,” Tiberius said.  “We have to kill it.”
“How?” Rafe asked.
“Its a Tuscogee.  You fight, I’ll protect you.”
Rafe’s eyes narrowed.  He wasn’t afraid of fighting any man, yet the creature before him wasn’t a man.  It was taller than Rafe; its long muscular arms were almost the length of its entire body.  The legs looked strong, but they were so twisted the demon used its arms like crutches.  Rafe had no idea what the creature was capable of, yet he knew that if Tiberius had his back, he could win.
“Let’s do this,” Rafe said grimly.
He stepped forward, raising his sword into a defensive position.  The demon snarled and bent low.  Behind him, Rafe could hear Tiberius chanting a spell.  Then the hideous creature charged, and Rafe ran to meet him.  Just before they reached each other, Rafe saw the demon’s eyes, which were terrifying black orbs, widen slightly.  It was a look Rafe knew, a look of surprise.  Whatever Tiberius was doing, he knew it had caught the demon off guard, and he meant to take advantage of it.
The demon swung one arm in a low arc directly in front of it.  The blow should have swept Rafe’s feet out from under him, but he jumped toward the creature, hurdling the demon’s arm and stabbing down with his rapier.  The sword gouged into the demon’s shoulder, hit bone, then bounced away.  Rafe stumbled as he fell, falling onto his side and rolling away from the demon, which roared in pain.
Rafe scrambled to his feet and attacked again, this time slashing at the demon’s crippled legs, only this time his sword didn’t touch the creature before it bounced harmlessly away, and it was Rafe’s turn to look stunned.  Then a powerful but invisible force knocked him backward and sent him sprawling in the dust.




Chapter 46
Tiberius
Leaning against Olyva was like leaning against a tree, and Tiberius almost felt as if he were stronger when he touched her.  His whole body ached, and he felt so weak it was as if he were starving to death.  Yet all around him was the carnage of another world, one that threatened to wreak havoc all across Valana unless he stopped it.
He cast the cloaking spell on Rafe and watched as his friend vanished from view.  He felt Olyva stiffen when Rafe disappeared, but then they saw the blood erupt from the demon’s shoulder.  It appeared spontaneous, but Tiberius knew it was Rafe’s handiwork.  Then the demon cast a spell of his own. Ti felt Rafe go sprawling and barely had time to protect himself, Olyva, and Lexi.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius said, lifting the shielding spell just as he was battered by the demon’s own magic.
The kinetic energy would have knocked him down, but Olyva wrapped one arm around him and held him fast.  Rafe was slow getting up.  The cloaking spell gone, and the warrior was in plain view.  The demon turned toward Tiberius.
“You cannot resist me, wizard,” he snarled.
“I already have,” Tiberius shouted back.
“None can stand before Draggah!”
“We defy you!”
“Then die!”
Olyva hurled her spear.  It wasn’t a powerful throw and wasn’t really intended to kill the demon, just distract it long enough for Tiberius to act.  The missile flew true, and Draggah was nearly impaled, but he batted the weapon away at the last instant.
“Fulguralis,” Tiberius said calmly.
The thicker smoke overhead churned, and then lightning flashed down.  For a moment Tiberius was blinded by the brightness of the attack, but when his vision returned, what he saw took his breath away.  Draggah, the demon made flesh, had somehow caught the powerful lightning, condensing it into a ball of energy, and then sent it flying straight at Tiberius.
“Move!” he screamed.
Tiberius dove out of the way, and Lexi twirled to the side, but Olyva couldn’t move fast enough.  She tried to drop back, but the energy blazed across the side of her face, charring the flesh and burning away the long, dark tresses on the side of her head.
“No!” screamed Rafe.
Tiberius saw him charging forward and knew that his friend was going to die unless he did something.  He placed his palms on the ground, feeling the warmth of the recently cooled lava, and chanted his spell as fast as he could.
“Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer.”  The portal opened, but Tiberius pushed it underground, letting the heat erupt from underneath Draggah.
Rafe covered the distance between himself and the demon in record time.  Tiberius could only hope his spell would help somehow.  The demon drew back one long, powerful arm, his fingers straight and stiff, the bony claws at the tip of each finger creating a serrated blade of sorts.  He was going to stab Rafe, killing Tiberius’ friend.  Rafe raised his sword above his head, the muscles in his arms flexing as he prepared to make the killing stroke.
Draggah’s arm shot forward, faster than the strike of a viper, but at the same time, the ground melted beneath him.  His twisted legs struggled to walk, but they made a suitable base when the creature didn’t move, allowing him to stand upright and using his long arms freely.  Luckily they had little feeling and didn’t notice the ground suddenly becoming hot beneath him.  The blackened stone, cooled from the previous day, suddenly melted, and the demon fell into a thick pool of magma.  The demon’s thrust missed Rafe, but the momentum sent him sprawling wide of his target and caused the warrior’s strike to miss, as well.
Draggah’s body was flesh now, and for the first time since coming to Valana centuries before, he felt pain.  The demon scrambled from the molten rock, but the lava clung to his flesh, burning and searing its way through the tough skin and muscle and fusing to the bone as blood poured over the liquid rock, cooling and hardening the molten stone in mere seconds while it still clung to Draggah’s flesh.
The demon flung itself toward Tiberius, who dashed backward but tripped over his own feet.  He fell hard, his back erupting in pain, but there was no time to waste.  He rolled onto his knees and raised his shielding spell.
“Scuti Incantatio!” he shouted.
The magical spell formed around Tiberius just as the demon uttered its own curse.  There was no flash of light, no blast of fire or sudden apparition, just a swirl of magic that slowly tightened around Tiberius.  He felt his shield contracting, squeezing the breath from his lungs.  He pushed back, trying to force his shield spell out from his body, but the demon’s strength was too great.  The demon’s face was little more than shadow, its eyes soulless black orbs, but Tiberius could see the glee in them.  The demon had him, and he knew there was nothing Tiberius could do to stop him.
Tiberius screamed, the wail of pain and fear cut short as the demon’s spell contracted even harder.  Ti’s vision wavered, but he saw his best friend, bloodied but looking savage, racing to his aid.  Rafe bellowed a fierce war cry as he attacked, bringing his sword down in a quick chop that would have severed the demon’s head, but Draggah raised an arm defensively, and the rapier lodged in the demon’s forearm.  He jerked away instinctively, ripping the sword from Rafe’s hand.
“Tiberius,” Rafe shouted.  “Get back!”
Ti rolled to his feet and staggered back, just as Rafe planted himself firmly between the demon and Tiberius.  He had no sword, no weapon to fight with, just the courage to stand between a terrifying monster and his friend. The demon’s unwounded arm came around in a savage arc, hitting Rafe on the side of the young warrior’s head and knocking him senseless.  Rafe didn't move, not even flinching from the demon’s wicked blow.
“Specula Fulsi,” Tiberius shouted.
The portal opened above the demon’s head, and he saw it.  Draggah raised one bony hand to deflect the magical light, but the focused light spell simply burned through his hand and into the featureless face.  The light seared into the demon’s forehead, right between where the curving horns sprouted from his skull.  The scream was so intense it was hard for Tiberius to stay focused.  
Draggah rolled, trying to escape, but Tiberius wouldn’t let him.  He moved the portal and kept the magic directed at the demon.  It tried to cast spells, but Ti’s attack was too strong and the pain from the burning ray of light too intense for the demon to withstand.  Tiberius had no idea how much of the wretched creature was flesh or if that flesh was anything like a normal person, but he poured the focused light into the demon until Draggah shuddered and lay still.
Then Tiberius fell to his knees, panting for breath.  He felt weak, and his body ached from the battle, but he was alive thanks to Rafe.  Ti looked around for Lexi.  She was bent over Olyva with a worried expression, but Lexi didn’t seem to be hurt at all.  Tiberius got to his feet, waited a moment for his dizziness to pass, then looked around.  The wide, barren plain was littered with the bodies of horrid monsters.  More of the wretched creatures were fleeing the mountain, but they were of little concern to Tiberius at the moment.  The fact that none seemed interested in attacking him or his friends was all that mattered.
He staggered over to Olyva and got on his knees beside her.  Her once classic features were blackened, the skin a mass of hideous blisters.  The stench made Tiberius’ eyes water, but he didn’t care.  Olyva had given him strength when he needed it most and she was Rafe’s beloved.  He wouldn’t rest until he had helped her.
“Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he chanted.
Sana Magus, healing magic, was in his opinion the first and greatest of all forms of magic.  He let the mysterious healing power swirl into Olyva.  He could feel the change, started by the Hosscum grove when they had first been banished from Avondale, taking place inside her.  Even on the most basic level, her body was mutating, and he knew it was only a matter of time now before she completed her transformation and became a Hosscum tree.  He couldn’t stop that—not that Olyva would want him to—but he could heal the burns.
His own face suddenly flared with intense pain.  He was still chanting the spell, but his voice shook, and sweat poured from his head from the agony he endured.  Burns always seemed to take longer to heal than anything else in Tiberius’ opinion, but he stayed strong for Rafe and Olyva.  Eventually the pain subsided, and Lexi gasped in amazement as her skin regained its color, the blisters disappeared, and even her hair grew back.
When he was finally finished, Tiberius nearly collapsed.  Lexi was signaling for the sky ship to return, but it was taking the ship a while to sail back down and pick them up.  Tiberius wanted to close his eyes and sleep.  He was dizzy, weak, and tired, unlike when he cast the destruction spell and felt invincible.  He had sent that powerful magic into the Balestone, foiling the demon’s plans and saving Valana from a horrible fate.  He hadn’t really expected to live beyond accomplishing that feat, but now he wanted nothing more than to be with his friends.
“I need to check on Rafe,” Tiberius said.
He got up slowly and walked over to where Rafe lay.  Tiberius knew his friend had been knocked out but he hadn’t expected to find Rafe looking the way he did.  There was blood from some cuts on his head and across his chest, but what scared Tiberius most was the blood coming from Rafe’s ears.
“Lexi!” Tiberius shouted.
“What is it?” she asked as she turned around.
Olyva was just sitting up, feeling the side of her head in surprise and wonder, but Tiberius felt his world suddenly spinning out of control.  He knelt by his friend and placed his hands on either side of Rafe’s skull.  One side felt soft.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” Tiberius chanted.
The bone healing spell wasn’t as difficult as the spell to heal burns, and almost immediately Tiberius felt a dull ache in his head.  It grew worse, but it was nothing as severe as the burns he’d healed on Olyva.  Yet his worry grew.  Through the flow of magic and the Corporeus Adfectus, Tiberius could feel the buildup of blood in Rafe’s skull.  The bones fused back together, but his friend didn’t stir.
“What’s wrong with him?” Lexi asked.
“Oh, Rafe,” Olyva said as she bent over the young warrior.
“The demon struck him down,” Tiberius said.  “He was protecting me.”
He had to swipe the tears from his eyes so that he could look for any sign of life from Rafe.
“The ship should be here soon,” Lexi said, her voice now strained with worry.
Tiberius looked at her, and the fear he felt for his friend was reflected in Lexi’s anxious look.  Olyva was weeping quietly, and Tiberius suddenly felt an intense grief he’d never experienced before.  It was worse than any physical pain, and more than anything he wanted to deny the truth.  He felt powerless and frustrated, wanting to scream but choosing to chant his spell instead.  Desperately hoping there was still a chance to save his friend.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus.”
The spell for internal bleeding began to work immediately, and Tiberius could sense that it was the brain that was bleeding.  He worked slowly, letting the magic flow and heal.  His own heart was pounding, and he felt light headed, but he didn’t let up.  He had to save Rafe, to heal him and bring him back.
Eventually there was nothing left to be done.  Tiberius healed the cuts on Rafe’s scalp and chest, then they waited for the sky ship.  Rafe never stirred.  His breathing became deep and even, but when the ship finally swooped in, they were forced to carry Rafe onboard.
Tiberius had meant to have the ship stop and get Leonosis, but when he sat in the thickly padded chair next to the bed where Rafe was placed, he fell almost instantly to sleep.




Chapter 47
Ariel
She had watched the entire scene from a distance, hidden in the smoky haze.  The fleet of war ships had been sent back to Sparlan Citadel, but the king’s ship hovered in the air, miles from the summit of Mount Avondale.  She used magic to view the activity, and she had seen Leonosis carried away by his brother.  When the sky ship from Hamill Keep eventually sailed back down the mountain, she decided to make one final attempt to reclaim the power she had lost.
There was a sense of relief that Draggah’s hold over her seemed broken.  She knew that she could do whatever she wanted now.  She had seen her master fall, watched him die, without lifting a finger to help him.  Draggah had promised to give her the life she'd always wanted when her father had made it clear that she was simply a commodity to be traded away for something he wanted more.  Somehow, despite her fears and resentments, she had gathered the strength to strike back at the people who had brushed her aside once her brother was born.  She had summoned the demon and harnessed his power, at least until Leonosis had changed everything.  And contrary to the demon’s promises, she had come to realize that he never intended to place her in power.  Still, she had held on to the glimmer of hope that Draggah gave her, hoping she might somehow find a way to get what she wanted, even though she was too frightened to resist the demon.  Now that Draggah’s defeat was certain, she had only one prospect left.  She needed to know if her husband lived or not.
The ship moved slowly over the ash-covered perimeter of what had once been Avondale’s walls.  She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but there had to be something close by, some evidence of Leonosis, either alive or dead.
She saw the hole that Tiberius had dug out of the ash and sent her guards down to investigate.  It was only moments before Leonosis’ body was hauled out of the ash.  He looked dead, but when they got the body onto the ship, she found him alive.  The sailors carried him back to the king’s stateroom, and Ariel sat on the bed beside him.  She used a sponge to dribble water into his mouth.  Soon his swollen tongue was licking the chapped lips eagerly.
As the ship sailed back to Sparlan Citadel, Ariel nursed Leonosis back to health.  He didn’t wake up for three days, and when he did, he was weak.  Ariel stayed by his side, waiting to see if the demon still controlled him, but he was free and still King of Valana.  Ariel could work with that, she thought.  It wasn’t magic, but it was a start.




Epilogue
Rafe never woke up.  His body was healthy, but his brain had been damaged in the fight.  Tiberius was distraught, but Olyva was at peace.  The day after they returned to the camp at the bottom of the mountain, Tiberius and a group of the earl’s war band, along with Earl Ageus, returned to the mountaintop.  The earl was devastated, but there was nothing he could do.  Tiberius returned for Leonosis, but even before the ship lowered him down, Tiberius knew his brother was gone.  There were tracks all in the ash, and not just his own, yet no tracks led away from the ash cave.  Someone else had returned for the king, and Tiberius had a feeling he knew who that was.
That night, they returned to the camp, which had continued to swell as citizens who had escaped the city before the volcano’s eruption slowly made their way down the mountain and found the new settlement.  Earl Ageus pulled Tiberius aside and Ti couldn't help but notice the pain his father's features.  The earl was healthy, but the loss of Avondale and the devastation of the mountaintop weighed heavily on him.  Still, it was clear that the earl wanted something from his son, and Tiberius felt conflicting emotions as they talked.
“We can't rebuild,” the earl said.  “There's no water on the mountain anymore.”
“You don't need to build up there,” Tiberius said.  “The camp is in an ideal place.  Olyva picked the perfect spot.”
“She did well, but our work has just begun, Tiberius.  Avondale needs you.”
“What do you mean?”
“You should take the earldom.  Lead our people to rebuild and regain what we have lost.”
“That is your job,” Tiberius said.  “Not mine.”
“It is your birthright,” Ageus said, anger tinting his voice.  “Why do you resist it?”
“I’m not resisting anything,” Tiberius said.  “But you are well with many years left to serve.  Let one of my sisters rule when the time comes.  I can't stay.”
“Why?  Because Grentz’s son was struck down?  Surely that is even more reason to stay.  As earl you honor his sacrifice.”
“I can only honor his friendship by being true to who I am.  Look around you—the world is wide open to us now.  Don’t you feel the urge to explore it?  To discover all the wondrous things we thought were lost?”
“No,” Ageus said.  “My place is here, with our people.  As is yours.”
“I’m not staying, Father.  After Lexi and I have rested and done all we can for Rafe, we are leaving.”
“What if we need you?” the earl asked.
“If a time comes when you need me, I will return.”
“I can’t say I approve.”
“I didn't think you would, but this is your chance to shape Avondale’s future, perhaps even the entire kingdom.  I would only get in your way.”
Tiberius knew that wasn't entirely true.  If he stayed, his father would use Tiberius’ power to elevate his own position among the other cities.  He wouldn’t set out to abuse his son’s magical abilities, but in time he would insist on more and more from Ti.  If Tiberius stayed, he would wither under his father’s demanding rule.  And Tiberius harbored no illusions about Ageus stepping down from his place as earl.  Now that his father was healthy again, the earl would never willingly give up his power.
“Is there nothing I can do to change your mind?” the earl said, his irritation with Tiberius all too clear.
“No, Father,” Ti said.
“I could order my men to keep you here,” he insisted, the shadows of his former abusive authority suddenly taking shape around him.
“Yes, you could,” Tiberius said.  “But this is a new world, and I am no longer your meek third child.  I’m a wizard of the Fourth Order, and I will not be held against my will.”
“You would turn on your own people?” Earl Ageus demanded.
"Isn't that what you are doing to me?" Ti asked in a voice he hoped was calming.  "Don't make my decision out to be an insult to your honor.  I have a destiny that is greater than Avondale or any of the nine cities.  I must find what we have lost and return the magic of the Four Orders to Valana, ensuring that magic is practiced for the good of all mankind, not just Avondale."
"You wound me with your criticism," Ageus said, but the fight had gone out of him.
"That was not my intention," Tiberius said.  "You're my father, and I love you."
The earl frowned as he nodded.  "And I love you, too, son."
That was the last time Tiberius spoke with his father.  After that night the earl threw himself into the work of rebuilding the city he had lost.  And he was always too busy to see Tiberius in the days that followed.  Lexi did her best to comfort and encourage Tiberius, but grief at the realization that he wouldn't have a better relationship with his father was agonizing.  As was watching Rafe's failure to recover.
A few days later, Tiberius and Lexi found Olyva at the edge of the camp.  She had spent most of her days there, much the same as she had been shortly after being touched by the Hosscum trees.  She would stand unmoving for hours at a time, her face turned toward the sky, her arms outstretched to soak up the sunlight.  The light above the mountain was still weak and more of a dingy white than the golden amber that filtered down on most of the blighted lands.  Still, Olyva seemed to draw strength from it, and on the fourth day after their battle with the demon, Tiberius discovered why.
He saw the grove of trees as they approached Olyva.  She wasn’t moving, and the trees didn’t appear to be moving, but they hadn’t been there the day before.  Tiberius felt a lump of fear in his chest.  His eyes stung with tears, and he gripped Lexi’s hand.
“Are you calling those trees?” he asked Olyva.
She lowered her arms and looked at Tiberius.  There was sadness in her look, but not fear.
“I did,” she admitted.  “It’s time.”
“You’re going to become a tree then?  You’re just going to desert Rafe and the rest of us.”
“I think you know me better than that,” Olyva said.
“So what are you going to do?” Tiberius said.  “I don’t understand.”
“I want you to bring Rafe to me,” Olyva said.
“No,” Tiberius said loudly.  “No.”
“Ti,” Lexi tried to calm him down.
“You’ve done all you can for him,” Olyva said.  “He’ll never be the man you knew.  He’ll just waste away and die.  Is that what you want for him?”
“No,” Tiberius said, the tears flowing down his face.  “But you don’t know he won’t wake up.  He’s strong.”
“He is, and that is why he’s still alive.  But now, he can have a different kind of life.  He can be with me.  You know I’m changing.  I can’t stop that now.”
“I can’t let him go,” Tiberius said.
“You don’t have to,” Olyva said.  “He will still be Rafe—he will still be here.  He’ll just be changed.”
“Come on, Ti.  It’s for the best,” Lexi said.
Tiberius wanted to scream, to rage, to burn down the Hosscum grove that was inching its way slowly toward the camp, but he knew Olyva and Lexi were right.  And Ti didn't want to control his friend's life any more than he wanted his father to control his.  He knew he could stop Olyva from taking Rafe, but he couldn't bring his friend back, despite all his magical power.  Rafe had sacrificed himself for Tiberius, and now it was Ti's turn to sacrifice what he wanted so that Rafe could be with Olyva.
He sat with his friend the rest of the day, then just before sundown he helped carry Rafe to the grove of Hosscum trees.  Olyva was already waiting inside the grove, standing with her feet among the tangle of crawling roots.  She looked happy to see him.  The men, all officers from the earl’s war band, laid Rafe in a small space between the roots that seemed to be just the right shape for his body.  Then the other men hurried away, and it was just Tiberius, Lexi, Olyva, and Rafe.
“I wanted to say thank you, Tiberius,” Olyva said.  “You and Lexi befriended me, helped me, accepted me when I changed, and believed in me always.  I can never tell you how much that means to me.”
“You are the bravest woman I’ve ever known,” Lexi said.
“He loves you so much,” Tiberius said.  “This is what he would want.  To be with you.  It’s what he always wanted.  Not the fighting, not to explore the blighted lands.  He wanted to make his father proud and he did.  He wanted to be the champion of Avondale and he was.  He wanted to lead the earl’s war band and he did.  And he wanted to be with you forever, and now he will.”
“We aren’t dying, Tiberius.  You of all people know this is true,” Olyva said.
“I do.  But I will miss you both terribly.”
“We will always be here, at the foot of Mount Avondale, living as one.”
“Will you be part of this grove?” Lexi asked.
“No,” Olyva said.  “We will start our own grove.  And maybe one day more people will join us.”
“You will be protected,” Tiberius said, “and remembered.”
“Thank you,” Olyva said.  “And will you be the Earl of Avondale after your father?”
“No,” Tiberius said.  “Lexi and I have decided to explore the blighted lands.  My father is fit and well; he can lead the survivors.  Our future is out there.  There’s so much to learn.”
“Then I wish you the best of luck in your travels,” she said.  “And my hope is that you return to us often.”
“Goodbye,” Lexi said, hugging Olyva.
“Farewell,” she replied.
“Goodbye, Rafe.  You were … are, my best friend," Tiberius said.  "We did it.  We saved the kingdom, just like we always dreamed.  Your story will be remembered, I swear to that.  And I will come back, I promise.”
Lexi took his hand, and they backed out of the grove of trees.  Night fell suddenly, and Tiberius stayed nearby through the night.  When morning came, the grove of trees was gone, and in their place were two new trees.  The trees grew close together, their branches entwining as well as their roots.  Tiberius went to the trees and put his hands on the trunks.  One tree was slender and tall, the other broader and very straight.  There was no breeze, but as Tiberius stood by the trees, the leaves swayed gently, the leaves rustling and the branches creaking.
“I’m glad to see you on your feet again, old friend,” Tiberius said.  “I guess Olyva has filled you in on our victory.  We lost the city but won the war, at least for now.  Someone has Leonosis, but that’s not our concern, is it?  We’re finished saving people.  Now we can just live our lives.”
“That sounds good to me,” Lexi said, slipping up beside Tiberius and wrapping her arms around his waist.
“Well, what are we waiting for?” Tiberius said.  “The world is wide open, and there's nothing we can't face together.  Let’s go see what wonders are waiting to be discovered.”
 
 
The End
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